
  
    
  


  A Man of Honor


  Loree Lough brings A Man of Honor to her readers, and she delivers a woman of honor, as well. Although Grace and Dusty have endured and survived much in the past, both struggle to provide the care they know others in their lives deserve. Readers will experience friendship, tragedy, love, and the uplifting power of faith as they live the story right along with the characters. Loree has crafted yet another book that kept me turning pages all night long.


  —ROBIN BAYNE, author of ten novels/novellas, including Carol Award winner The Artist’s Granddaughter


  As always, Loree Lough takes her fans on a deeply emotional journey in A Man of Honor. With her dynamic storytelling style, Lough has masterfully crafted scenes that are sure to leave readers breathless and knowing there’s hope, even after the most tragic events anyone can imagine.


  —DEBBY MAYNE, author of Sweet Baklava and the upcoming Class Reunion series.


  Be prepared for one of Loree Lough’s most moving tales yet. The challenges Grace and Dusty face in A Man of Honor will plunge readers into moments of shattered innocence and tragic loss, in a search for truth, love, and healing, not only for themselves but for all the people that surround them. Book 3 in the First Responders series reminds readers that “. . . the greatest of these is love.”


  —RITA GERLACH, author of Surrender the Wind and other reader favorites
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  To my beloved mom (who joined the Father

  while I was writing this book).

  Her love of books and talent for storytelling

  put me on the road to writing.


  And to my dedicated readers . . .

  without all of you, none of this would be possible!
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  Dear Reader,


  No matter your age, there’s a good chance you’re lugging around some emotional baggage. Broken hearts, broken homes, health issues, the death of a loved one, a runaway child, unemployment, fear of foreclosure . . . the list of stuff that our nightmares and bad memories are made of goes on and on!


  Surviving each tragedy is the exercise that builds moral fiber and the strength of character required to steer clear of the potholes on life’s rocky road . . . and to keep our eyes on the light at the end of the proverbial tunnel.


  When a stranger’s heartbreak brings Dusty and Grace together, they’re instantly drawn to each other. But before they can realize their dreams of a bright future together, they must first leave the darkness of past hurts and disappointments behind them.


  This is what I pray for you, dear reader . . . that you’ll always have the strength to maneuver around any hurdles that are preventing you from realizing your own hopes and dreams!


  Blessings to you and yours,

  Loree


  No one has greater love than to give up one’s life

  for one’s friends.


  —John 15:13 CEB
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  Dusty stifled a yawn and deployed the Harley’s kickstand. The handlebar clock said 5:15, and beside it, the temperature gauge registered seventy-two muggy degrees. He shook his head and hoped weatherman Marty Bass was wrong about thunderstorms in the forecast, because if he wasn’t, more than this morning’s search and rescue mission—SAR for short—was in jeopardy. It meant he’d have to put off fixing the roof. Again. And that meant new mattresses for the boys who called The Last Chance their home.


  Grumbling under his breath, he stowed his helmet, and after squeezing rain from his ponytail, pulled up the hood of his sweatshirt, soaked clean through by the deluge that had chased him halfway around the Baltimore Beltway.


  Dusty shouldered his way through the tunnel of waterlogged branches that canopied the footpath. If he’d stopped for a sack of burgers from the twenty-four-hour McDonald’s on North Howard, his stomach wouldn’t be groaning now. But then, he wouldn’t have beaten the morning gridlock, either. Tradeoffs. Lately, they seemed to dominate every facet of his life.


  A fat raindrop oozed from a leaf and landed on the tip of his nose, then slid to the blacktopped footpath where it gleamed like a new dime. Up ahead, the blue and red strobes of emergency vehicles sliced through the gray mist, and the whoop of sirens silenced the usual chirp of tree frogs and crickets. If that didn’t lend gritty balance to the postcard-pretty sight, Dusty didn’t know what did.


  He passed two stern-faced cops, interviewing a guy in a baggy orange jogging suit. “Shadow is the best-behaved dog I’ve ever owned,” he heard the guy say, “but he spotted something over there . . .” The man pointed to a break in the tree line, “and went completely off his nut.”


  Dusty took note of the German shepherd’s stance—ears pricked forward and tail straight out—as it stared at the spot, some twenty yards away.


  “Probably just a squirrel or something,” the owner said, “but with the story of that young girl, I figured—”


  “We appreciate the tip, sir,” the tallest officer said. He tucked a tablet into his shirt pocket while his partner returned the guy’s driver’s license. “Don’t worry, if we need anything more, we know how to get in touch.” He gave the pocket flap a pat.


  In other words, Dusty thought, hit the road, dude, so we can get to work. The jogger took the hint and led his dog across the parking lot as Dusty joined the small circle of SAR workers already assembled. Jones, this mission’s Operation Leader, quickly brought them up to speed: Melissa Logan, age sixteen, hadn’t been home since the night of her prom. Last seen a few miles west of the park, her disappearance had sparked an intensive dawn-to-dusk manhunt that left everyone scratching their heads. And when the jogger’s shepherd started acting spooky, the dominos began to fall, starting with its owner’s 9-1-1 call and ending with another search, here.


  “It’s been nearly a week since she went missing,” Jones warned, “so prepare yourselves.”


  Meaning, dead or alive, Melissa Logan wouldn’t look very pretty, even in her fancy prom gown.


  They all knew the drill, but Jones went over it, anyway. “Let’s try not to make too big a mess, stomping through the underbrush, shall we?”


  Because the cops will need every scrap of evidence to catch the animal who did this.


  Next, came the OL’s reminder to double-check field packs for standard equipment: Compass, knife, matches and rope, sterile dressing and bandages, bottled water, space blanket, and metal mirror. Memory of the time he’d needed the snake-bite kit faded as the sound of surgical gloves, snapping into place, went around the circle.


  The team field tested their radios and counted off, starting with Dusty and ending with Honor Mackenzie, the best rescue dog trainer he’d ever worked with. Today, she’d brought Rerun, instead of the more experienced Rowdy. His gut—and those dark circles under Honor’s sad eyes—told him something bad had happened to the personable Golden Retriever that had earned awards, a fan page on Facebook, and the respect of every team member, two-legged and four. Maybe later he’d ask her about that. . . .


  “You volunteers,” Jones said, “pair up with somebody who’s wearing a pack.”


  Technically, they were all volunteers, but SAR personnel had earned their certs by putting in long, grueling hours of training, while the rest—friends and family of the girl, mostly—had probably never done anything like this before.


  “And you with packs,” Jones continued, “double-check to make sure your partners are wearing gloves, too.” He met Dusty’s eyes. “Parker, you want to start us off with a prayer?”


  As chaplain of the local fire department, he was expected to ask God’s blessing on the mission, and Dusty had never let them down.


  Until today.


  Today? He couldn’t think of a single thing to say, and he didn’t have a clue why. Didn’t need to open his eyes, either, to know that the team—even guys who weren’t particularly religious—needed him to find the right words to fit this circumstance.


  Two empty seconds ticked by: Zero.


  Four seconds: Zip.


  Six: Nothing.


  And because they continued to stand there, waiting in the prickly silence, Dusty launched into a bland, one-size-fits-all-occasions petition. “Father,” he began, “we ask your blessing on those assembled. Show us, Lord, the signs that will lead to Melissa. Let us find her alive, suffering only exhaustion and exposure. And if. . . .”


  He paused, searching his mind for words that would help them cope when they found something more ominous, instead.


  No one could read his thoughts, so why had he chosen if rather than when?


  When the answer refused to materialize, Dusty lifted his head and exhaled a deep breath. “And now, if you’ll join me in reciting the first responders’ prayer. . . .”


  “Father in Heaven,” they said together, “please make me strong when others are weak, brave when others are afraid, and vigilant when others are distracted by chaos. Provide comfort and companionship to my family when I must be away. Serve beside me and protect me as I seek to protect others.”


  A dozen “Amens” echoed around the tight circle, followed by a few “Thank-yous” and “Good job, Dustys.” Then, nodding and muttering, the crew marched forward, some poking at the ground with sticks, others employing a slow slide-kick method to keep from stepping on evidence that might lead to the missing girl.


  A few minutes into the search, a soft voice near Dusty’s elbow said, “Mind if I follow you?”


  Young and wide-eyed, her expression told him she belonged with the “never did anything like this before” group. He had a notion to ask, “Why do I get stuck with all the newbies?” Instead, he said, “Does Jones have your contact info?”


  “He does.”


  He gave her a quick once-over. Wasn’t likely she’d keep up with him on legs that short, but even if she did, her to-the-point answer gave him hope that she wouldn’t hammer him with inane chatter.


  “Move slowly and steadily, and stay a yard behind me and to my right.” So I can keep an eye on you. “And if you see anything, point it out to me and do not touch it.”


  “Got it.”


  There was something in her trembly tone, in her worried eyes, that told him she had a link to the missing girl. He started to ask about the connection when the toe of his boot tapped against something. One hand up to stop her, he took a knee and parted the weeds . . .


  . . . and revealed a glittery high-heeled shoe. Six inches to its left, he saw the mate, and a few yards ahead of that, the once-pretty young woman who’d worn them to her prom.


  Rising slowly, he radioed his location, then backpedaled, taking care to match every footfall to the boot print he’d left in the damp grass. He’d almost forgotten his tiny, human shadow, until she stepped up beside him.


  “Oh, God,” came her shaky whisper. “Oh, no. . . .”


  Jones’s voice crackled through the radio. “Roger that, Parker. Keep a clean scene. I’ll point the cops your way.”


  Dusty reholstered his handset, then inspected his temporary partner’s face. “You okay?”


  She swallowed, hard enough that he heard it, then croaked out, “I’m fine.”


  But she wasn’t, as evidenced by her wavering voice and ashen complexion. He saw her knees buckle, and knew if he didn’t do something fast, she’d fall, right where she stood. One hand gripping each of her upper arms, he held tight as she knelt in the wet grass, then sat back on her heels and combed rain-dampened fingers through her hair. Five seconds of silence ticked by before she whispered, “Her name is Missy Logan. Melissa. Melissa Logan.” Eyes closed, she lifted her face to the grey clouds overhead. “She’s one of my students. English. Art. And Art History, too.”


  She hardly looked old enough to be in high school, let alone teach in one. When she met his eyes, he knew she hadn’t chosen the profession for monetary reasons. The pain glittering in the big brown orbs told him that Missy Logan had meant something to her. Maybe she’d mentored the girl. Dusty would have asked if that was the case, if Jones and half a dozen SAR members hadn’t jogged up right then.


  The OL groaned, wincing with deep pain when he saw the teenager’s broken, bloody remains.


  “Oh, man,” echoed another, grimacing.


  The teacher got to her feet as Dusty said, “This young lady says the girl is one of her students.”


  “Was her student, you mean,” said a voice Dusty didn’t recognize. He looked over his shoulder, intent on aiming the stink-eye at the rude bozo. When he turned face-forward again, she was gone, no doubt pulled aside by one of the investigators now swarming the scene.


  Jones waved his team closer to hear his usual “how to handle stupid reporter questions” lecture. Then, one by one, SAR personnel were rounded up and questioned by the FBI agents assigned to the missing girl’s case. Working in twos, the agents made fast work of taking statements, handing out business cards, and securing each team member’s promise to call the Baltimore field office with details that might come to mind later. Halfway through his own interview, Dusty’s stomach began to churn. He blamed it on lack of sleep. The midnight pizza, devoured while helping one of his boys study for finals. The disturbing sight of the girl who’d never go home again.


  He’d been at this for years. Melissa Logan hadn’t been his first “find.” So why the jitters and sweaty palms? Dusty stuffed an agent’s card into his pocket and promised to call if anything came to mind an hour or even a day from now. Then he walked away, stifling a frustrated groan as he slapped a palm to the back of his neck. Why didn’t any of the mind-over-matter tricks that helped his pals cope with stuff like this ever work for him?


  Leaning his backside against a tree, he pulled a bottle of water from his pack and unscrewed the cap. With any luck, it would settle his roiling gut. Staring through the rippled plastic as he gulped, the scene took on a hazy, surreal look. What he wouldn’t give for the images to blur that way tonight, tomorrow, every night for weeks as the images flashed in his dreams.


  “Idiot,” he muttered. For one thing, a guy had to sleep in order to dream, and he couldn’t remember the last time he’d slept more than an hour or two at a stretch.


  He glanced at his watch. In half an hour, Mitch would load the Last Chance boys into the van and drive them to Our Daily Bread, where they’d spend the day stocking shelves, cleaning, peeling potatoes, and doing dishes. If Dusty left right now, he might just get ahead of the traffic snarl on 695, and catch a few Z’s before joining them.


  Stuffing the water bottle back into his pack, he jogged toward his Harley, and nearly collided with the two agents who’d interviewed him. They were with the pretty young teacher now. She clutched both blue surgical gloves in one hand as she stood, head down, nodding. He followed Agent One’s line of vision; he, too, had noticed that she was trembling all the way down to her soaked sneakers. Give the kid a break, he wanted to say. Because if the morning had been this tough on him, how much more had it affected a first-timer?


  As he got closer, Dusty overheard Agent Two ask about her teaching credentials while One pecked data from her driver’s license into his iPhone. She’d earned a few points back there—for keeping up with him, for not asking inane questions, but mostly, for not falling apart when she got that first gruesome eyeful of the girl’s battered body. He gave her a few more points now, for holding it together under the agents’ onslaught: How long had she known Missy? Had she heard of any bad blood between Melissa and other students or teachers? Was she aware of boyfriend problems? As a chaperone at the prom, did she believe alcohol or drugs played a role in the girl’s disappearance and death? Would she be willing to help them access school records, saving the time it would take them to get in touch with Missy’s parents by other means?


  “Yes, yes, of course,” she said, “but you need to know that Missy is. . . .” She shook her head and pressed her fingertips into her temples. “. . . was an only child. And that her father died, just last spring.”


  Agent Number Two returned her license. “Is that right?”


  She glanced toward the grassy hill where they’d found Melissa. “Well,” she said, standing as tall as her five-foot-something frame would allow, “Mrs. Logan has barely had time to adjust to being a widow, and now. . . .” Those sad, dark eyes darted back to the knoll, where the narrow strip of yellow plastic flapped in the breeze.


  And now this, he finished silently.


  She cleared her throat. “I just thought you should know, so that you can take it into consideration. When you could break the news to Missy’s mom, I mean.”


  Before he’d nearly stumbled over the body, her cheeks had glowed with vitality. Now, it reminded him of that delicate porcelain serving platter his mom dragged out when it was her turn to host bridge club. Dusty had a feeling that stubbornness, mostly, was the only thing keeping the poor kid conscious and upright. He stepped up beside her, thinking to catch her if she passed out.


  Agent One said, “We’re finished with your interview, sir.”


  It wasn’t the first time he’d been branded by the hot glare of a cop, and he met it with one of his own. “I’m here for moral support.”


  The agents exchanged a “What’s his problem?” expression, then shrugged.


  “What did Mr. Logan die of?” Agent Two asked the teacher.


  “Bone cancer. It was a very long and painful illness. I remember how hard Missy took it when his doctors were forced to put him into a drug-induced coma.”


  “Why did they have to put him in a coma?” asked One.


  “Because the slightest movement, even the weight of his own body, shattered bones, and none of the drugs were powerful enough to ease his pain.” She cringed, as if the memory hurt her, too. “Mrs. Logan is a librarian. I don’t remember which branch, only that it’s somewhere in Baltimore County. I ran into her in the hall at school, when she came to get some things from Missy’s locker. She told me that she’d taken a leave of absence, and that she was waiting for a sorority sister to let her know if she could drive down from New York, to stay with her while . . . well, while . . . you know.”


  Now Dusty cringed, too. While the cops looked for her little girl.


  She shook her head again and started over. “I’m not sure if her friend is still in town, but I do remember hearing at Mr. Logan’s funeral that she doesn’t have family nearby.” On the heels of a deep breath, she took a step forward. “If you think it’ll help, I’m happy to sit with her while . . . when. . . .”


  When you tell her that her little girl was slaughtered?


  Dusty ground his molars together. If he ever got his hands on the animal who—


  “Will you go to her house? To break the bad news, I mean? Or will it be necessary to make her come to your office?”


  Dusty didn’t hear the agent’s answer, because his cell phone rang. Mitch Carlisle, the caller ID block said. Turning, he took a few steps away to answer the call from his assistant pastor at the halfway house. “Think you’ll be back before we leave,” the younger man asked, “or should we head on over to the soup kitchen without you?”


  Dusty glanced over his shoulder, thinking he’d offer to tag along with the teacher, wherever the agents decided to break the bad news to the girl’s widowed mom, but she was gone. “Hold on a sec, Mitch,” he said, taking the phone from his ear. “Where’d she go?” he asked Agent One.


  “Home. To feed her cat, I think she said,” he answered before turning back to his partner.


  He could’ve kicked himself for not asking her name. It wasn’t like he hadn’t had time. You’re an arrogant idiot, he chided. If he hadn’t been so busy feeling put-upon for getting stuck with yet another newbie. . . .


  Armed with that fact, alone, he could have pried more information about her from any one of a dozen officials on site. “He who hesitates is lost” had been one of his Uncle Brock’s favorite adages. Brock’s second favorite, “Too little, too late,” fit just as well.


  “Sorry,” he told Mitch, “I’m back.”


  “So did you guys find the missing girl?”


  Dusty heard concern in Mitch’s voice. “ ’Fraid so.”


  “Uh-oh. Dead?”


  “Uh-huh.”


  “Exposure?”


  The image of her battered body flashed in his mind. “I wish.”


  On the heels of a lengthy pause, Mitch asked, “Do the cops have any idea who killed her?”


  “Not a clue. At least, not yet.”


  “I’ll lead the boys in a prayer for her and her family, and everyone who was there when they found her.”


  When they found her. . . . Memory of the way it felt when the toe of his boot made contact with Missy’s shoe caused an involuntary flinch. “Thanks.” First thing Dusty intended to do when he got home was trash these ugly reminders of what he found next.


  “And for the cops, too, so they’ll find something, soon, that’ll lead to her killer.”


  Butcher was more like it. “Say one for the girl’s teacher, too. She was practically in my lap when I found the body.”


  “You got it.”


  And while you’re at it, send one up for me.


  Because though he couldn’t explain it, and it went against every self-imposed rule he’d written about merging the personal and professional aspects of his life, Dusty needed to find her.


  
2


  Grace clenched her teeth and prayed for the self-control to keep a civil tongue in her head.


  It was bad enough that the agents insisted on interviewing Mrs. Logan at their noisy, crowded office in Baltimore County, rather than the quiet comfort of her own home. Did they have to pummel the poor woman with questions that made her look like a prime suspect in her daughter’s murder, too?


  They’d closed the blinds in a half-hearted attempt at privacy, but the bent slats had been pried apart so many times that anyone passing by could peer into their workspace through any one of a dozen v-shaped gaps. One of those openings gave Grace a clear view of her SAR sidekick, standing on the other side of the glass, nodding. She took it to mean that he approved of her decision to remain at Mrs. Logan’s side as the agents’ pounded out question after question:


  Had she talked with the other parents before granting permission for Melissa to attend the after-prom slumber party? Which parents had agreed to transport the girls from the school gym to the friend’s home? And was she aware that, instead of going there, the youngsters had booked a room at a nearby hotel, where a keg of beer and half-empty bottles of tequila and whiskey had been found? Had she verified any aspect of her daughter’s story before letting her leave home with a boy she’d never met before prom night? And why had she waited until mid-afternoon of the day after prom to wonder about her daughter’s whereabouts?


  Out there in the hall, Grace saw the SAR guy frown, then shake his head. “Sorry,” he mouthed, hands extended in a gesture of pity.


  Not as sorry as Mrs. Logan, I’ll bet, she thought as the agents described—in gory detail—what Melissa had looked like when she was found. Would they pull out the shocking crime scene photos, and force her to look at those, too? Grace prayed they would not, because if hearing the cold, hard facts of the case could reduce Mrs. Logan to a weepy bundle of nerves, what would viewing full-color images of her little girl’s mangled, bloodied body do to her?


  “We’d like to have a look around Melissa’s room,” said Spencer.


  His tone and stance made it clear he’d just issued an order, not a request. Grace bristled, but kept her silence; if Mrs. Logan hadn’t exploded into a fit of hysteria when the agents told Grace to wait outside, she’d be out there in the hall, waiting alongside the stern-faced SAR guy. She plucked a tissue from the box on Spencer’s desk and handed it to Mrs. Logan.


  The woman blotted her eyes. “But . . . but you people have already gone through her room.”


  Timmons jutted out his big square chin and adjusted the Windsor knot of his navy tie. “We’re just being thorough, ma’am.” He poked his ballpoint back into the pencil cup beside the tissues, then made a move to help her up. “Now then, what-say we pick up this conversation over at your house.”


  They’d referred to this meeting as an interrogation, an interview, a simple discussion, and now, a conversation. In Grace’s opinion, it was a bully session, plain and simple. And she was sick and tired of standing by quietly as they continued to browbeat the poor woman. “I’ll drive her,” Grace said when he pulled out his keys. “She’s exhausted, and I’m sure she could use a bite to eat. We’ll meet you at her house in a couple of hours.”


  Mrs. Logan gasped. “Oh, would you do that?” she said, clasping Grace’s hands.


  The agents exchanged a frown before Spencer pulled back his left shirt cuff and glanced at his watch. “I suppose that’ll be all right.”


  “But let’s meet up in an hour,” his partner inserted.


  And when Grace opened her mouth to object, he quickly added, “The sooner we get all the loose ends tied up, the sooner we can write our report and get out of her hair, once and for all.”


  “That would be fine,” Grace began, “if we weren’t a half hour’s drive from her house. Surely you don’t expect her to order a burger and fries at some drive-through window, then wolf it all down in just a few minutes. Not after all she’s been through.” She drilled his eyes with her own. “Do you?”


  Timmons grinned a bit and leaned toward Spencer. “Now, if that isn’t a living, breathing example of the old ‘if looks could kill’ maxim,” he said from the corner of his mouth, “I don’t know what is.”


  When Spencer nodded, Grace decided to lean on an adage of her own, and get while the getting was good. “I’m taking her somewhere quiet, for something that won’t upset her stomach.” She didn’t wait for their approval. Instead, Grace helped Mrs. Logan to her feet and, as she led her to the door, wondered if her SAR partner would still be out there in the hall. Last time she’d seen him, he’d been leaning against the wall, arms folded and booted ankles crossed as he nonchalantly maneuvered a toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. A quiet note of disappointment rang in her head when she rounded the corner and he wasn’t there. All the way outside and across the parking lot, the reaction continued to surprise her. Seriously, Grace, get a grip, and remember your decision. . . . “So,” she said, opening her Jeep’s passenger door, “what are you in the mood for? Italian? Asian? Good old American?”


  The woman moved as if dragging twenty-pound weights. “I really don’t care,” she said, sliding across the seat. “I’m not the least bit hungry.” She gave Grace’s hand a little squeeze. “Be a dear, will you, and do the choosing?”


  “I know just the place.”


  She’d take Mrs. Logan to T-Bonz, where the friendly staff and fun menu would help her relax, at least enough to get a few bites of something healthy into her stomach. An hour later, after emptying a bowl of hot crab appetizer, the women polished off their sweet iced tea and started the short drive to Mrs. Logan’s house. Grace suggested using her GPS to get them from the steakhouse to the quaint Ellicott City neighborhood, but Mrs. Logan waved the offer away. Just as well, Grace thought. Perhaps directing the lefts and rights would provide yet another diversion for her poor overwrought mind.


  She drove five miles under the speed limit, hoping to delay their arrival as long as possible. The historic townhouse was the first and only home the Logans had ever owned. Missy had been born and raised there. If she’d lived, the girl would have slipped into her wedding gown in her bedroom, and it’s where she and her husband and kids would’ve celebrated Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners, too.


  All too soon, they made the final turn onto Oella Avenue. Grace’s heart lurched when she spotted the ominous black SUV parked alongside the curb.


  “Wonder how long they’ve been here,” Grace grumbled.


  “Lord only knows.” On the heels of an exhausted sigh, Mrs. Logan said, “You can pull in behind my car if you like. It isn’t like I’m going anywhere any time soon.”


  Nodding, Grace nosed her Jeep into the driveway. The agents were out of their vehicle and marching closer even before she slid the gearshift into park. In a real hurry to pick up the bully session right where you left off, eh boys?


  Mrs. Logan’s hands trembled as she dug through her purse in search of her keys. When she found them, she pressed them into Grace’s palm. “I’ll never get the front door open in the condition I’m in.”


  The condition deteriorated rapidly as she stood wringing her hands in the doorway of her daughter’s room, watching the agents turn every pocket inside out and dig through every drawer. Not even the girl’s diary was off limits. Mrs. Logan was nearly hysterical when she cried out, “If you’ll just tell me what you’re looking for, perhaps I can help you find it!”


  “I know this is tough,” Spencer said quietly, “but the truth is, we’re not sure what we’re looking for.”


  “We’ll know when—if—we find it,” Timmons agreed. He looked at Grace to add, “Maybe it would be best if you two waited downstairs. This won’t take much longer.”


  For the first time since meeting the men, Grace agreed with them. She slid an arm around Mrs. Logan’s shoulders. “I don’t know about you,” she said softly, “but I sure could use a cup of coffee. If you’ll show me where you keep things, I’ll make a pot, okay?”


  At first, the woman resisted. “They’re making a huge mess. Again,” she complained as they headed downstairs. “It took a whole day to put things back in order last time they were up there. Why can’t they just leave me in peace?”


  Grace had no idea how to answer the question, so she didn’t even try. Instead, she focused on making the grieving mother as comfortable as possible. Coffee, she soon learned, wasn’t going to accomplish that.


  “I don’t have any decaf. Last thing I need,” she said, extending a trembling hand, “is something that’ll make me even shakier!”


  What did comfort her, as it turned out, was talking about Missy. Mrs. Logan slid a photo album from the bookshelf, and for the next thirty minutes, told Grace the story of her daughter’s life. Ballet recitals, solo performances with the school choir, Girl Scout outings, leisurely summer trips to Ocean City, birthday parties, and Christmas mornings, all captured in vivid color. “This was taken right before her father was diagnosed with cancer,” she said, pointing at a picture of the smiling threesome, standing in the spray at Niagara Falls.


  “You all look very happy,” Grace told her.


  She’d barely finished the sentence when the agents bounded down the stairs.


  “We tried not to mess things up too much,” Spencer said.


  Mrs. Logan closed the album and returned it to its proper place on the shelf. “So you’re finished at last, then?”


  “Not quite.” Timmons gestured toward the sofa, his not-so-subtle way of telling her they’d be a while. When Mrs. Logan stood her ground, he shrugged. “Why did you wait so long to report Melissa missing?”


  The question hit her like a hard backhand to the jaw. Huge silvery tears spilled down her flushed cheeks as she sagged to the floor, like a marionette whose puppeteer had let go of the strings. If Grace hadn’t reached out when she did, the woman would have a bruise on her temple to go with the one on her heart. Once she got her settled on the couch, Agent Timmons said, “She’ll pass out for sure if you don’t give her some space.”


  The only thing keeping Grace quiet now was her belief that impudence would only add to fuel to the agent’s ire. She stared Timmons down and said through clenched teeth, “Are you quite finished?”


  “Listen. Lady. We appreciate your willingness to help, but—”


  Spencer silenced Timmons with a stern frown that softened to a smile when he faced Grace. “Think maybe you could find something cool for her to sip on?”


  Good idea, she thought, because as much as Mrs. Logan needed something cool to sip on, Grace needed an excuse to leave the room. With her luck, she’d say or do something in the woman’s defense that might get them both arrested. She was halfway to the door when Spencer said, “Miss Sinclair, would you do me a favor while you’re in the kitchen?”


  Grace stopped, but didn’t turn around as he said, “Could you look for her personal phone book?”


  Now she faced him. “I have no intention of snooping through her cupboards. You seem to have mastered that art. Why don’t you look for it?”


  Spencer raised a hand, traffic-cop style, then crossed the room to meet her. “Sometimes Timmons takes the ‘good cop, bad cop’ thing way too seriously,” he said quietly. “He’s like a pup with a bone once he smells a clue, so I’d rather not leave her alone with him.” He took a step closer and lowered his voice still more. “I just want to see if the family doctor’s name is in there. If it is, I’ll give him a call, let him know what’s been going on here.” He shrugged. “Hopefully, he’ll prescribe something to help her sleep.”


  She cut a glance at Mrs. Logan, who sat crying softly in the corner of the sofa. His suggestion made so much sense that Grace almost felt guilty about prejudging the agents as bad-mannered boors.


  Almost.


  “Of course I’ll help in any way I can.”


  Smiling, he winked. “Thanks, Miss Sinclair. You’re a bigger help than you realize.”


  Grace followed the hall until it emptied into the Logans’ homey kitchen. The contrast between the bright atmosphere here and the somber mood in the living room was so staggering that it brought tears to her eyes, because there wasn’t anything sunny about the situation. “Knock it off,” she scolded, knuckling them away. Mrs. Logan needed her right now, strong and calm, holding it together.


  She started her search in the most logical place: the narrow drawer beneath the wall phone. Grace found ballpoint pens, pencils, paperclips, twist ties, and rubber bands. “I thought everyone kept their phone books there,” she muttered. The directory wasn’t in any of the other drawers, either. Finally, she located it in an upper cabinet, mixed in with recipe cards and coupons. She credited God for leading her to it, because its bright pink paisley cover had been torn off, leaving only a tattered paper spine that was barely visible among computer-generated recipe cards. It seemed a very odd and out-of-the-way place in this perfectly organized kitchen, where the spices and canned goods had been stored in precise, alphabetically ordered rows.


  She grabbed a bottle of cold water from the fridge, and on the way back to the living room, spotted an afghan that Mrs. Logan had draped over the desk chair in the adjacent home office. When she carried them into the living room, Grace found Agent Spencer near the window wall, talking on his cell phone and scribbling in a small notebook. Timmons, much to her surprise, was on the couch with Mrs. Logan, murmuring reassuring words as he patted her back.


  Spencer put away his tablet and reached her in three long strides. “See, Timmons is a classic example of the guy who inspired the ‘all bark, no bite’ adage.”


  More surprisingly, Timmons’s nurturing actually looked sincere. “I can see that.”


  Spencer relieved her of the book. “It appears you’re quite the little investigator.”


  He wouldn’t say that if he’d seen her rummaging through all the cupboards and drawers, trying to figure out where Mrs. Logan kept the nondescript little thing.


  He turned the directory over, then over again. “What in the world do you reckon happened to it?”


  It looked to Grace as though Mrs. Logan, or even Missy, had deliberately removed the cover to assure it would blend into the baked goods cabinet. Is that what a seasoned investigator would think? He’d already started thumbing through the pages, and she took it to mean he’d only been thinking out loud. Since a reply wasn’t necessary, Grace stepped up to the couch.


  “Here’s your water, Mrs. Logan.”


  “Thanks,” she said, accepting the plastic bottle. “But please, call me Molly.” She unscrewed the cap and took a tiny sip. “You’re just the sweetest, most caring little thing. No wonder my Missy thought so much of you.”


  It looked for a minute as though she might fall apart again, but she squared her shoulders and lifted her chin. “Would you like me to brew a pot of coffee? It won’t take but a minute.”


  Timmons held up a hand. “None for me, thanks.”


  “Same here.” Spencer smiled slightly. “Already had my quota for the day.”


  “There’s root beer and ginger ale in the fridge, if you’d prefer something cold. My Missy just loves. . . .”


  Memory of her daughter’s favorite soda opened the floodgates again, and as Timmons went back to murmuring and patting, Spencer gently grasped Grace’s elbow and led her into the hall. “We offered to give her a lift to the ER to see if maybe they could prescribe something to calm her nerves.” One shoulder lifted in a helpless shrug. “Turned us down flat.”


  “I’m sure she’d much rather see her regular doctor. You know. Under the circumstances?”


  He tapped the phone directory. “My thoughts, exactly.” He cast a furtive glance over his shoulder. “No point making her listen as I run through the reasons for the call, over and over, trying to figure out which of these guys is her GP. So would you mind keeping her out of the kitchen while I make the calls?”


  Like his partner, Spencer looked as sincere as he sounded. “I’m more than happy to do it. You know, if it would free you up to . . . for other things.”


  “Nice of you to offer, but I’m afraid you wouldn’t get very far, thanks to those ridiculous HIPPA regulations.” He squeezed her shoulder. “You’re far more useful right here.”


  He made a psst noise to get Timmons’s attention, then aimed a forefinger toward the hall and mouthed “Kitchen.”


  His partner gave a nod, then went back to murmuring and patting as Spencer lumbered out of the room. Halfway down the hall, he stopped and faced Grace again. “You wouldn’t happen to know how I might get in touch with that rescue guy you were with this morning, would you?”


  She could have described intense blue eyes and rain-slicked black curls that peeked out from the shadows of his hooded sweatshirt, or that his driver’s license no doubt listed his height at six-two or more. She might have mentioned the calming effect of his quiet prayer, or the big powerful hands that gently steadied her when the sight of Melissa’s body made her knees buckle.


  “Sorry, but with everything that was going on, I didn’t get his name.” Grace didn’t know which disappointed her more . . . that she hadn’t thought to introduce herself, or that he hadn’t, either.


  “No problem. I’ll get it from the agents who interviewed him. Just thought maybe you could save me a phone call.”


  “Why? Did they forget to ask him something?”


  Frowning slightly, he waved the comment away. “Not really. Just a question that popped into my head. Happens, sometimes, in an investigation like this.”


  She was about to ask him what he meant by “an investigation like this” when he said, “You know where to find me if. . . .” He glanced at Mrs. Logan, who, though her sobs had subsided, held on to Timmons the way a drowning woman clings to a life preserver. “. . . if anybody needs me.”


  Strange, but standing in the middle of the Logans’s well-appointed living room, she felt just as confused and lost as she had this morning. What was she supposed to do next? Take Timmons’s place beside Mrs. Logan? Stand quietly until someone called her name?


  One thing was certain, she wouldn’t leave. As soon as Agent Spencer was finished with the phone book, Grace would make a few calls of her own, to find a sympathetic friend or relative who’d stay with Mrs. Logan until. . . . Grace cringed, realizing the poor woman wouldn’t be allowed to make funeral arrangements until after the authorities concluded their investigation.


  Easing onto the edge of an overstuffed chair, Grace helped herself to one of the magazines in the symmetrical fan-shaped stack on the coffee table. She opened to the table of contents, but didn’t read it. Instead, her gaze traveled the room, absorbing what these professional investigators would probably consider trivial facts, totally unrelated to their investigation. . . .


  The bookshelves flanking the fireplace held hardback novels that stood alphabetized in color-coded groups. Every throw pillow leaned against the cushions at carefully determined angles; and she didn’t see a single fingerprint, not so much as a speck of dust on the mahogany tables; and the window panes were so spotless they seemed invisible.


  No doubt, the fear and worry of hearing that her only child was missing had interrupted Mrs. Logan’s sleep. Had she attempted to distract herself from painful reality by throwing herself into a cleaning frenzy?


  Perhaps.


  But something told Grace the perfection found throughout the house couldn’t have been achieved in the span of a week. She pictured her own slightly untidy place, and wished she’d been blessed with the woman’s meticulous tendencies.


  Spencer chose that moment to walk into the room and signal his partner, who joined him in the hall. After a moment or two of mumbling, Spencer waved, inviting Grace into the foyer. She put the magazine down, taking care to duplicate its former angle on top of the stack. As she walked toward the agents, Grace saw Mrs. Logan lean forward to adjust, then readjust it, a mere fraction of an inch. On second thought, maybe it best that she didn’t have the woman’s organizational skills. Because you’d drive yourself and everyone around you stark raving mad!


  “Got hold of her doctor,” Spencer said, “and he’s calling in a script. Nurse said the pharmacy will deliver it in an hour or two. Can you stay long enough to sign for it, make sure she gets the right dose?”


  Before leaving for the park this morning, she’d added her cereal bowl and coffee mug to the supper dishes, already soaking in the sink. By now, the load of laundry she’d tossed into the dryer on her way out the door would have to be pressed. Pressed? Who are you kidding! First chance she got, Grace would rewash them. Anything to avoid the steam iron and spray starch. But what about the vacuuming and dusting still left unchecked on her To Do list? Wasn’t the whole point of taking the day off to get ready for the party she’d planned for her senior students’ graduation? There were a dozen valid reasons to say no. But the sight of Mrs. Logan, eyes squeezed tightly shut as she cupped her elbows made her say, “Of course I will,” instead.


  Timmons slid a business card from his pocket and scribbled something on the back. “My home and cell numbers,” he said, handing it to her. “If she gets too hard to handle, don’t be afraid to call.”


  She looked from the tiny white rectangle to his blue-green eyes. “Hard to handle?”


  “Sometimes,” Spencer explained, “once reality sets in, people go a little crazy.”


  Her heartbeat doubled as she glanced at Mrs. Logan, rocking to and fro on the sofa. “And you think she’s one of those people?”


  “No way to know for sure.” Spencer opened the door, then handed her his card, too. “If you can’t reach Bob, here, feel free to call me. Any time. Day or night.”


  She stacked the cards one atop the other until their corners lined up, perfectly. Was it possible that this oh-so-tidy place was rubbing off on her? “Thank you,” she said. “But just between us? I’m going to pray like crazy that you won’t be hearing from me.”


  Smiling, the men stepped onto the front porch. Spencer was half-in, half-out of the driver’s seat of the boxy black SUV when he said, “Uh, by the way? Thought you ought to know that when I interviewed that SAR guy you were partnered up with today, he asked for your name and phone number.”


  When she’d stepped up and asked permission to tag along with him during the search, he hadn’t exactly gone out of his way to hide his annoyance at having to partner with an untrained volunteer. And yet his no-nonsense instructions had been delivered with a gentle respect.


  Spencer grinned. “Weird. I thought you people made a point of knowing who you were working with.”


  What’s weird, she thought, was that the agent had lumped her in with skilled rescuers. Weirder still, if he hadn’t interviewed “that SAR guy,” then how had Spencer known that the man asked about her? She watched him slide behind the wheel, and shrugged it off. They’d all been stuck in that same small department at FBI headquarters . . . more than ample time for the guy to ask for routine information.


  But why had he asked for it?


  “Don’t worry,” Spencer said, answering her unasked question, “he won’t bother you, because I didn’t tell him anything. Agency policy, y’know?” She watched him buckle his seatbelt. With that, he slammed the car door.


  As the agents drove away, Grace closed Mrs. Logan’s front door and pictured “that SAR guy.” She barely knew the man. It should come as a relief to know he couldn’t get in touch with her. Then why, she wondered, throwing the deadbolt into place, did she feel regret, instead?
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  The days leading up to the search had been a whirlwind of trips, from Home Depot for supplies to repair the leaky roof, to Goodwill and the Presbyterian consignment shop for dressers and beds to replace furniture destroyed by the recent soaking rains, then to Value City for inexpensive mattresses and bedding. Not because his boys complained—they’d have slept in sleeping bags on the floor indefinitely if he’d let them.


  But no way he’d let them.


  On the day each boy walked through that creaking front door with nothing but bad memories and the clothes on his back, he’d promised to provide a proper home—preferably one with a roof that didn’t leak. As things turned out, keeping the once-decrepit, old house running was providing more than a legitimate address, it was teaching them skills in carpentry, roofing, window and siding installation, and wiring. They were learning how to work as a team, too, figuring out how to jury-rig the inner workings of ancient, hand-me-down appliances and tools. If not for the loving generosity of his aunt and uncle, who welcomed him into their home and treated him like one of their own, Dusty knew he would have ended up just like them. And since God had seen fit to give him a shot at normal family life, he’d move mountains, if that’s what it took, to give these boys the same chances.


  Good intentions, regrettably, didn’t guarantee success. In the five years he’d been pastor and administrator here, sixty-seven boys had been sent to him. Abandoned, neglected, or abused by parents whose crimes and drug addiction led them to the prison yard or the graveyard—this place was, literally, their last chance. Of the sixty-seven, one was killed in a drive-by shooting, one died of an overdose, and six went the way of their mothers and fathers. All the experts said those were great odds, considering what he had to work with. But Dusty didn’t see it that way. He grieved every one like a death, saw each as a personal defeat, and blamed himself for failing them.


  That is, until fresh-out-of-seminary Mitchell Carlisle knocked on that creaking front door and asked for a job.


  There was a lot to like about the young pastor. Hardworking and insightful, the kids took to him from the get-go. He’d majored in classic literature and excelled in math and science, making him the go-to guy for help with tough homework assignments. Like Dusty, Mitch could play just about any instrument he picked up, and in the year since he’d joined the Last Chance household, he’d given the boys nearly as many guitar and piano lessons as Dusty had. As if all that wasn’t enough, Mitch could turn simple, inexpensive ingredients into hearty, healthy meals.


  His talent for citing chapter and verse to solve just about any problem was the only source of strife between them. The bone of contention began when Dusty confessed his guilt at failing those eight boys . . . and Mitch accused him of being guilty, instead, of the sin of pride. It had taken every ounce of Dusty’s self-control not to whack Mitch with his own ragtag old Bible. That feeling didn’t last long, though; hard as it was to admit, the young pastor had hit the proverbial nail square on its head.


  And they’d been like brothers ever since, sharing an unspoken understanding, one of the other.


  Take last night, for example, when Dusty came home dog-tired and emotionally drained after his gruesome discovery in the field at Gunpowder State Park. Mitch, God love him, knew exactly what he’d needed, and provided it: Thick soup, crusty bread, and an evening of peace and privacy. While he and the boys attended a movie, Dusty emptied the stewpot and polished off the loaf, then hit the showers and headed for his tiny room on the second floor, where not even the sounds of sirens kept him from falling into a deep, dreamless sleep.
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