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HIDDEN
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By Terry Odell


 


Dedicated to all
the men and women who run toward gunfire. We thank you.






Chapter One


 


Under the table, Sarah's toes found the
cuff of Randy's pants and inched their way up his calf, the coarse hair
tickling her foot. His eyes widened, his eyebrows arched, and the standard
restaurant candle-in-a-jar caught the hazel flecks in his otherwise brown eyes.
He brushed a lock of hair from his forehead, but it flopped back the way it
always did.


She smiled at the hovering waiter, placed
her hand over her empty coffee cup and shook her head. "No more, Tony.
Thanks."


Tony refilled Randy's coffee cup and
whisked away his empty pie plate. Randy's eyes returned to Sarah, moving
between her dessert and her face. He smiled, but she could sense his
impatience. She continued her torment by dipping her spoon into the chocolate
mousse in front of her. Slowly, carefully, she filled the spoon with the rich
delight.


His call had surprised her yesterday,
when he announced he'd be coming back from San Francisco a day early. She
wriggled her toes higher up his leg, trying not to laugh as he squirmed. She'd
chosen her outfit with special care this morning. Demure didn't begin to cover
it. Prim? Prissy? That was closer. Navy blue slacks, a pale blue silk blouse
buttoned to the neck and a navy blazer. Not quite a suit, but close enough. Of
course, the thong beneath the slacks and the lace demi-bra under the blouse
were anything but prissy. She'd sensed Randy's eyes on her behind as they
walked up the steps to the restaurant. And maybe his hand had crept a little
lower than the small of her back as he'd guided her to their booth.


She poised the mousse-laden spoon in
front of her mouth, parting her lips a fraction. With her other hand, she
fingered the pearl button at her neck.


"It's warm in here, isn't it?"
One button, then a second, slipped through its hole. Randy leaned forward.


"You're killing me," he whispered.


Her tongue wrapped around the mousse. Her
eyes closed. She sighed.


"You're going to finish that, aren't
you?" he asked, resignation in his tone.


Without opening her eyes, she said, "Every
bite."


He blew out a long, slow breath.


She met his gaze and smiled at his
obvious annoyance. "It's chocolate. Some things shouldn't be rushed."


She slid her foot out from inside the
restriction of his slacks and worked it up his thigh. He reached for his glass
and swigged gulps of water. When her toes met his lap, he choked. Coughing,
eyes watering, he reached down and encountered her waiting foot. Still choking,
he clutched it closer to his groin and she felt his hardness. She lowered her
eyes to her mousse and took another bite, swirling her tongue around her lips.


Tony appeared and refilled Randy's water
glass. "Are you all right, Detective Detweiler?"


Randy nodded and waved him off, gesturing
for the check. Sarah covered her mouth with her napkin, trying to erase her
grin.


"So, tell me all about your
violent-crime work," she said. "Not much call for that in Pine Hills.
Or do people get violent when they get parking tickets?"


He wiped his mouth and set the napkin
beside his plate. "To tell you the truth, Sarah Tucker, I'm thinking about
all the gruesome pictures, which is the only thing keeping me from embarrassing
the hell out of myself right here."


Heat burned in his eyes. Her nipples
pebbled behind the lace of her bra and moisture pooled between her legs. She
scraped the remnants of the mousse from her dish, the clicks of metal against
glass barely audible over the blood pounding in her ears. She wanted him. Now.


Tony returned and dropped the check on
the table, not meeting Randy's eyes. "Whenever you're ready, Detective."
He pivoted on his heel and left.


"All finished," Sarah said,
smiling. "You want to go, or have more coffee?"


In response, Randy dumped some bills on
the table, angled himself out of the booth and extended his hand. She fumbled,
trying to get her foot back into one of the sensible pumps she'd worn to
complete her stodgy look. Grasping his fingers, she scooted across the vinyl
bench. He gave her the leverage she needed and she rubbed against him as she
stood.


He stroked her hand. "After you."
His aftershave wafted to her nostrils, counteracting the myriad cooking aromas.


He quickened his pace. By the time they
hit the porch surrounding the rustic restaurant, he half-dragged her down the
steps and elongated his stride across the unpaved parking lot. Earth and pine
scents mingled, still unable to compete with his special scent. Spice and
Randy. A lethal combination.


"Hey," she said with a laugh. "You
in a hurry? I'm not six-six, remember? Short legs."


In response, he simply scooped her up and
covered the rest of the distance to his pickup. "If I hurry now, maybe I'll
be able to take it slow when it counts. Damn, woman, I've missed you."


"Me, or the sex?" she said.


He paused, as if he wasn't sure. "You,"
he said at last. "You, you, you."


"Oh, so you don't want the sex?"


He unlocked the doors to his truck and
worked the passenger door open, then lowered her onto the seat. "You're
going out of your way to torment me, aren't you?"


She ran her tongue across her lips. "Maybe."


"No maybes about it." He
wrapped his arms around her, buried his face in her hair. She reached around
him, his wool sweater rough against her cheek.


"I missed you, too." She raised
her face and parted her lips. "Welcome home."


He leaned into the cab, meeting her mouth
with his own. He cradled her face in his hands and she surrendered to the warmth
of his kiss. She ran her fingers through his hair, sending tingles all the way
to her toes. Tongues teased and danced with promises of more to come. He tasted
of apples and cinnamon, of coffee and Randy. A vague impression of couples
passing, of headlights coming and going, of car doors opening and closing
hovered at the edge of her consciousness. A whistled catcall broke through the
final barrier.


"Guess we should go," she said.
"I've got a few surprises for you at my apartment."


"My place is closer," he
murmured between kisses.


When his cell phone rang, he swore.


"Duty calling?" Sarah said,
trying to keep too much annoyance from her tone. "Now?" After a
six-week separation? How could they? How could he leave her?


"I'm off duty, dammit. I'm not here.
I'm out of town until tomorrow. Noon at the earliest," he growled as he
released her and fumbled for the phone at his belt. He studied the display. "Shit."


She smoothed her hair and reached behind
her for the seatbelt. "Guess we won't be going to your place or mine."


"Let me check. Maybe it's a false
alarm." He got behind the wheel and punched buttons on his cell. "Detweiler."


His jaw dropped. Sarah watched as a cop
replaced her lover.


"Should I call a cab?" she
asked.


"No way. I'll drop you at your
place. But that was the chief. I've got to go."


After a hurried goodbye, Sarah trudged up
the stairs to her apartment, thoughts milling through her head. Struggling to
keep her shop afloat after her husband David's untimely death. Finding out
someone she'd thought was a friend had been sabotaging her business. Meeting
Randy. Falling in love again.


Tonight wasn't their first instance of dateus
interruptus. Six weeks apart had blurred the memory of how much time his
job demanded. She and David had worked side by side, their jobs and their lives
inextricably entwined. With Randy, it would be different.


She loaded her CD player with Simon and
Garfunkel, then changed her mind. Justin Timberlake? Alanis Morrissette?
Melissa Etheridge? What the heck. She put all three into the machine, hit "shuffle"
and settled into her nightly routine.


She leafed through her mail, separating
the junk from the bills. Her answering machine had two hangups, one recorded
sales pitch and a reminder from Saint Michael's that they'd canceled the
pottery class she taught Tuesday night because they would be stripping the
floors in the rec room. Could she come Monday instead and help with a children's
dance recital?


She returned the call and marked it on
her calendar. The seniors loved it when kids came in and performed, no matter
how amateur the production.


After recording her daily sales data into
her computer, she smiled. Business was definitely on the rise. And Hugh
Garrigue's new pottery collection would kick autumn sales up another notch. In
years past, he'd given her shop half a dozen pieces once or twice a year. Now
Hugh allowed his wares in one or two shops at a time. She'd scored a coup when
he'd agreed to a three-month exclusive for That Special Something.


How best to display it? She closed her
eyes and did a mental walk-through of her shop, with its out-of-the ordinary
fittings. The spiral staircase? Or the library table? Maybe the roll-top desk
or the Welsh dresser. Or should she clear the center of the room and set
everything on the picnic table she and David had refinished as their first real
display table?


She decided she'd wait for the shipment
to arrive tomorrow. Her assistant, Jennifer, would be in and she always had
good ideas.


Sarah turned off her computer and the CD
player and called it a night. She yawned. After Randy's message yesterday, she
hadn't slept well, thoughts of their reunion keeping her brain charged. And a
few other parts.


In her bedroom, Sarah sighed as she
folded her new silk nightgown and put it back in the drawer. She pulled on her
cotton nightshirt and shuffled into her bathroom. As she brushed her teeth, she
glared at her reflection in the mirror.


You should have gone along with Randy's
suggestion, idiot. Dessert first, then takeout. He still would have gotten the
call, but you wouldn't be so—frustrated. Oh, say it. You're horny.


She checked her alarm and crawled into
bed. Tomorrow, they'd start where they'd left off tonight and if they never got
to dinner—well, they'd have a big breakfast.


She'd drifted off when the phone rang.
Her pulse raced as she fumbled for the receiver. Was Randy finished with his
case already? Before she could answer, Maggie, her neighbor from across the
hall, spoke breathlessly.


"Sarah, go turn on the Channel Six
news. I saw Randy. I'm coming right over."


 


* * * * *


A familiar sense of apprehension filled
Randy as he approached the location Chief Laughlin had given him. The property,
a land development gone bust years ago, bordered on the city-county line. Over
the years, there was talk of turning it into a park, a campground, a resort,
and someone had even tried to convince the people of Pine Hills they needed a
mall out here. However, the absentee owner paid his property taxes, preferring
to leave twenty-five acres of Oregon the way Mother Nature had created it.


The portable banks of lights, five Pine
Hills vehicles, plus another three County Sheriff cars, yellow crime scene tape
and the CSI van filled Randy with his expected pre-case jitters. The sort that
honed his senses. The anticipation of the unknown, of a jigsaw puzzle dumped in
the middle of the floor with no picture to go by and you didn't know if all the
pieces were there, or if they even belonged to the same puzzle.


He eased his Ford F-150 behind a patrol
car and took a slow, cleansing breath. Then another, not so slow, when he saw
Salem's Channel Six News van pull up behind him. A camera-ready reporter,
microphone outstretched with a cameraman backpedaling in front of her, beelined
toward him. The cameraman was dressed for the wooded terrain, but the reporter
was having a hell of a time with the uneven footing. Randy didn't recognize
her—probably a newbie out to make a name for herself.


He rubbed his jaw. At least he'd shaved
before his date with Sarah. He'd look presentable while he told her where she
could stick that microphone. He shoved the truck's door open and strode toward
the patrol officer on perimeter duty, avoiding eye contact with either the
reporter or the camera. She pivoted to jog behind him, motioning for her
cameraman to follow.


Not slowing his pace or shortening his
stride, he begrudgingly acknowledged her approach.


"Detective Detweiler? Penny
Scholnik, Channel Six News. What can you tell our viewers?" She thrust the
microphone toward his face. Since she was barely five feet tall in her bare
feet, she had to stretch her arm to its full length to get the mic anywhere
near his mouth.


"Give us a break, Miss Scholnik,"
he said. "I just arrived. I'm not going to speculate before I get some
facts."


"Do you think this might be the work
of a serial killer?" she said, holding the mic in front of her mouth, then
extending it toward him.


He stopped dead in his tracks. She almost
collided with him. The cameraman's reflexes were a bit sharper. Too bad. Maybe
one less camera on scene would make his job easier.


Shoving his hands in his pockets, Randy
turned and stared directly into the camera. "Right now, all we know is we
have a dead body. Until we determine how he died, we can't even say it was a
homicide. It's unconscionable to create unnecessary fear in the citizens of our
community for the sake of a story. When we have facts—facts we can
substantiate—I will be the first to let you know. However, at the moment, you
are interfering with a police investigation and I strongly suggest you and your
camera get back to your van. It's your job to report the news, not create it."


He spun on his heel and resumed his trek
toward the crime scene. He gave his name and badge number to the officer at the
edge of the yellow tape, who printed them on his clipboard in a neat, careful
hand, then turned it so Randy could sign. Randy scrawled his name, noting at
least a dozen names above his. Crap. Forensics had enough to do without
eliminating evidence from people who wanted a look-see. Many of the names were
unfamiliar.


"These all official?" he asked.
"No press, right?"


"Yes, sir. I mean, no, sir. They're
all law enforcement."


He took a closer look at the officer.
Brody. He searched his memory. Craig? No, Greg. A rookie. Redhead with freckled
complexion to match. Baby-faced. A little green around the gills. Probably sent
out here where he wouldn't embarrass himself.


"Tough scene?" Randy asked. "Your
first?"


"Yes, sir, to both." He stood
at attention, met Randy's eyes. "I'm fine, sir."


Did he detect disgruntlement in the
rookie's tone? "I don't doubt it. You're not being punished, Brody. Your
job here is vital. Every extra footprint, every bit of cigarette ash, fiber or
hair contaminates the scene and makes our job harder."


"Yes, sir. I know my job, sir."


Randy scanned the names again. He was
pleased to see Charlotte Russell, the medical examiner, near the top of the
list. Once she removed the body, they could work the scene in earnest.


"Yes, sir," Brody said again. "Sergeant
Kovak and Mike Connor are on scene." He stood even more erect and tapped
the clipboard. "A lot of these are from out of area. The Deputy Sheriffs
said it's close enough to the city-county line."


Randy resisted the urge to pat the kid on
the head. "Keep it up, Brody." He scanned the area for Kovak. He didn't
see his partner, but he did see Mike Connor, Pine Hills' head forensics
investigator. He moved toward the flashes from the man's camera.


Connor lowered the camera and turned,
catching Randy's eye. "Hey, Detweiler. Welcome back."


"Yeah, you guys know how to throw a
party." Randy stepped to Connor's side. "What do we have?"


"White male, five-eight, about
one-fifty. Shot in the back of his head, stripped to his birthday suit,
abdominal cuts, but the M.E. will have to determine in what order. Four kids
found the body and called it in. Kovak took their statements. Released them to
their parents, who are probably giving them holy hell for coming out here in
the first place. I've got names and addresses."


"The kids contaminate the scene?"
Nothing like puking on a corpse to mess up the evidence.


Connor shook his head. "They dropped
everything and ran." He pointed to three six-packs of cheap beer and a
stack of girlie magazines near a trail of trampled dirt and grass. "I've
already got finger and shoe prints for elimination and they said they didn't
get close to the body once they smelled it." He smiled. "They won't
be getting their beer back. Think I should give them the magazines?"


Randy chuckled. "They might need
them. I have a feeling they'll be confined to their rooms for a good chunk of
the foreseeable future."


"On the down side, no telling how
many other kids have used this place as a bedroom substitute. Once the body is
out of here, I'll be able to focus on what's in the immediate vicinity. I'd
hate to have to analyze twenty-five acres' worth of trace. Hell, the condoms
per square foot would keep the state lab working round the clock for a month,
easy."


"Where's Kovak?" Randy asked,
getting back to business.


"He and a couple of uniforms are
knocking on doors. This place is remote, but the M.E. says this is the crime
scene. Someone might have heard or seen something."


"ID?" Randy asked. "Cause
of death? Time? Anything?"


A woman's voice interrupted. "Based
on rigor and lividity, preliminary time of death is probably between eight and
midnight yesterday. Most likely killed here, judging from the blood. You'll
have the rest as soon as I know, Detweiler."


"Hi, Doc. Thanks for getting here so
quickly." Randy inhaled, exhaled, braced himself, then turned toward the
body.


Charlotte Russell rose. Her lips were
narrowed, her brow creased. "Sick bastards." In her late forties, she
was almost six feet tall and as strong as most of the men on the force. Fitter
than many. She covered the entire county and nobody messed with her—or her
bodies. "At least it's a decent hour. It's nice not to get dragged out of
bed for a change."


The stench of death—blood, decomp, and
assorted body fluids—was stronger here. He forced his gaze to the naked body
lying curled on his side in the dirt. Only the blood-matted hair at the back of
its skull gave evidence of violence. That and the fact that it was blood and
body fluids, not rain water, that turned the otherwise dry earth to mud around
the victim.


Although the soil soaked up some of the
mess, Randy agreed with Charlotte's assessment that the victim had been killed
here, not brought in. Not having to find a second crime scene made things
easier.


"Any idea who it is?" Randy
asked.


"You tell me, Detective. You ever
seen him before?" She stepped back, giving Randy his first close look at
the corpse. She shone her flashlight, better illuminating the man's face. Or
what used to be his face.


His dessert did a quick flip. Randy
swallowed at the sight of the bloody pulp. He let his eyes drift to paper bags
neatly securing the victim's hands. "No, can't say that I have."


"Give me a hand turning him,"
Charlotte said.


Randy held his breath as he helped
position the body on its back. Charlotte moved the light down over his torso. "These
cuts are post-mortem. And deep. Like the killer was angry."


Randy leaned closer at three Xs sliced
into the victim's abdomen, above a horizontal line. Curiosity replaced his
queasiness. "Ever seen a pattern like that?"


"No."


He withdrew his notebook and copied the
pattern. "Did Connor get pictures?"


"Yes, he did. I'll get prints and
dental records started. I think there's enough of his lower jaw left, but if
you can find any bone fragments, pick them up for me." She waved her
flashlight around the area. "If the critters haven't already scattered
them, we might get enough to create a sketch. There's also a lot of dirt under
his fingernails that doesn't seem to match the terrain. I'll let you know when
I'm ready to do the autopsy—or will this be Kovak's case?"


"I got back in town a few hours ago,"
he said. "Call either of us—we'll coordinate." Penny Scholnik's
serial killer question swam to the front of his brain. "Wait. Did any
reporters get back here?"


Charlotte shook her head and stepped away
from the body. "Not while I was here. But no telling what happened before
then." She raised her arm and motioned with her fingers. "Let's go,
gentlemen." Two uniforms came over with a body bag.


Randy glanced back to the perimeter of
the site. Reporters, both print and television, had gathered behind the tape.
He got on his radio. "Brody. They'll be bringing the body out soon. Keep
the newshounds behind the line. The victim is a person, not a story."


"Will do, sir."


"Did any reporters get to the site
and see the body before you secured it?" Randy asked.


"No, sir. They got here after I did.
They tried, but I wouldn't let them through."


"Very good, Brody." He turned
to Charlotte. "Can you pull your van around to that clearing?" He
pointed to a spot about twenty-five yards from where they stood. "Kind of
like the back door."


"No problem. I'll go throw the
reporters a bone and keep them occupied while we get the body loaded." She
pulled off her latex gloves and stowed them in a pocket of her blue jumpsuit.


"Thanks, Doc." If anyone
respected the dead, she did. Until they had an ID on the body, the field was
wide open. He set off to find the county deputies. Maybe they had information
he could use.


"Hey, Jim," he said when he
found the small cluster of deputies standing outside the tape. "What gets
you out from behind your desk?" He'd worked with Jim Eldridge before the
man had been promoted to lieutenant, and if things didn't fall in place
quickly, he might be needing county help.


"Randy." The man nodded and
stepped away from his colleagues. He lowered his voice. "Looks ugly. Not
your typical Pine Hills crime."


Randy couldn't tell if Eldridge meant he
thought the Pine Hills police weren't up to handling a high-profile violent
crime, or if he was sincerely offering to help. He decided to go with the
latter until there was a reason to think otherwise. If Eldridge wanted to diss
his small-town force, he would have done it loud and clear in front of his men.
This was no time to get into a pissing contest.


"Agreed. I'd like to close this one
out fast. Anything you have, I'm open to it. Can you get your CSI team out
here?"


"Already called them, at Connor's
request, Detweiler. Kovak approved it. Or is this your case?"


"To be honest, we haven't discussed
it. Kovak can have the lead if he wants. Hell, we don't even have an ID yet."


"Yeah, no face can be a problem. You
have any missing persons reports that match?"


"I've been in 'Frisco for six weeks.
Haven't had time to hit the station for updates."


Eldridge rubbed the back of his neck. "I'll
check on my end and let you know. The CSIs should be here soon. Need anything
else tonight?"


Randy hesitated, but homicides in Pine
Hills were rare—so rare he could only remember three in his ten years on the
force—and none was a premeditated murder. His stomach did a little twist as he
remembered being responsible for a shooting death himself. It was justified,
since the man he killed was robbing a bank and was going to shoot a hostage,
but he'd still taken a life.


He shook off the memory. "Our guys
are out knocking on doors. If you've got any manpower to spare on your side of
the line to see if anyone heard something, that would help."


"Not a problem." Eldridge
turned to his men. "Hatch, Frasier—canvass the neighbors on our side of
the property. Report directly to Detweiler and keep me apprised of anything you
find."


Two men nodded and peeled off, leaving
Eldridge with one other deputy. "All right, Claussen," Eldridge said.
"You can get back to work. And I need your nightly reports on my desk by
nine tomorrow."


"Yes, sir," Claussen said.


After the man left, Eldridge shook his
head. "Decent cop, but he hates the paperwork. He's taken twelve calls
already tonight. Can't seem to get it through his head that without the
reports, he's keeping everyone in a vacuum."


"I hear you. At least everything's
computerized now." He extended his hand. Eldridge's grip was firm with no
attempt at one-upmanship.


Eldridge departed and drove off in the
last county car as Kovak's car pulled up. The Pine Hills Police Department's
other detective got out and strode toward him. Under the bright lights, his
close-cropped blond hair glowed almost pink from the scalp beneath it. He
smiled his crooked grin.


"Glad to see you back, big guy. I
didn't expect you until tomorrow."


"Can't say I'm glad to be here. This
is a mess."


Kovak nodded. "Once I saw the scene,
I knew we had an all-hands-on-deck case and called the chief. How'd you get
here so fast?"


"My last case wrapped up early. I
was already in town when the chief called me."


Kovak's gaze swept over Randy. "And
from the way you're dressed, he called you away from something. Let me guess.
You were having dinner with Sarah. Rob's or Martinelli's?"


Randy shook his head. "Rob's. I
trained you too well, partner."


"Sorry to cut your evening short."


"Not as sorry as I am." He
pushed those regrets aside. "You get anything from the neighbors? Gunshots
should have been loud enough."


"Yeah, right." Kovak thumbed
through his notebook. "The usual excuses. Not home, watching television,
in the shower. Asleep, thought it was a car backfiring. Kids take pot shots in
here all the time, nobody pays much attention. A lot of wild oats sowing, maybe
a little grass smoking. 'Kids will be kids' seems to be the attitude."


"What about the busybodies? There
are always a few," Randy said.


"Of course. They saw suspicious
characters lurking last week, last night. Saw someone in the grocery store who
looked like a criminal. Might be male, female, black, white, or anything in between."
He glanced at his notes again. "Mrs. Crenshaw is positive she saw the
latest America's Most Wanted suspect."


"I'll get back to her. Cars?"


"Always, but no two said the same
thing. Houses are set back from the road and it's not a high-traffic street. We've
got a van, SUV or sports car. Maybe a pickup. Or a Corvette. Red, or black, or
blue. Going to be impossible to track down."


But they'd have to try. Thoughts of sleep
flew away like a scattered flock of pigeons.


Connor called out. "Hey, if you two
are done with the reunion bit, I could use some help. We have a scene to
process. County's sending backup with their fancy gizmos, but no reason we can't
make some headway while we wait. For now, our lower tech equipment will have to
do."


"Let me grab a coverall from my
truck and I'll be right with you," Randy said.


"Get my metal detector," Connor
said. He tossed Randy a set of keys. "With all the leaves and undergrowth,
it's going to be hard to spot a shell casing without it."


Kovak followed Randy to the edge of the
woods where they'd parked. "You want me to go run databases or help with
the scene?" he asked.


"Technically, it's your case,"
Randy said. He found his kit behind the seat of his truck and pulled out his
coveralls. "You got the call out."


"I've got no problem turning it
over. I've got enough to do closing the cases I've worked while you were gone.
Nothing like this, of course, but you're the senior detective and I'm happy to
let you bask in the glory."


"Yeah—you mean you don't want to
deal with reporters." Randy climbed into the blue jumpsuit and zipped it
closed, then got his flashlight from under his seat.


Kovak grinned. "See—that's why you're
the head detective. You've already deduced an important fact."


"With any luck, we can toss the
media to the chief. He's the master of the 'talking without saying anything'
hype. But fine, I'll lead. And as leader, I say we work the scene until the
county CSIs get here. Maybe we can impress them with an amazing find."


"You got it. I'll change and get a
camera." Kovak headed toward his unmarked unit.


Randy filled his pockets with evidence
bags, hung a camera around his neck, then unlocked Connor's van and retrieved
the metal detector. "I'll start where they found the body," he said.


"I'll see if I can find where they
came in," Kovak said. "They didn't beam down into the middle of that
copse of trees." He stood at the edge of the property and scratched the
top of his head. "This sucks. Twenty-five acres of potential crime scene?"
He swept his arm in a broad circle. "Any leaf, twig or rock could have
trace on it. We could be here for months."


Randy took his notebook from a coverall
pocket and opened it to a clean sheet. He drew a circle. "Okay, this is
the property. The body was found here, about thirty yards in." He marked
an X in the circle. "Seems to me, they'd have entered somewhere on this
side. Why take the long way around, especially if you've got someone who's not
happy to be there? Or, if you've already rendered him unconscious, why carry
the dead weight?" He drew two lines in an upside down V with the apex at
the body and the wide portion at the edge of the circle. "I'm guessing if
there's a point of entry, it's somewhere along here." He tapped the paper
on the outside of the arc he'd drawn. "This area is all densely wooded, or
covered with undergrowth. I say if there's evidence to be found it'll be in
here."


"Got it," Kovak said. "But
it still sucks."


Randy adjusted the headset over his ears
and set off for the point where the body had been discovered. "X marks the
spot," he muttered.


Connor called from the distance. "Detweiler.
Over here."


 



Chapter Two


 


Sarah rushed to the living room and
clicked on the television, thumbing the remote for Channel Six, getting a used
car dealer from Salem touting his bargains. At the knock on her front door, she
crossed the room to the peephole, trying to keep her eye on the screen at the
same time.


"It's me." Maggie's voice came
from behind the door.


Sarah unlocked the door for her neighbor.
In her yellow terrycloth robe and slippers, Maggie bustled inside, her red
Lucille Ball curls bobbing as she walked.


"What's on the news?" Sarah
asked. "Right now the station is in commercial mode."


"There was something about a murder
and Randy was there."


Sarah heard "murder" and "Randy"
and her heart ricocheted around her chest. "What?"


"I saw the trailer at the end of the
last segment. That new reporter was out in the woods somewhere and she was with
Randy. No sound, only that 'stay tuned' nonsense."


Relief surged through her and Sarah sank
to the couch, tugging her nightshirt over her knees. Neither woman spoke while
the series of ads for everything from hair products to foot creams played out.
When the familiar anchor desk set appeared, Sarah upped the volume.


"Back to our lead story. A body was
discovered on the outskirts of Pine Hills. Channel Six's own Penny Scholnik was
on scene. Here is her report."


The image shifted to a jerky panorama of
a wooded expanse, bright lights and lots of police cars. Penny Scholnik looked
nervous as she held a microphone to Randy's face and asked about a serial
killer.


"Serial killer?" Sarah gasped. "Here?
In Pine Hills?"


"Shh," Maggie said. "Listen."


Sarah refocused her attention to Randy.
Oh, she'd seen that look, although never from the receiving end. He was
furious. Quickly, he rearranged his features into a neutral expression, but his
anger at the reporter's question was obvious to Sarah. He was in full-blown cop
mode and someone was stepping into his territory.


Summarily dismissed by Randy's words,
Penny Scholnik faded off the screen and the anchorman promised to update
viewers as the story unfolded. The broadcast moved on to reports of zoning
disputes from Salem, where the news channel was based. Sarah surfed for a
minute, but there was nothing more on the Pine Hills story. She switched off
the set and stared at the blank screen.


"What do you think, Maggie?" If
anyone could bring a sane and sensible approach to a crisis, it was her retired
schoolteacher neighbor.


"I think little Penny what's-her-name
is an obnoxious twit who has no business carrying a microphone, that's what I
think."


"So you don't think there's a serial
killer in Pine Hills?" Sarah tossed the remote from hand to hand.


"Hogwash. You saw Randy's face. Did
he look like he was covering anything up?"


"No. He was pissed. Royally."


"That he was. I'll believe what the
anchorman said. That they found a dead body out in the woods. Period. Nobody
even said it was murder, much less a serial killer. The way I see it, if there
was anything to worry about, Randy would have called you and told you to bar
the door or get out of town."


Sarah laughed. "Like he did when
there was a peeping Tom across the way."


Maggie stared at her.


"What?" Sarah asked.


"Sweetie, I think that's the first
time you've laughed at anything related to what happened to you. It looks like
you've turned another corner. One of these days, you'll even be able to talk
about it for what it was."


"What's that supposed to mean?"


Maggie gave her a look that was both
stern and compassionate. Her schoolteacher stuff. Or was it surrogate mother,
Maggie's self-appointed role in life? "You keep referring to it as your 'little
adventure'. Child, you were kidnapped and could have been killed. That's far
beyond an adventure."


"You have your ways to cope, I have
mine, Maggie. I'm doing fine."


Maggie leaned over and crushed Sarah into
a bear hug, one it took effort to return. "It's not fast and never easy,
but I'm glad to see you're moving forward. How are the nightmares?"


Much as she loved Maggie, Sarah didn't
have the energy to deal with her in mother-hen mode. "No problem,"
she said, but her tone was curt. She got another look from Maggie, less
compassionate this time. "All right," she admitted. "I have them
once in a while. But I wish you'd quit bringing it up. It's over, it's done,
and Chris is in prison."


"That he is, thanks to Randy,"
Maggie said.


"I guess." Her belly tightened.
She dropped her gaze.


Maggie leaned forward and clutched Sarah's
hands. "Oh, my. My, my, my. What happened between you two?"


She tugged on her nightshirt. "Nothing.
I'm just … confused … a little. If we're serious about the relationship, he's
going to be called away like tonight all the time. I'm not sure that's what I'm
looking for."


"Sarah Tucker, you listen to me.
That man loves you and you love him. End of story."


"I loved David, too. And his job
wasn't dangerous. We ran a boutique. If I let myself feel that much for Randy,
what would it be like if I lost him, too? I don't know if I could go through it
again."


Maggie gave Sarah a stare that must have
chilled the bones of countless students. "Life has no promises. No
guarantees." Her eyes glistened. "Sweetie, if you don't follow your
heart, you'll spend your life looking back and wondering what might have been.
Trust me, you don't want that. Randy's good for you."


"Why? You think I need someone to
take care of me?" Sarah extracted her hands from Maggie's grip.


"Of course not. But I do think you're
the kind of person who wants to share her life. With a partner, not a
caretaker."


"That's part of the problem. Randy's
a cop. He's used to being in charge."


"Don't be so quick to pigeonhole
him," Maggie said. "You've been apart for a while. Sometimes when you're
alone, your brain fills the empty places with what you need at the time, not
what's good in the long run. Don't make any hasty decisions."


Right now, she didn't want to make any
decisions. "I think it's time you went home, Maggie. I have to get some
sleep."


Maggie narrowed her eyes, then stood and
tightened the belt of her robe. "Lock the door behind me."


Sarah heard hurt in Maggie's tone, but
couldn't deal with it now. She walked Maggie to the door and threw the
deadbolt. After a few deep breaths, she wandered into the bedroom and crawled
into bed.


You get out of my head, Christopher
Westmoreland. You're in New Jersey, in prison and I'm fine. You can't hurt me.
You should be the one having nightmares, not me.


 


* * * * *


 


"You have something?" Randy
asked Connor.


"Maybe." Connor crouched to the
ground about five feet from where the body had lain. With a gloved fingertip, he
scraped at the dirt, revealing a metallic gleam. He snapped a few shots to
document the finding.


"A key?" Randy said. "You
think it belonged to the vic?"


"Might have," Connor said. "If
they stripped him here, it could have fallen out of a pocket." He shot
another picture, then lifted the key from the soil. He angled his flashlight
for a better look. "Might have a partial. We'll see what we get at the
lab."


"Maybe they'll match the vic and
that's a start." Randy crouched down and examined the small, flat key
while Connor held it. "Safe deposit box? Mailbox?"


"I'm thinking padlock," Connor
said.


Randy rubbed his neck against the
beginnings of a tension headache. "I'll work my way outward with the metal
detector. Kovak's trying to figure out how they got the body in here."


"Sounds good to me. Keep looking for
a shell casing. Doc said her guess was a high-power rifle. I'll work out in the
other direction, check for anything out of place."


Connor retreated and Randy settled the
headphones over his ears.


An endless hour of listening to the
beeping metal detector had netted four dollars and seventy-two cents in change,
sixteen beer and soda cans, one silver chain, and a splitting headache. He
doubted any of it was related to the crime, but he'd found them within the
radius Connor had suggested as being most likely to have viable trace. But no
shell casings. Whoever shot this guy probably watched too much television and
took them with him.


Everything was photographed, bagged and
tagged. He pulled the headphones from his ears and wiped his sleeve across his
forehead. It took a minute for his hearing to readjust to the normal night
noises. Tree branches creaked and leaves rustled, but he heard no animal
sounds. Not unexpected. Between the banks of lights and the camera flashes, any
self-respecting creature would have found a nice, dark hole to curl up in.


The sound of a car engine approached,
stopped, followed by a door opening and closing. He turned. At last. The county
CSI team was here. Connor was already approaching them.


Randy hastened to join the gathering of
techs. "Glad to see you," he said. "You know Mike Connor, right?"


The men nodded.


"I'd like to collect as much as we
can tonight," Randy said. "I'll arrange to secure the scene, but it's
going to be tough to keep the entire property cordoned off. I appreciate the
extra effort."


The techs nodded, already looking around.
Connor started explaining what they'd done and Randy heard them talking about
alternative light sources and Luminol.


Randy pulled out his cell phone. His
finger hovered over the speed dial button for Sarah, but he resisted. He'd
probably wake her and hearing her voice would be too much of a distraction. He
looked at the phone before clipping it back on his belt. When it rang, his
heart jumped. He willed Sarah's name to appear on the display. Instead, it was
Charlotte's.


"Doc. You find something already?"


"Not yet. I wanted to let you know I'm
going to cut at eight tomorrow morning. This one's moving to the head of the
line. I'll get the DNA out to the state lab with a priority rush."


"Thanks."


"I've got the prints into the
system, too. If anything pops right away, I'll call."


"Another thanks."


"Think nothing of it. Whodunits are
the toughies, aren't they? And until we know who this vic is, we've got a
doozey."


He thanked Charlotte and disconnected.
For most crimes, the who did it was usually the easy part. Rival
gang-bangers, jealous lovers, family members—people known to the victim. The
challenge was making a case that would stand up in court. Knowing the victim
gave you the starting circle of suspects. He hoped this would fall into that
category. Solving a true whodunit where there were no clear suspects worked for
mystery books. In real life, they too often stayed in the open files.


He caught a glimpse of Kovak talking to
one of the county techs, most likely showing him what evidence he wanted
collected, or at least where he thought would be the best place to look.


Connor came over, putting fresh batteries
in his flashlight.


"How's it going?" Randy asked.


"We'll be awhile yet," Connor
said. "The vic wasn't wearing shoes and there are some spots clear enough
where we've got shoe prints, but none of bare feet."


Randy considered that. "So, he was
dressed when he got here."


"Or someone carried him in and then
shot him. But that seems like a lot of extra work."


"The techs are processing the shoe
prints. And maybe some facial bone fragments, if they can find them. A lot of
leaves on the ground, though, and the wind was pretty strong last night."


Randy blew out a slow breath and took one
more look at the scene. "Damn. It's not supposed to rain, is it?"


Connor shrugged. "Hey, this is
Oregon. It could rain anytime."


"Let's hope this isn't one of those
times. With luck, we'll get enough tonight, but plan on coming back tomorrow."


"You're the detective."


Which meant he was in charge, but he also
needed to work on the victim's identity. "And you know your job."
Randy dragged his fingers through his hair. "What do you think?"


"How about we go out about ten feet,
then if Kovak finds the entry point, we'll work that way."


Randy nodded. He respected the lab crew's
ability to know what was likely to be part of a crime scene and what was
superfluous. He trained his light on the ground as he walked back to where
Kovak was working. "Any luck?"


Kovak pointed to what looked like partial
shoe prints and dislodged rocks and branches. "This is my best guess."


"Why don't you go hit the computers?
I'll meet you in the office." He rotated his neck, working out the kinks. "I'll
update Brody and follow up with some of the neighbors."


"He did okay for his first scene,"
Kovak said. "You gonna keep him on all night? One officer isn't going to
be able to control the perimeter."


They walked back to Kovak's car while
Randy thought about the size of the crime scene he'd taped, considering the
options. "I'll get a couple of uniforms from the night shift. Neville, if
he's on duty. He's got that intimidation factor. And maybe having a cruiser
parked out here will keep the rubberneckers away. Brody's done enough for his
first homicide scene." And he wasn't about to leave a rookie out here
alone in case the killer came back.


Kovak nodded. "Probably save the kid
a few nightmares, too. Nothing like being alone in the woods somewhere you've
seen a dead body."


"There is the scary movie factor,
yes."


"Right. See you later." Kovak
said.


"Hang on a sec." Randy got into
his truck and rummaged through his suitcase for the bag of designer coffee he'd
bought for Kovak in San Francisco. If they were going to pull an all-nighter at
the station, at least they wouldn't be drinking sludge. "Here you go."


Kovak's eyes lit up. "Thanks, big
guy." He slid into his car and drove off.


Randy ran what he had through his head as
he went to check on Brody. The key was a start. If they could tie it to
the victim. On television, they'd take the key to the lab, stick it in a box,
punch a button and in seconds, a computer would spit out what the damn thing
unlocked and who owned it. Probably what he'd had for breakfast.


Why couldn't it have been a wallet? A
nice smooth leather wallet covered with prints and filled with ID.


Yeah, right.



Chapter Three


 


Randy sat at his desk and stared at the
pictures of his faceless victim. Not exactly what they'd put in the paper with
a "Do you know this man?" caption.


"You think it was a mob hit?"
Kovak asked. "The vic was shot in the back of the head."


Randy looked up from the monitor. "The
mob? In Pine Hills? What the hell for? And why strip him?"


"Harder to identify?"


"If that was their goal, why leave
his hands? Charlotte's already sent his prints to the network." He
swiveled his chair and faced Kovak's desk. "It's the abdominal carving
that worries me. What if we do have a serial killer here?"


"Why did that reporter bring it up
out of the blue, anyway?" Kovak asked.


"Good question. I've never seen her
before and I thought I knew them all."


"Let me call her station manager and
do some checking."


Randy went over to the whiteboard on the
wall and started a timeline. He taped a photo of the victim to the board, front
and center as a grim reminder of his job, which was making certain the victim
had a spokesperson.


"I think I got it," Kovak said
from his desk.


Randy snapped his head around. "Our
victim?"


"No, our reporter. She hails from
Portland, worked at the newspaper. Wanted the fame and glory of television,
moved to Salem. The Portland paper's been running a series of articles on
serial killers. Our little Miss Penny was way out of line, even for the
television news standards. She'll be duly chastised for her attempts at
sensationalism."


"Okay, then she's got serial killers
on the brain." He stepped across the office and sank into his chair. "I'll
check the newspaper archives. See if I can match our victim to one of the
articles they ran." He scrolled through the articles, aware of Kovak
standing over his shoulder.


"Look at that one," Kovak said.
"The Triple X Murders. You think our victim's part of it?"


"Shit, I hope not." Already his
belly was protesting against what it must know was going to be a diet of
caffeine and little else for the next few days.


"I'll send what we have to ViCAP,"
Kovak said. "See if they have anything similar." He was already at
his computer.


Randy's lips twitched at Kovak's
eagerness. Then again, how often did the Pine Hills Police Force see anything
worth reporting to the Violent Criminal Apprehension Program? "And I don't
need to tell you the pattern—hell, even the fact he was cut—does not
leave the office."


"No, you don't." Kovak clicked
his mouse, then gave Randy a contrite look. "Hey, I didn't mean I liked
the idea of someone getting murdered. But come on. We don't get this kind of
crime here. This is—well, tell me your adrenaline isn't pumping. And that you're
not looking forward to using what you picked up in San Francisco."


"What I learned in 'Frisco is that
we'll be lucky to solve this case and we'll lose a lot of sleep trying. But let's
give it our best shot. And, as I recall, that ViCAP form's going to take a while
to fill out. You work on that, I'll see what I can do with missing persons reports."


 


* * * * *


 


Connor rolled in at about three a.m. "Damn,
that coffee smells good."


"Kona. Compliments of the big guy,"
Kovak said. "Help yourself."


Connor disappeared, then returned with
his Garfield mug. He stepped to the file cabinet where the office coffeepot sat
and poured himself the rich brew.


Randy let him savor the coffee before he
spoke. "Anything good to report?"


Connor shook his head. "Way out of
our league here. The county took the evidence to their wizards. I can do some
print work and look at the pictures, but we didn't find anything conclusive.
Any leads on who the guy is?"


"Only who he isn't," Randy
said. "No hits on his prints from the Western Identification Network
database yet. I'm hoping we get something to go on from the autopsy before we
have to start searching farther out. Seven states is enough."


"Strange," Connor said. He took
another slug of his coffee. "Someone shot like that, you'd think he'd run
in circles of the unsavory sort. I'd have bet my shirt he had a record."


Randy glanced at Connor's shirt and
smiled. My Search Engine Ran out of Gas. "I'd have taken the
bet—but right now, your shirt says it all."


Connor glanced down and grinned in
return. "I'm happy to relinquish it."


"I'd rather not be reminded of my
failures. Thanks anyway."


Connor slipped back to the coffee pot and
topped off his mug. "I'm going to see if I can lift any prints from that
key, then call it a night. I'll let you know."


While Kovak went to brew a fresh pot,
Randy clicked open another search engine and settled in. He spent a few hours
on what he convinced himself was productive work—after all, eliminating
possibilities was part of the process—then stood and twisted the kinks
out of his back. It was almost dawn. Connor had found a clear partial print,
but it, too, wasn't in the fingerprint database. It would be weeks, maybe
months before the CODIS system gave them anything on the DNA, assuming the man
had a record. Randy extended the scope of missing persons reports to five
counties, with nothing matching the vague description of their victim. But with
a body dead barely a day, it was possible nobody had missed him yet.


"I'm going to grab a shower before
the morning shift gets here," Randy said. "Doc's cutting at eight and
I can see if the county CSI team has any results."


Kovak rubbed his eyes and took another
sip of coffee. He grimaced and shoved the mug across the desk. "Eventually,
even the good stuff turns on you. But thanks for getting me through the night."


"If you're smart, you'll hide the
rest of the bag, or it'll disappear."


"I'd put it in my locker, but it
would probably end up tasting like old socks. I think this is one treat that's
going home with me." He crossed to the printer and picked up a stack of
paper. "I'm hoping ViCAP has something with the knife pattern. Meanwhile,
I'll finish these reports."


"Can you handle the incoming calls?
Half the town's likely to think our John Doe is their missing Uncle Edgar or
swear they saw the killer skulking around in the bushes."


Kovak nodded. "No lead too small. No
citizen too nuts." He scratched his fingers over his scalp. "And I'll
follow up on last night's door-knocking with county."


"Good luck," Randy said. "I'll
see what the county lab's got as long as I'm going to be over there for the
autopsy."


"Sometimes that's what it takes. You
want to grab a bite at Sadie's before you head for the morgue?"


Randy realized Kovak hadn't been working
with the reserves of a substantial dinner from Rob's the way he had. His
partner hadn't complained about the vending machine fare, which was unusual.
Then again, this case was a heck of a lot more than their normal Pine Hills
petty theft, traffic violations and the occasional breaking and entering.


He hesitated. Sarah often stopped at
Sadie's for a morning cup of coffee, but not this early. Besides, he didn't
need the distraction. "I'm fine. But you go on. Maybe we'll meet for
lunch, assuming I have any appetite after an autopsy."


Given the early hour, traffic on the
interstate was light and Randy arrived at the morgue by seven-thirty. He wound
his way down the stairs and through the dimly lit corridors to Charlotte's
office where he tapped on the wired glass pane in the door and let himself in.
She sat back in her chair, her legs crossed at the ankle on her desk, reading
the newspaper.


He stood half a step inside the doorway. "Morning,
Doc."


A tiny nod acknowledged his presence, but
her eyes remained on the paper. He waited until she finished, folded it neatly,
placed it in the wastebasket and smiled at him over black half-rimmed reading
glasses. "Don't know why I bother, but I can't break the habit. Nothing
but half-truths and lies."


"Comics are usually entertaining,"
he said.


One corner of her mouth turned up. "Park
it, Detweiler." She inched her head toward a wooden chair. "I've got
a report to finish. Coffee?"


The thought of more caffeine in his
system and acid in his belly turned his stomach. The aroma would mask the odor
in the lab, but Charlotte would never let him bring anything inside. "No,
thanks. Shall I gown up?" She was persnickety about any possible
contamination of samples, but her findings were gospel in court.


Another nearly imperceptible nod.


"Meet you in the lab, then."
She grunted and he left her to her computer.


At precisely seven fifty-seven, Charlotte
approached the lab where Randy, wearing yellow disposable coverings, leaned
against the wall by the door.


"How much sleep did you get last
night, Detweiler?"


He straightened and shook the cobwebs
from his brain. "I remember going to bed Tuesday night in 'Frisco. What
day is it now?"


Her glare was almost motherly. "Thursday."


He shrugged. "Then let's get going
so I can go home." She unlocked the door and he followed her inside, his
nostrils flaring at the odor. He dragged a tall stool to a point well away from
the table where last night's body lay.


"You small-town boys don't see much
of this, do you?" Charlotte asked, apparently noting his discomfiture.


Although he'd cooperated with the county
sheriffs countless times, and in the course of joint investigations had been to
a number of autopsies, being lead on a homicide put things in a different
perspective. He lowered himself from his perch and stepped closer. "Once
is too often."


She cocked her head at him, then gave him
an understanding smile. "You're right. It would be nice if we never had to
deal with death like this." She adjusted the microphone hanging above the
table. "But as long as we have to, it's our job to listen to the victims."


"Nobody hears them like you, Doc."
He swore a faint pink tinged her cheeks.


"Well, our man's being too quiet. I
had my guys run the films last night. According to their reports, no broken
bones, no steel plates, screws or anything helpful for identification. Time for
a closer look."


"Let me get a shot of this, and get
a copy to you." Charlotte took a picture of the victim's abdominal wounds
before she brought her scalpel to the body's torso, making a standard Y
incision. Randy concentrated on her matter-of-fact voice recording her
findings. Like a good news anchor, he thought, keeping his report impartial.
Even though he knew he'd get a full account, he busied himself taking notes,
trying not to look at the body.


Charlotte's voice lifted, no longer
expressionless. "I think you might want to look at this," she said.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah yawned as she toasted a bagel for
breakfast. She wondered if Randy was still working. The morning news on
television offered nothing other than what she'd seen with Maggie the night
before. A dead body, male, as yet unidentified, had been found in the vacant
acreage on the outskirts of town. Teenaged boys had found the body and seemed
to be enjoying their celebrity status but had nothing helpful to say.


She yawned again. Her recent nights hadn't
been as peaceful as she'd led Maggie to believe. Nightmares rarely plagued her
when she was with Randy. She hated to admit they'd returned while he'd been
away, a sign of weakness she refused to accept. She would not be
dependent on anyone. She finished dressing for work and took the back stairs to
the parking area behind the building. As she approached her gray Honda Element,
her turmoil continued. Randy had been the one responsible for proving David had
been murdered, releasing life insurance money so she could afford a car again.


God, what was wrong with her? Last night,
she'd ached to be with Randy. If his boss hadn't called, they'd probably be
having a second cup of coffee—or a morning quickie.


She climbed into the boxy vehicle and
twisted the key in the ignition. "Come on, Heffalump. Let's get to work."
Being at her boutique smoothed all the rough edges. She'd be alone until one o'clock
today and she looked forward to arriving early, rearranging some displays,
being in charge.


Her mood lifted as she drove through the
business district, rising higher when she turned down the side street where
That Special Something sat in the middle of the block, nestled among other
small shops. With about an hour before she opened, she could pimp her window
and make room for the pottery she expected today.


She decided to go all the way with the
fall theme, mixing and matching merchandise, using color as the underlying
motif to tie everything together. Everything from delicate crystal to rugged
stoneware. She propped the sign she had made announcing the Saturday debut of
her new pottery into the arms of a stuffed scarecrow sitting on a low wooden
chair. An eclectic mix, but overall, she thought it worked. She unlocked the
front door and checked the composition of the window display from the street.
Perfect. On her way back inside, she flipped the door sign to "Open."


Customers buzzed in and out all morning,
primarily to see what Sarah knew about the body, but most were too embarrassed
to admit it, so they bought. Sarah took their money with a smile. When the UPS
man showed up without Hugh's pottery, Sarah did a quick fume. As soon as
Jennifer came in, Sarah went to the back room to call him.


"I'm sorry, Mr. Garrigue is away. I'm
Gloria, his associate. May I help you?" the woman who answered said.


Sarah asked where her shipment was and
irritation that had built over the morning bled through in her tone.


"I'm sorry, Mrs. Tucker. I'm only in
the studio part-time, and I hadn't checked my email until moments ago. Mr.
Garrigue was called away on a family emergency. I don't see your shipment here,
but Mr. Garrigue normally handles shipping for these promotions personally. I'll
be happy to check into it."


Chagrined, Sarah apologized for being
short. "I understand. Do you know how long he'll be gone? Is there
anything I can do? I've already advertised it for a Saturday opening."


"No. It's not like him to leave in a
rush, but family is family, you know."


Sarah thanked her again and hung up. Out
front, things were relatively quiet and she motioned to her assistant. "Jennifer.
Hugh's pottery will be delayed. Any ideas to fill in the gaps?"


Jennifer turned in a tight circle,
surveying the store. "I like the fall theme," she said. "What
about miniature hay bales, plenty of harvest stuff, maybe some little
scarecrows to play up the one in the window?"


"Sounds like a plan. I think most of
the customers today are more interested in grilling me about the dead guy than
admiring the displays. I'll work on it after we close."


"You want me to stay? I don't have
any classes tomorrow and this will be fun. After all those art history
textbooks, I could use a creative outlet." She dashed over to a table of
carved wooden vegetables, her dark curls bobbing as she moved. "Less is
more, don't you think? If it looks like there are only a few of these things,
customers will think they're getting something extra special."


Sarah cocked her eyebrows and grinned at
her assistant. "Well, the shop is called That Special Something,
after all."


"You know I didn't mean it like
that," Jennifer said. "But instead of all the carved vegetables on
one table, maybe split them up into smaller bowls? Set out on different tables?"
She darted over to the spiral staircase Sarah used as a display rack and lifted
a carved teak tray. "Like in this? And that way, you don't have to set
aside a big area for Hugh's pottery. You can put them here and there whenever
they arrive."


Sarah agreed. Nothing wrong with keeping
the customers moving through the store.


"So, should I stay?" Jennifer
paused, her eyes widening. "Off the clock, of course."


"Twist my arm a little harder,
Jennifer." Sarah laughed. "I'm happy for your help. I've got some
things in the storeroom that should work."


The door chimes jingled. "Go,"
Jennifer said. "You can dig through the back room and I'll tell everyone
you're busy consulting with the police."


"Stop that." Sarah poked
Jennifer's arm. "I've got my 'How should I know?' speech down pat."
She looked more closely at the woman entering the shop. "Wait. That's
Janie Kovak. Her husband works with Randy. Heck, she might actually know
something."


Janie smiled at Sarah and strolled across
the shop, pausing at a display of dinnerware. "I love these placemats,"
she said. "I don't remember seeing them before."


"They came in about a month ago, but
you know me. Always moving things around."


"Don't be so sweet, Sarah. I haven't
been in here in far too long. A lot longer than a month."


Sarah waited. Janie fingered the matching
napkins, then discreetly peeked under a corner.


"They're twelve dollars each,"
Sarah said. "The placemats are thirty. They're hand-dyed batik, hand-quilted
and no two are exactly alike." When a flush crept over Janie's cheeks and
she ran her fingers wistfully over the placemat, Sarah lowered her voice. "If
you want the placemats and the napkins, I can give you a better price for the
set."


Sarah wondered if money was the issue or
if there were other problems. She tried to read Janie's face, but she didn't
know her that well, and aside from the blush, her facial nuances were
indecipherable.


Janie took a slow breath in, then
released it with a sigh. "We'd hoped to sneak away for our anniversary,
but plans have a way of changing."


"Yeah. This murder must have thrown
a monkey wrench into your life."


"Oh, no—I mean, of course there's
always the possibility schedules will change, but the cops usually cover for
each other if someone has plans. This glitch was something entirely different."
She smiled, but it didn't quite reach her eyes. "It's going to have to be
dinner at home and when I saw this setting, I thought maybe something new for
the table might make it an occasion."


The door chimed again and Sarah caught
Jennifer's quick nod that she had everything covered with the new customers.


"When's the big day?" Sarah
asked, trying to turn the subject into something Janie might find more
pleasant.


"Saturday," she said.


"How many years?"


"Fifteen," she said.


Sarah's mouth dropped open of its own
accord. Janie laughed and her spirit obviously lightened. "What can I say?
We got married two days after we graduated high school."


"Congratulations. Seriously, fifteen
years is an accomplishment these days."


"Oh, we've had our ups and downs. We've
learned not to take anything for granted."


Right. Like assuming your husband will be
home for dinner, but he gets murdered. A chill ran through her as she realized Janie would have
dealt with these worries almost daily.


"Is something wrong?" Concern
flooded Janie's face and Sarah realized her memories of the five years she and
David had together must have shown. Randy always said she had a transparent
face. Damn, there they were again, Randy and David, clogging up her thoughts.


You're Sarah. Not David's wife anymore.
And you don't belong to Randy. You're your own Sarah.


She mustered a smile. "Sorry.
Woolgathering."


Now, Janie seemed bent on cheering her. "What
do you think about a bowl for a floral arrangement?"


"Crystal's the traditional gift for
your fifteenth. We have some nice ones over here."


Janie shook her head. "We're not
into that much tradition." She stepped across the shop toward another
display. "I'd love a Garrigue piece, but that's a little out of my price
range right now. These wooden ones are nice."


Sarah plucked a wooden vase from the
table. "This one's fifteen dollars," she said, hoping her face didn't
give away the blatant lie. "And it'll look good all the time, not just
when you're having special dinners. Placemats and napkins seem to end up in a
drawer somewhere and you forget about them." As she spoke, Sarah peeled
the price sticker from the bottom of the vase.


Janie took the creation, turning it in
her hands, running her fingers over the smooth pecan wood. She frowned and
pursed her lips. "It's lovely. Really, it is, but," she furrowed her
brows and looked at Sarah, "do you think it's an anniversary present?"


"Wait a minute. I have an idea. Come
with me." Sarah rushed across the room with Janie at her heels. She took
two blue glass bowls from the spiral staircase. "These are perfect."


Janie's brow furrowed even deeper. "Sarah,
I know I'm on a tight budget, but bowls?"


"Ah, but the real present is what
you do with them. After your special dinner, which undoubtedly will be
delicious, you get your husband to wash the dishes—or at least clear and rinse.
Then you have him fill each bowl with some double-rich ice cream you happen to
have in the freezer and some hot fudge sauce waiting to be nuked. He can manage
that, right?"


Janie laughed out loud. "Yes, after
fifteen years, he's trained in the kitchen department."


"Good. While he's attending to
dessert, you're in the bedroom changing into the slinky number you're going to
buy, or the one you set aside for these occasions. Or maybe nothing but a piece
of jewelry he gave you. Anyway, you have him bring dessert into the bedroom
and—"


"Sarah, you're a devil. Or a genius.
I can see why Randy loves you."


Sarah almost dropped the bowls. "What?
How do you know that?"


"Come on. It's no secret is it? I
saw the way he looked at you at the Fourth of July picnic. Mooney-eyed, I
think, my grandmother would have called it."


"Oh," she said in a tiny voice.
"I didn't realize it was common knowledge."


"Only to anyone who's seen the two
of you together." She looked at her wrist. "Good heavens. I've got to
run and pick up the kids." She opened her purse. "How much are the
bowls?"


"Consider them my contribution to
your anniversary present."


"No, I'll pay."


Sarah took the bowls to the counter and
began wrapping them in tissue paper. "It's my gift. But I would like to
talk to you sometime. About living with a cop. How do you cope? I mean, people
have been coming in here all day wanting details about the murder. Don't they
ask you, too?"


"They used to. But they've learned I'm
not privy to any juicy cop stuff and even if I know something, I won't tell
them without clearance, so they leave me alone." She grinned. "That's
probably why they're bugging you. Be glad it's not reporters. They're the real
sharks. They've even had the nerve to call us at home at ungodly hours. They
can take 'no comment' and make it sound ominous."


Sarah thought about Penny Scholnik's
serial murder question. "Yeah. I agree. Their motto seems to be, 'Never
let the truth get in the way of a good story.' But even if the customers want
gossip, they're buying, so I won't complain. But will you answer one question,
if you've got clearance?"


"If I can." Janie's expression
turned cautious.


"Randy's never referred to your
husband as anything but Kovak. He must have a first name."


Janie's laugh bubbled like the river
after a spring rain. "He does, but I'm sworn to secrecy."


Sarah put the bowls in a bag. "Surely
you don't call him Kovak."


"No, I call him Peek. But I'm afraid
you'll have to get permission from him as to why." Janie breezed toward
the door.


 



Chapter Four


 


Charlotte's tone snapped Randy alert. He
leaned over her for a closer look at the man's pulpy face and swallowed
involuntarily. "What am I supposed to see?"


"Hang on." She shook her head. "Whoever
was on duty last night left it out of his report. Won't happen again," she
muttered under her breath. She stuck her gloved fingers in what was left of the
man's mouth and twisted. "Here."


Randy smiled, his queasiness banished by
the adrenaline rush of a possible lead. "Bridgework. Maybe we can track
down the dentist."


"That, my detective friend, is your
job. You and the CSI folks." Her camera documented the find and she
cleaned the bridge and bagged it for him. "The CSIs set up a countywide
network of dentists so you can send the information to everyone at once. Not
all of them signed on, but it should save you some time."


"Thanks, Doc." He set the bag
on the counter. "Can you identify the tool the killer used for the
carving?"


"It was sharp." She poked and
pointed at the edge of the cut. "Single-edged blade would be my guess. But
the ants and roaches have obliterated much of what might be identifiable tool
marks."


"So if we find a weapon, you couldn't
say it was the one used on the victim?"


"I could give you pretty good odds,
but any decent defense attorney would toss it. I'll give you the best I have in
my report." She peered up at him, as if anticipating his next question. "Which
you'll get when it's ready. Stomach contents are being analyzed and they're
doing a tox screen. Given how long it takes to get results, your best bet's
going to be a match on the carvings. My guess is a right hander."


"Well that eliminates what, ten
percent of the population?" Randy said. "Leaves us ninety percent."


"This kind of signature is usually
male, so that cuts your list almost in half." She smiled as she delivered
the words. "And you can probably rule out children. See you've narrowed
your search already."


"Yeah. Down to right-handed adult
males. Thanks, Doc. You're a big help."


Once the autopsy reached the tissue
sampling phase, Randy left Charlotte to her work. Any additional discoveries
would have to wait for lab reports.


Randy took the bag with the man's dental
work down the hall to the lab. A genuine lead. Leads were good. His step
lightened despite the fatigue. He might meet Kovak for lunch after all.


After scrubbing his hands and face with
institutional-strength soap to get rid of some of the morgue smell, he hit the
vending machine for a couple of candy bars. The sugar and caffeine would do the
job of yet another dose of coffee without the acid kick and he could use the
energy boost. He glanced at his watch, not wanting to calculate how long it had
been since he'd slept—or how long it would be until he could. He strolled once
around the building, breathing in the pine-scented air until he felt refreshed
enough to tackle the drive back to Pine Hills.


An hour later, seated in a back booth of
The Wagon Wheel, exchanging information with Kovak helped him straddle the next
wall of fatigue, but the obstacles to clear thinking were arriving closer and
closer together, the way commercials did during the last ten minutes of a
television show.


"We're at that waiting phase,"
Randy said. "Maybe we can both crash for a couple of hours."


"I agree. I think I'm starting to
hallucinate, or is your hamburger dancing?"


Randy lifted his burger and waggled it on
the way to his mouth. "Don't they always?" His phone rang and
vibrated. "See. There's the music." He set the burger down and
checked the phone's display. "Damn."


"Let me guess. The chief."


"Got it in one." Randy took the
call. "Yes, sir. On our way." He scarfed down the rest of the burger,
gulped his soda and tossed bills on the table. "Let's roll."


Kovak's eyebrows lifted expectantly. "Good
news? An ID? A lead?"


"We should be so lucky. A damn press
conference and our presence is required."


"Crap." Kovak wrapped the
remains of his corned beef sandwich into his napkin and headed for the door,
snagging a few peppermints on his way.


Less than thirty minutes later, they
stood at attention on the Municipal Building steps while Chief Laughlin fielded
questions. Randy picked a point in the distance and stared, trying to look like
the man his chief was now describing as an expert in his field, a true
professional, with the welfare of all Pine Hills citizens at heart. He
almost gagged. Media relations were not his thing. His mind wandered,
then went blank. A nudge to his ribs brought him back. He gave Kovak a quick
nod of thanks and scanned the crowd, looking for—what? Someone holding a sign
saying, "I'm the killer"? Besides, surveillance cameras were in place
and they could review the tapes later. Faces blurred.


The next thing he knew, Kovak nudged him
again. "Hey, big guy. Better crash before you collapse and embarrass the
force."


"Huh?"


Kovak clapped a hand onto Randy's shoulder
and guided him inside. "You're out on your feet. I'd say go home, but you'd
probably kill yourself or some poor unsuspecting citizen. Get a uniform to
drive you."


"No, I'll catch a nap downstairs."
He'd done it before—crashed on a mat in a corner of the gym. Hell, he'd crashed
at his desk enough times, too, but the chief wouldn't approve during a
high-profile case. "You go home. I'll have someone alert me if anything
breaks, but we've done everything we can at this point. If I don't call you, I'll
see you in the morning."


"You sure?"


"You gave me the lead. I'm taking
it. Go home."


His brain whirled, the caffeine surged,
but his body demanded downtime. After instructing the duty officers where to
find him and what was not important enough to wake him, Randy dragged
three mats to a corner of the gym in the basement of the station and plopped
down, laying his cell beside his head. Visions of the autopsy wouldn't leave
him alone, triggered, he assumed, by the odor that had permeated his clothes.


He groaned, sat up and yanked off his
shirt. He stumbled into the locker room where he swapped it for a clean
t-shirt, then peeled off his slacks and yanked on his cotton workout shorts. In
lieu of blanket and pillow, he grabbed a few towels and trudged to his corner
in the gym. Much as he'd like to stay unconscious for the next day and a half,
for now, he'd have to settle for the minimum battery-charge allowance. He set
his watch alarm for an hour and repositioned his cell where he'd hear it. At
the far end of the room, someone was running on a treadmill and the whirr of
the belt and the slap of feet set a hypnotic background rhythm. Settling onto
the mat, he took deep breaths to clear his mind.


The morgue disappeared with the second
breath. Sarah appeared on the third. He closed his eyes and joined her. Instead
of death and disinfectant, he smelled the peach fragrance of her shampoo. Her
eyes, blue as the stone in his grandmother's brooch. Her cheeks, sprinkled with
freckles. Her lips, lush and full. Her nimble fingers tracing his jaw down his
neck to his shoulders. Along his chest, stopping at his nipples. Then lower,
lower, along the center line of hair on his torso, teasing his navel, moving
lower still. Stroking his cock. Taking it in her hand. In her mouth.


She whispered his name. "Detective.
Sir. Detective Detweiler."


"Don't be so formal," he
mumbled. "Call me Randy."


"Um, sir. It's me. Greg. Officer
Brody."


Randy drifted upward. "Mmph."
His surroundings snapped into focus. A red-faced Greg Brody stood above him,
looking pointedly at a spot on the wall beyond.


"You got a call, sir. They said it
was important."


Given his shorts were sticking up like a
pup tent, Randy figured it was a little too late to hide his woody. He sat up,
scrubbing his fingers through his hair. "Thanks, Brody."


"Yes, sir." The man stood there
as if he had roots.


"Brody?"


"Sir?"


"You can go now. I'm awake."


"Oh, right. Yes, sir. I'm going back
upstairs." The poor kid practically ran out of the gym.


Randy gathered up the towels, holding
them casually in front of him as he walked—very carefully—to his locker. Damn,
he hadn't asked Brody who had called. He conjured thoughts of the
autopsy again. He needed his blood supply above his neck.


 


* * * * *


 


Shortly before closing, the shop emptied
out. Sarah took a deep breath. "I'll go find those fall decorations in the
storeroom, Jennifer. Holler if you need me."


She'd barely wrestled the carton off the
shelf when Jennifer poked her head into the room. "There's someone here
asking about Hugh Garrigue's pottery. He wants to talk to you."


Sarah grabbed a paper towel to wipe the dust
from her hands, then finger-combed her hair. She stepped into the front of the
store where a portly gentleman with a thick shock of silver-white hair stood,
perusing an assortment of handmade paper and bound journals. His dark business
suit looked out of place for Pine Hills. He raised his head at her approach,
his steel-blue eyes meeting hers from behind wire-rimmed spectacles. "Mrs.
Tucker, I presume." Harcourt Pemberton. He handed her a business card. The
accent was delightfully British. He rubbed his thumb and forefinger along a
thin gray moustache. Diamonds glistened from rings on his pinkies and ring
fingers.


His regal bearing had her instinctively
sliding into deferential shopkeeper mode. "Yes, I'm Sarah Tucker. You
wanted to speak with me about Hugh Garrigue's pottery, I understand."


"That's quite right. I was led to
believe you would be showcasing his work beginning on Saturday. I wonder if
there might be the slightest possibility you would make an exception to your
opening date and let me purchase several pieces. Mrs. Pemberton, my wife, dotes
on his pottery. Rustic elegance, she calls it. She's been collecting for years.
Mr. Garrigue and I have been in communication and he informed me that he would
be offering some pieces in a remarkable shade of cobalt blue. I would be
prepared to offer a small bonus for your indulgence."


Sarah ran her finger over the heavyweight
rectangle with its embossed lettering. Harcourt Permberton. A meaningless
address with one of those quaint house names instead of a street somewhere in
England. The Laurels, Ludlam, Shropshire. She gave him her most
sympathetic smile.


"I'm so sorry, Mr. Pemberton. Mr.
Garrigue's shipment was delayed due to a personal emergency and I don't have
his pottery yet." She gave a confident smile, making a mental note to call
and get the UPS tracking number. "His associate assures me it's on its
way."


Mr. Pemberton's face fell. "Oh,
dear, that is too bad. I'm passing through this part of the country and
I had my heart set on filling out my wife's collection." He lowered his
head and peered up at her and paused, as if it embarrassed him to continue. "It's
our anniversary, you see. Forty-five years come September."


Sarah's heart tugged. This was certainly
a day for anniversary gifts. "Congratulations. Let me see what I can do.
Is there a local address? If you'll describe the pieces you're looking for, I
would be happy to ship them as soon as they arrive."


"Now that does sound like a
wonderful idea. I happen to have a sketch of the piece, one provided by Mr.
Garrigue." He reached into his inner coat pocket and drew out a folded
piece of paper. He carried it to the glass counter and smoothed it out. "I'm
looking for a set of pedestal-based coffee mugs. There's a distinctive pattern
on them." He tapped the sheet. "A swirl with four stars."


"May I keep this?" Sarah asked.
"I promise as soon as the pieces come in, I'll inventory them and set
these aside."


"Delightful. Mrs. Pemberton will be
pleased. I'll be in Seattle in three days' time, on business. You can send them
to me in care of the Bellevue Hilton." He patted his pocket. "Oh,
dear me. I don't have the address. I take a cab from the airport, you know, and
never pay attention to the details."


[bookmark: OLE_LINK3][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]"I
can look it up," Sarah said. "Don't worry about a thing."


He peeled a number of bills from a thick
stack held in a gold money clip, including more than enough to cover shipping.
All he needed was a silver-handled walking stick, Sarah thought, as he spun
around and left the shop.


When the door closed behind him, Jennifer
giggled. She snatched the man's card from the counter where Sarah had laid it. "Wow.
Right out of the movies, don't you think? I can see him in some stately manor,
sipping tea while servants wheel in a cart full of pastries."


"He's not our typical tourist, I'll
give you that," Sarah agreed. "But I think he's kind of cute. Calls
his wife Mrs. Pemberton." She could hear Randy referring to her as Mrs.
Detweiler.


God, where had that thought come from?


She shoved it away. Running her boutique
was much less stressful than dealing with a relationship she didn't understand.


"All right, Jen. Let's get started."


They worked side by side, arranging and
rearranging. Finally, Sarah stood, hands on hips and surveyed the effect. "Perfect,"
she proclaimed. "Can I treat you to dinner at Sadie's?"


Jennifer glanced at her wrist. "Wow.
Eight-thirty? I had no idea it was so late." She shook her head. "I'd
better get home and feed the cats. And Eddie might call. I wish I was working
tomorrow. I'd love to see the customers' reactions. I'll bet sales are through
the roof."


Eight months ago, Sarah would have been
happy with sales, period. "I'll bet they are. Thanks. See you Saturday."


The door chimes jingled behind Jennifer's
departure. Sarah weighed her options. Dinner alone at home, or dinner alone but
with people around at Sadie's Café? No cooking, no dishes. But at home, she
could get out of her work clothes and into her comfy sweats. Eat with her feet
on the coffee table and watch television. The news.


The news. Working with Jennifer, she'd
forgotten all about Randy's case. Home it would be. She'd find something to
nuke and use paper plates, the best of both worlds. But first she gave her
answering machine another look and checked her cell phone for missed messages.
She swallowed her disappointment that Randy hadn't found time to call.


Stop it, idiot. He's dealing with murder.


Murder meant murderers. What if Randy had
found the killer? Killers killed people, didn't they? Not the sort of thing
Randy should be mixed up with. But that was his job.


As she drove home, she glared at her cell
phone lying within easy reach beside her, but it remained annoyingly quiet. Her
frustration turned to worry when there were no messages on her home phone,
either. She tried to tell herself no news was good news. Maggie would have
called if she'd heard anything.


Her appetite gone, she forced herself to
eat some soup as she flipped through the television channels. Relief flooded
her as one broadcast gave her a glimpse of Randy standing on the top of the
steps of the red brick Municipal Building. Judging from the light, it had been
taped earlier in the day. He stood, staring into the distance, behind the Chief
of Police who was fielding questions from reporters.


When the segment ended, all she'd learned
was the police chief could say nothing in a lot of different ways and Randy
looked exhausted. Her stomach clenched. Is this what it would be like if she
continued her relationship with Randy? Worry, relief, more worry? Wondering if
he didn't call because he couldn't and what might be the reason behind
it? Or if he didn't call because he didn't think she needed to know? Or thought
she couldn't handle it?


Then again, Pine Hills was a small town.
Not a lot of violent crime. If she was going to hook up with a cop, this might
be the safest place to be.


But was anyone really safe? Look what had
happened to David. And to her. There were nutcases everywhere and no
guarantees. She would definitely call Janie and arrange a get-together. Someone
living the life had to have better advice than Maggie's "love conquers all"
attitude.


Besides, Janie had injected her with a
massive dose of the curiosities with her revelation of Kovak's nickname. And
maybe if they talked, she could help Janie with whatever was bothering her,
too. The tight bands in her stomach eased.


When the phone rang while she brushed her
teeth, she turned from the sink. Randy? No matter. It was late and this couldn't
possibly be the first chance he'd had to call to say he was all right. She let
the machine pick up.


 



Chapter Five


 


Randy sat on the edge of his bed, phone
to his ear, listening to Sarah's voice from her answering machine. Polite,
almost formal, but the sound quickened his pulse. He waited until her message
played out, then gently set the receiver in the cradle before the beep.


Was she asleep? It was almost eleven. She
should be in bed. As should he. With her curled up beside him, in his arms.
Which was about all he'd be able to manage. He'd been out for all of thirty minutes
before Brody had awakened him from his embarrassing dream and now he didn't
think even Sarah in the flesh could get a rise out of him. He tugged off his
slacks and lay back, trying to clear his mind. Nothing else could be done. They
had no clue who their victim was and virtually no leads. Every possible avenue
was being explored and until the planet opened for business in the morning,
sleep was his priority. He closed his eyes and ran through the afternoon,
knowing he wouldn't sleep until he could check everything off his mental list.


Serial killer was the biggie, but until
the ViCAP reports were back, they were spinning their wheels. He drew a big red
check in his mind.


The key from the crime scene. Connor had
taken it to Pine Hills' hardware store where Charlie MacGregor proclaimed it
belonged to a safe deposit box. Charlie had been around since the discovery of
dirt and knew his stuff. What Charlie didn't know was where the box might be.
He suggested a bank. The wheels were turning and Connor had accepted the
challenge of finding out which banks used that kind of key. Another big red
check.


Stomach contents. Charlotte had reported
the stomach contents analysis, but there was nothing unusual enough to give
them a lead. Why hadn't the guy dined on some exotic dish that was the special
in only one restaurant in the county? No, the vic had eaten an iceberg lettuce
salad and spaghetti with meatballs. About as generic a meal as one could find.
Check.


He sighed and pictured the next items on
his list. Tox screen. Tire treads. Shoe prints. Trace from under the victim's
fingernails. His body sank deeper into the mattress. Bloody Xs and red check
marks danced through his dreams and then even the dreams receded into an
all-encompassing nothingness.


 


* * * * *


 


Randy's stride carried him through the
doors of the Municipal Building at six fifty-five the next morning, in time for
the seven a.m. meeting. Kovak met him in the lobby, two large lattes in hand.
He extended one in Randy's general direction, then joined him as they made
their way to the staff entrance of the police department.


"I know black is your thing, but I
figured you'd want the extra sugar, and the milk should kill the acid. Besides,
I'm willing to bet you didn't have breakfast." Kovak held the door for
him.


Randy lifted his eyebrows, but accepted
the cup. "I'm beginning to think we've been working together too long."


"You trained me, big guy."


"After eight years I think we're
equals. Two years' seniority is meaningless at this point."


They arrived at Laughlin's outer office.
His secretary motioned them to sit. "He's on the phone."


Randy sank into a chair and eyed his
partner. "You're looking well-rested. I trust you got some sleep."


"Crashed when I got home. Janie woke
me for dinner, then…well, she does have a way of relieving stress. I slept like
a baby the rest of the night."


Chief Laughlin called them in. "Sit."


Kovak flipped one of the wooden chairs
around and straddled it. Randy took the second, perching on the edge.


"Report," Laughlin said.


After they related what they had
learned—or hadn't learned—yesterday, Laughlin leaned forward. "I don't
mean this as a slight. I trust your work and I know you two have skills to
match any detective on any force in the country. What we don't have in Pine
Hills are the resources. The county has the lab, the equipment and a hell of a
lot more financial support." He paused.


An icicle stabbed Randy in the gut. "Are
you pulling us from the case?"


Laughlin searched the ceiling. "Not
in so many words."


"Damn it, Chief, what's that
supposed to mean?" Randy said. "How many words does it take? Are we
on the case or not? The body was found in our jurisdiction."


"Cool your jets, Detweiler. You were
glad for county's help yesterday."


"For their help, yes. But it
sounds to me as if you're saying now we're helping them. Unless I'm
mistaken, the sheriff is up for election and he's going to want to take the
limelight on this one. We'll be cut out."


Laughlin's eyes narrowed to ice-blue
slits. "I thought our goal was to solve crimes and apprehend criminals.
Stand for the victims. Or is getting credit for the collar all that matters?
Don't tell me you're still stewing about the Gracious Gertie case."


Randy curled his fingers in to fists and
took a slow, steadying breath. "You know I didn't give a damn about who
got Gertie. And, if you'll remember, I didn't attach my name to the
Westmoreland case when he was brought up on murder charges, either here or in
Jersey. I'm not in this for the glory and if you don't know that after ten
years, maybe I'm in the wrong job."


"You're tired, Detweiler and I'm
going to pretend you didn't use that tone with me." He sat back in his
chair and folded his hands on his desk. "Kovak, you have anything to say?"


Kovak's gaze moved from the chief to
Randy and back. "I agree with Randy, sir, although I do understand that
county has a lot more resources, and we're used to outsourcing the
sophisticated forensics. I don't think either one of us wants to catch this
perp for the glory. But we're concerned our citizens might lose some faith in
our ability to protect them if we back down when things get complicated and we
most certainly don't want this case to become a pawn in any political games."


Laughlin's eyebrows rose to inverted Vs
as he turned his eyes to Randy. "You might take a lesson from your
colleague. A little tact goes a long way." He shifted his gaze to Kovak. "You're
dismissed. Start pulling together everything we have."


"On it, sir." He got to his
feet, reversed the chair and moved toward the door.


Randy rose.


"Not you, Detweiler."


Shit. He'd pushed too far. Kovak gave him a look that said, "Glad
it's not me," and hurried out of the office, closing the door behind him.


Randy remained standing, eyes fixed on
the wall behind Laughlin, shoulders thrust back. "I apologize, sir. You're
right. I haven't had much sleep the last few days and I'm afraid it's affecting
my temper. You have my word it won't happen again."


The chief tapped a piece of paper on his
desk. "This is for your ears only right now. Our fiscal year is almost
over. The bean counters at City Hall are pushing to dissolve the force.
Contract out to the sheriffs for all our law enforcement needs, not just the
high-tech stuff."


"What?" Stunned, Randy dropped
into his chair.


"It's still at the rumor phase. I've
got my sources. But they're examining every bean. As of the end of the week, we
are officially over budget and I'm going to have to cancel unauthorized
overtime. What we can't do is spend our money on things the county can do
cheaper and faster."


Randy let that one roll around in his
head. Why had the chief ordered Kovak out of the room? "They're going to
want to downsize, aren't they? With no overtime and less manpower, we're not
going to be able to do our jobs, which will prove to the council we're not
worth the budget. That's a Catch-22."


"I agree, but there's talk along
those lines, yes."


"Have they run the figures? How much
it will cost to hire out the county cops?"


Laughlin held his hands up. "Hey,
don't preach to the choir here." He tapped the paper again. "It's
early, but every now and again you have to fix something before it's broken.
Preventive maintenance."


"Well I'd like to see the town
council when our guys have used up their quota of hours. Like the creeps stop
at five p.m. and don't commit crimes on weekends? What happens when the county's
dealing with its crime load and we're on the back burner? You think they're
going to come out when Mrs. Malloy thinks someone's peeking in her bathroom
window, or Fred Colfax's mini-mart is vandalized? Find Lizzie Greenbaum when
she wanders away from the Senior Center? Is it worth what little they might
save?"


"We have to show them we're doing
what they pay us for. Unfortunately, they don't think in terms of the little
things. That we're a small force where every officer pitches in. Where nobody
ever says, 'Hey, not my department.' That they're getting plenty of bang for
their buck."


The chief leaned forward and lowered his
voice. "I can't ask, and it can't be official, but I'd like the Pine Hills
PD to come out on top of this. County's got the resources, true, but they're
overworked. Do what you can, but play by the rules. If I can show the council
we were instrumental in closing a high-profile case to protect its citizens, I
might be able to convince them to keep the force."


Randy huffed. "For God's sake,
Chief. Our crime in Pine Hills is the minor day-to-day stuff. Showing we can
solve a big case is a stupid yardstick to measure our effectiveness. How many
of those do we see in a year? Hell, in a decade?"


The chief's expression said he wasn't any
happier than Randy. "Politics. Never liked it, but the council approves
the budget."


Randy's pulse throbbed. Acid dumped into
his stomach. He sucked in a breath. "What do you want me to do?"


"Your job. Efficiently.
Professionally. I spoke to Sheriff Davenport yesterday and we agreed that you
and Eldridge will work jointly on the case. And equally. Your salary will come
from County while you're working over there, which should take a little
pressure off my budget for a while. I want you to get your ass over to County
and get on the same page. I want updates. Daily. I want to have something to
say the next time some damn reporter sticks a microphone in front of me."


He glared at Randy. "And the next
time someone sticks one in your face, your answer will be 'No comment'.
Understood?"


"Yes, sir. Gladly." Filled with
an anger-induced adrenaline surge, he went to the door.


He had one hand on the knob when the chief
said, "Remember. The budget cuts are between the two of us."


"Understood." He closed the
door behind him and went back to his office. When Kovak raised his eyes in
question, Randy shook his head. "I still have most of my ass left, but it's
got teeth marks in it."


"Too bad. At least he didn't put you
on suspension."


"Right." He grabbed his notes. "I
have to get over to County."


"Hang on." Kovak stared at his
monitor. "Holy crap. Did you see the chief's e-mail?"


"Which one?"


"The one that says as of next week,
there's no overtime."


So that much was already out. "Chief
mentioned something about it."


Worry lines creased Kovak's face. "This
is not a good time."


"Look on the bright side. You've put
in more than enough hours this week. You've got the entire weekend to celebrate
your anniversary."


Kovak didn't look particularly excited.


"Something wrong?" Randy asked.


Kovak gave him a weak smile. "Nah. I
was overreacting. Go do your thing. I'll run down all the local leads."


They'd been partners long enough for
Randy to know when Kovak was lying.


 


* * * * *


 


When UPS delivered Hugh's six boxes at
two o'clock, Sarah did mental cartwheels. She'd inventory the pieces—at least a
decent sample of them—and have them on display for her advertised opening.


During a lull, she called Jennifer and
left a message. "If you can come in early tomorrow—anytime after
eight—Hugh's pottery is here and we can be ready. I'm staying late. Call me on
my cell."


Her next call went to Hugh's assistant,
confirming receipt of the shipment.


"I felt so bad," the woman
said. "I called UPS and had them expedite the order. I'm glad they were
able to get it to you."


"Thanks so much. And if you talk to
Hugh, tell him I'll be thinking of him and I hope whatever his emergency was,
that everything is cleared up quickly."


"I'll pass the word along when I
hear from him," she said and the line disconnected.


Sarah replaced the handset and retrieved her
box cutter. She hadn't slit the first box when her door chimes alerted her to
people entering the shop.


The smile she greeted them with was
genuine, although it was more in anticipation of the end of the day than being
of service. It was all she could manage not to shoo all the late afternoon
customers out the door, but finally, it was five and she flipped her door sign
to "Closed". By seven, she had photographed three cartons of pieces,
each one cataloged and priced based on Hugh's list.


When she slit the fourth carton, seeing
it was full of mugs reminded her of Mr. Pemberton's request. After locating the
right ones, she added their details to her files and repackaged them for
shipping.


As she found the address of the Bellevue
Hilton, she thought about Janie Kovak. Would her anniversary celebration be
special enough? Fifteen years was a milestone. What had caused her concern
yesterday? Money, no doubt about it. Cops didn't make that much, but Randy
lived comfortably. Then again, he didn't have a family. She tried to remember
if Janie worked.


Not your business. It's not like you're
close friends. You hardly know her. But if you and Randy—


Stop. She addressed the carton and called UPS, arranging a pickup
for tomorrow. Mr. Pemberton had certainly paid enough for weekend service and
she took satisfaction knowing he'd have his wife's present on Monday.


She'd added one carton of pottery to her
displays when her cell rang. When she heard Randy's voice instead of the
expected call from Jennifer, she almost dropped the platter she was holding.


"Randy." She tried to keep any
emotion out of her voice. He was an expert at reading her face, but maybe she
could keep her innermost thoughts private. It might be easier if she had the
slightest clue what those thoughts were.


"I haven't called—"


"Well that's a surprise," she
said, not letting him go on. "Thanks for letting me know."


"God, Sarah, I'm sorry. This has
been a hell of a few days. I haven't had a minute. I called last night, but it
was late and I couldn't handle your machine. I … can we get together? Even for
a little while? I've barely been to bed since Tuesday."


His voice hitched, sending crackles
around her heart like the finish on the platter she was holding. She dug for
the resolve she was determined to maintain. "I'm kind of busy," she
said. "And I have to be in early tomorrow."


"Sarah, please? Drop by."


"I'm not sure. You should probably
go to bed and get some sleep. You don't need me for that."


There was a long, uncomfortable silence. "I
do, Sarah. I want to sleep with you beside me, in my arms. That's all." He
gave a rueful laugh. "I don't think I could manage anything else. But I
need you." Another long pause. "Please?" His voice broke.


So did her heart. "I'll be there in
half an hour."


He blew out a shaky breath. "Thanks."


She covered the distance to his house in
thirty minutes instead of her normal forty. His porch light was on, but all the
windows were dark. She locked her car and dashed up the wooden steps and tapped
on his door. When there was no response, she twisted the knob. It turned easily
and she pushed the door open.


Starsky and Hutch, Randy's cats, mewed
and serpentined around her legs. She crouched and scratched them behind the
ears. "Hi, fellas. Where's your tall friend?"


Strains of Beethoven coming from the down
the hall answered her. She locked the front door, flipped on the lamp in the
living room and wandered toward the music. The door was ajar. She crept into
the shadow-filled room and sat in the sagging seat of the easy chair that had
been his grandmother's. Randy didn't look up, didn't stop playing. Was he even
aware she'd come in? Closing her eyes, she listened.


"Pathetique". The first piece he'd played for her.
His grandmother's favorite. When he finished, he immediately segued into "Bridge
Over Troubled Water" and she knew he'd noticed her presence.


She got up and slid onto the piano bench,
her thighs touching his. "Is it my turn to be a bridge for you?" She
reached for the light on top of the old upright, but he clutched her wrist.


"No," he whispered.


"I want to look at you," she
said. "You sounded … miserable on the phone."


"Tired."


"Then go to bed."


"I was waiting for you." His
gravel-rough voice brought an ache to her chest.


His hair was damp, she discovered when
she reached to push the wayward lock off his forehead. She let her fingertips
roam down his cheeks, to his stubble-coarse jaw. He'd showered but hadn't
shaved. He always shaved before they got together. Had he been serious
about not wanting sex tonight? She'd dismissed that as guy talk on the
phone, but maybe he'd meant it.


She stood, pulling him up with her. "Come
on. Have you eaten anything?"


He draped his arm over her shoulder. "I
had a latte for breakfast, a soggy chicken sandwich and a couple of candy bars
out of the sheriff's vending machine for lunch. And about four pots of coffee.
I wasn't needed anymore, so I hit the road before dinner. By the time I got
home, I was too tired to deal with it."


"I can fix us something." She
took the hand dangling in front of her and led him out of the room, toward the
kitchen.


He stopped dead. "God, I didn't even
ask where you were or what you were doing when I called. Did I pull you away
from your dinner?" He spun her around.


"Not exactly. I was at the shop,
working on tomorrow's opening. Hugh Garrigue's pottery exclusive. I told you
about it, remember?"


"Yes, I do." He kissed the top
of her head. "Which makes me feel all the more like a jerk for asking you
to drop everything and come running because I was in an exhaustion-induced
funk."


"Well, I'm here, so, what'll it be?
Food or sleep?"


"Two of the top three survival
needs." He pressed his belly and grimaced. "I don't think I could eat
anything right now."


"Then bed it is." She fumbled
her hand along the wall, searching for the hall light switch.


"Leave it. I know the way," he
said, holding her close and walking down the narrow hallway.


Relieved to hear his lightened tone,
Sarah snaked her arm around his waist. In his bedroom, she turned on the light,
getting her first clear look at him. She sucked in a gasp.


"That bad?" he said. He put his
fingers over her lips. "Don't answer. I have a mirror. I thought the red
eyes with the purple bags under them made a statement."


"They did. And it was, 'Get into
bed. Now'."


He sank to the edge of the mattress,
elbows on knees, head in his hands. He wore cotton drawstring pants and a
t-shirt, the closest he came to pajamas. Sarah stroked his hair. He didn't move.
God, he was sound asleep sitting up.


"Poor thing," she whispered.


She smoothed the bottom sheet of the
unmade bed. When she pressed against his shoulders, he jerked. "Mmph. I'm
up."


"No, you're not. Lie down." His
eyes opened, but she doubted he was seeing anything. She pressed against his
torso and when he collapsed, she bent down and tried to lift his legs onto the
bed. "Work with me here, Randy. Another minute and you can sleep."


There was a momentary flash of
comprehension in his eyes. He shifted and settled himself against his pillow.
She pulled the covers over him and kissed his closed eyelids. His breathing
steadied and she turned off the light.


He might not be able to eat, but she was
starving. She left for the kitchen as Starsky and Hutch entered the bedroom. "Take
care of him, okay?"


She heated a can of chicken noodle soup
and found some not-too-stale rolls. Sitting at the table, she dunked the rolls
into the hot broth and filled the empty places in her stomach. If only the ones
in her heart were as easy to plug.


Starsky and Hutch bounded into the
kitchen, mewing. Hutch leaped onto the table, something Sarah knew was
forbidden.


"Are you two doing the Lassie bit?
Did Randy fall down the well?" She scratched Hutch under his chin and
headed for Randy's bedroom.


She halted in the open doorway. His
ragged breathing, his tossing and turning, interspersed with his muffled groans
spoke volumes. She'd had those nightmares. How many times had he held her when
she'd flashed back to Chris?


Stepping out of her clothes as she
crossed the room, she swallowed against the thickening in her throat. She
shivered as the cool night air brushed against her bare skin, puckering her
nipples. With the hall light giving her the illumination she needed, she found
a t-shirt in Randy's dresser and slipped it on.


She closed the door, then crossed to the
far side of the bed and wormed in beside him. Randy's body was a furnace beside
her. His legs thrashed. "Shh," she said, reaching across his chest.
She stroked the coarse hair that covered his torso. "Go back to sleep."


He inhaled one long breath, then exhaled.
"Sarah?"


"I'm here now. Sleep."


He turned on his side and curled her into
him. She shifted, fitting into the curve of his body as if she sat on his lap.
His arm reached over her and she took his hand to her shoulder. His elbow
rested against her hip, his forearm between her breasts, snuggling her as if
she were a favorite teddy bear. Her hand slid down to his arm and she clutched it
tight against her, the way she had her own stuffed Binky. He gave one final
wriggle, as if proving to himself she was real, and she knew he slept. As it
always had, his touch melted any remaining tension and she followed him down.
But on the way, her own thoughts danced.


She'd known him to go without sleep before.
She'd known he'd had cases that burrowed their way under his skin, but he'd
always separated his life from his job. What was it about this case that
corkscrewed through his professional wall?


 



Chapter Six


 


The scent of peaches trickled through
Randy's senses. His nose twitched and he inhaled deeply. Sarah? Her warm body
pressed against him. Real this time, not a dream. His groin tightened and he
balanced on the hazy boundary between sleep and wakefulness, not wanting to
relinquish either.


His hand slid down to her breast, content
to cup its soft mass.


"Mmm," she murmured, rubbing
her chest against his hand.


His thumb drew lazy circles around her
areola and she gave one of her soft whimpers of pleasure, angling her hips
tighter against him. Wriggling enough to bring his cock to full attention.


Was she any more awake than he was?
Half-asleep sex was good, but he wanted to enjoy her. Wanted her to enjoy him.
He thumbed her pebbled nipple as he raised an eyelid enough to read the clock.
Four. Lots of time.


He nuzzled her neck and she tilted her
head, giving him access to the spot below her ear. He kissed her there, tasted
her. Her whimpers increased to quiet moans. He traced the line of her jaw with
a forefinger, but she found his hand and replaced it on her breast.


While he continued his nipple
exploration, she reached behind her, between them, and stroked his erection.
His balls contracted as desire filled him and her fingers roamed down there,
then back to his cock, twirling around its head, spreading the drops of
moisture. Then slowly down his length again, over his balls and to his inner
thighs. Her touch tormented and delighted.


He lifted her thigh enough to slide his
penis between her legs. Moist heat welcomed him and Sarah closed her thighs
around him. Denying him entrance, teasing, she moved her hips as if he were
inside her.


God, he could come just from that. But
not alone. He abandoned her breast and reached over her mound, seeking her nub.
He found it, wet and swollen. He rubbed tiny circles with his finger, driving
her higher and higher until she raised her hip and guided him inside. Slick,
tight, hot. For him.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah contracted her inner muscles and
see-sawed her hips until Randy became part of her. Thick, smooth, hot. For her.


Without opening her eyes, she knew it was
still night. One she wanted to enjoy awhile longer. She slowed her movements
and stayed Randy's hand.


"Guess you're awake," she said.
"Or is it only Mister Smiley?"


Warm breath caressed her ear. "Both
of us."


"Turn over, both of you."


He gripped her waist and began to roll.


"Not that way," she said. "I
want to see you. Mister Smiley can be on his own for a couple of seconds."


The connection broken, she turned and
flung one knee over his torso, straddling him. She took his hands and placed
them on her breasts. "You have enough strength to work more than one part
of you at a time?"


In response, he pinched her nipples. "God,
Sarah, I missed you. Both of us missed you. All of you."


The only possible answer, she knew, given
the circumstances. Was it Randy speaking, or the testosterone? The tiniest
niggling doubt appeared. Who was she kidding? Right now, she wanted the
pleasure as much as he did. What he really wanted, what she really wanted
beyond this moment could wait. She turned off that part of her brain and inched
backward toward his hips.


She rubbed her slick channel over his
erection, rebuilding her arousal. His fingers on her breasts matched her
rhythm, kneading, massaging. He drew her against him and sucked one nipple while
his thumb made rapid circles on the other.


Forward and back, she slid along his
length. She caressed his balls, feeling them grow taut beneath her fingers.


His teeth scraped along her nipple as he
broke contact. "Sweet God in heaven, Sarah, let me inside you. Now.
Please."


She rose above him, his erection standing
proud beneath her, tall and stately as one of Hugh's creations. She opened
herself to him, lowered herself a fraction, then rose again. Down, this time
allowing a little more of him inside. His grip on her breasts tightened. She
took in another inch, each time sliding him over her core, until she perched on
the brink of release.


His hips bucked, seating him to the hilt
and she moved with him. The tempo built like one of his Chopin Preludes. Faster
and faster. His gasps signaled his impending climax. Higher and higher until he
shouted her name and her world shattered like a delicate crystal vase.


Dizzy, faint, she sank to his
sweat-filmed chest. "Wow."


"Way past wow." He traced his
fingers along her spine.


After a time, his strokes grew slower,
then stopped. He softened inside her and she rolled away in search of the small
towels in his nightstand drawer. After cleaning herself, she wiped his
semen-coated belly. He mumbled something incoherent and turned onto his side.


"Good night. Again." She
checked the clock and set her internal alarm for six. This time of year, it
would be getting light by then and she'd be able to get home, dressed and to
work in time to meet Jennifer at eight. Closing her eyes, she spooned herself
behind Randy and let his even breathing put her to sleep.


 


* * * * *


 


"Phone for you, Sarah."
Jennifer poked her head out of the shop's small office where she'd been taking
a well-deserved break. "Randy. You want me to take over while you talk to
him?"


Sarah glanced at her watch. One. She'd
been too busy to notice he hadn't called, but what was becoming a too-familiar
irritation slammed into her gut. "Please."


"Hugh's pottery's been an amazing
draw," Jennifer said as she slid past Sarah in the office doorway. "I
can't remember being this busy since last Christmas."


Neither had Sarah. So busy, in fact, she'd
had to abandon her backup paper receipt system. She'd download everything from
the sales receipts later and use that for her marketing spreadsheet. No matter.
It wouldn't kill her to work in the store instead of at home a couple of nights
to catch up.


She grinned. "What I like is that
they're buying everything, not just his stuff. It's good business for all the
artists." The chimes jingled. Sarah glanced at the customer coming through
the door. "Think you can deal with Mrs. Gromley?"


"I can handle her. Go."


"Call me if she starts whining."
Sarah wiped her hands on her skirt as she stepped to her desk. She took a
cleansing breath and picked up the handset. "Hello, Randy."


"Hi. Why didn't wake me when you
left?"


"I didn't want to disturb you. You
needed sleep."


"I got it." His voice was
husky.


"Are you just waking up?"


"Not exactly. Showered and had
breakfast. Or lunch."


Both of which were more important than
calling her? She chastised herself. Give him a break. He hadn't eaten
the night before and they'd worked up a sweat. She almost forgave him. Almost. "They
figure out who the dead guy is? Catch the killer? We've been swamped and I
haven't had a second to catch any news updates. The gossip mills are quiet,
which surprises me."


"I know as little as you do."


"Don't you have to go in?" she
asked.


"No, I'm off today." There was
an unusual testiness in his tone. "Can we have dinner?"


She paused, considering. "I guess
so. I'm going to stay open until five, though. Things are going great and I don't
want to close at two."


"Right. Hugh Garrigue's pottery
exclusive. Opening day."


Warmth crept through her like a summer
morning. "You remembered."


"Of course I did. Sarah, I was
running on less than fumes and work threw me some nasty curves. If I did or
said anything to upset you, please forgive me."


She bit back the automatic agreement. "We'll
talk."


There was a brief silence. "Pick you
up after work? We can go to Woodford. Dinner, movie, dancing. You name it."


Jennifer poked her head through the
doorway, an apologetic expression on her face. "It's getting crazy,"
she whispered. "Customers are asking for specific pieces that aren't on
display yet. They're tourists, not locals, so I can't say, 'Come back tomorrow.'"


"Got to run," Sarah said to
Randy. "Pick me up at my place. Six?"


"I'll be there."


Sarah hung up and dragged the cartons
with the uncataloged pieces to the middle of her office. "Photograph everything.
Hugh's prices are on my desk."


"I know the drill." Jennifer
picked up the small digital camera and set the first piece on the black-draped
table against the wall.


"Thanks." Excited that Hugh's
work was drawing a new clientele, Sarah grinned and went to deal with her
customers. Her grin widened as she saw the line at the register. A line.


A man and a woman she didn't recognize
stood away from the counter, eyeing the door to her office. These must be the
ones Jennifer was talking about. The man, mid-twenties, she estimated, wore
faded jeans and a threadbare plaid shirt. He wore his curly brown hair longish
in back, probably to make up for his receding hairline in front. The slender
woman, her hair a shade of red not found in nature, wore a designer pant
ensemble. Not together, was Sarah's initial impression. She hurried over to
them and explained the delay.


"No worries," the man said. "I'm
happy to wait."


"Why don't you browse?" Sarah
suggested. "Jennifer will be right out with your pieces."


He nodded and wandered to the back of the
shop.


"She's checking something for me,"
the woman said. "I'll wait here."


Definitely not a couple. With a smile and
a nod, Sarah threaded her way through the people lining her counter.


"I think I'm next."


Sarah stopped for a breath. "I'm so
sorry you had to wait, Lorraine. That's a great choice." She tipped the
bowl over and checked the price.


"Have you heard anything else about
the dead man?" Lorraine said. "Isn't your boyfriend a cop? Why hasn't
he caught the killer? It's getting so you can't get away from crime anywhere."


Sarah tuned her out as she rang up the
sale. Would it always be like this if she stuck with Randy?


 


* * * * *


 


Randy hung up the phone. We'll talk. Damn
women. We'll talk. What was that supposed to mean? It meant his
breakfast congealed into a boulder in his stomach.


He'd slept until noon, awakened alone,
wondering if he'd imagined Sarah coming over, or if he'd made love to a dream.
It wouldn't have been the first time. When she'd demanded distance after her
trauma, he'd spent many nights alone in the dark, imagining her face, her
laugh, her scent. Merely thinking about her was enough to send him over the
edge, hands free.


The matted hair on his belly and the
tangled sheets said there'd been some kind of action.


He remembered playing the piano and
little else until an hour ago when the need to pee had reached the point where
it couldn't be ignored.


You're a detective, asshole. Figure it
out.


He'd stripped the bed, smelling Sarah's
scent along with his own as he carried the bedding to the washer. She'd been
here.


Hope I didn't disappoint you.


Now he needed to regroup. Jim Eldridge
had been polite about it, but he'd pretty much told Randy to butt out. "Enjoy
your weekend," he'd said. As if cases came to a screeching halt at six
p.m. on Fridays.


His stomach roiled at the thought. Had
the chief been right? Was he in it for the glory? He went out to the back porch
and refilled the cats' food and water dishes and tended to their litter box. He
tossed the empty cat food bag into the trash.


"Looks like you're stuck with me."
He chucked Starsky under the chin and rubbed Hutch's belly. "I'll hit the
store and get you more food. Any requests?"


Starsky regarded him with a solemn stare,
as if contemplating the choices.


"Okay, guys. Here's the biggie.
Dinner with Sarah. She wants to do that talk thing. Do I take her out for
dinner or bring her here?"


Hutch rolled over and stretched, mewing.


"Yeah, I know. I'm hoping we'll end
up here. I think last night was a good sign. If I didn't do something totally
stupid. But maybe we ought to start the evening somewhere more public. She
seems to prefer that."


Both cats hit their food dishes and he
watched them crunch for several minutes, remembering them at the vet those
months ago, unconscious, hanging on to life by a thread. He'd get them some new
toys, too. "Enjoy your breakfast."


He called Kovak from his truck. "You
get any leads?"


"Connor's got the bank list for the
key narrowed down to about eight. That's eight bank chains, not branches. Most
of them are nationwide. But wheels are turning. I've got a list to follow up
from witness reports of cars at the scene. Slow going without full plates or
accurate descriptions. How about you? County treating you right?"


"Separate but equal is what Eldridge's
saying. What he's thinking about us small-town cops is another
story. You want to go over what we have? I was told to take the weekend, but
there's got to be something we can find."


"Sorry, big guy. I've got to drop my
kids off at my sister's in Tillamook. She's being the good Samaritan and taking
them for the weekend so Janie and I can celebrate."


Celebrate what? Not being allowed to do
their jobs? Randy's
brain clicked into gear. "Right. Happy anniversary. My best to Janie. I'll
see you Monday."


"Randy?" Kovak's voice dropped.
"Can I ask you something? As a friend and a colleague?"


Great. Sarah wanted to talk and
now Kovak was doing the as a friend bit. His stomach tightened. "Shoot."
From behind, a horn coughed and he realized he'd been sitting at a stop sign.
He eased the truck through the intersection.


"Why make a big deal about County's
help on this case? We've worked with them before. It's not like you to get your
shorts in a knot and you know damn well we're not equipped for something like
this. From day one, you've pounded teamwork into my skull. 'It's the result,
not who gets the credit.' What's different this time?"


His pulse throbbing in his ears, Randy backed
his Ford F-150 into a reserved slot behind the Municipal Building. Kovak was
right. This was an emotional reaction, pure and simple. Something he rarely
allowed to interfere with his job. Why now? He honestly couldn't say. He turned
off the ignition and closed his eyes. "Nothing. You're right. I don't know
why I went off the deep end. I've been carrying a bucketload of resentment for
no reason. Eldridge's been fine."


"Good. I thought maybe it had
something to do with …"


He heard Kovak's unspoken word. Sarah.
The only other time he'd crossed any lines was when he'd been worried about
her, when she'd gone missing. Had she triggered his reaction when she'd
insisted on the dinner at Rob's Wednesday night? Had she burrowed so deeply
into his being that her feelings were affecting his work?


He opened his eyes and sat up straight. "Lack
of sleep, for starters. I crashed for about fifteen hours and my head's back on
straight."


Kovak's silence filled the truck's cab.


"Okay. Maybe my time in 'Frisco made
me hot to show what I learned and I overreacted. Too bad I'm not a woman. I
could say it was that time of the month and the subject would be dropped."


Kovak snorted. "Thanks for putting that
picture in my head."


Randy laughed. "You enjoy your
weekend. I'm cool."


"Good," Kovak said. "I
hate it when I have to pound sense into you."


"Especially since I'm bigger, better,
and you always lose."


"Exactly."


"Thanks for the mental pounding,
then."


"Part of my job." An unusual
pensive tone coated Kovak's words. "See you Monday."


Kovak hung up before Randy could ask what
was wrong.


Abandoning his plans to spend the
afternoon developing a case of eyestrain studying databases and reports, Randy
loped into the building and down to his locker where he changed into running
shorts and t-shirt. Fifteen minutes later, he parked his truck under a tree at
the edge of the park and laced on his running shoes. A mind-clearing run was
what he needed. Maybe a runner's high would give him the answer to his first
question, where to take Sarah tonight.


He did some stretches, then started down
the wooded path at a slow jog. After the first circuit, he picked up his pace
until there was nothing but the slap of his sneakers against the packed dirt
trail. Sunlight filtered through the tree branches, casting mosaic patterns of
light and shadow at his feet. Randy wasn't alone in taking advantage of the
clear, crisp weather hinting of autumn days to come. Some ran in pairs,
carrying on breathless conversations. Others were anchored to earphones. Most
nodded as they passed. Randy returned the unspoken greetings, but in this
world, each stride carried him through a self-contained universe, communing
with lungs, legs and personal limits.


He lost count of his circuits, but his
body told him he'd done enough. One more trip over the mile-long course at a
slow jog brought his breathing and heart rates down. He walked the last hundred
yards to his truck where he took his gym bag out of the bed. He toweled off,
swapped his sweat-soaked t-shirt for a clean one, and pulled sweat pants over
his shorts. The run had done its job and he was ready to enjoy the rest of the
weekend. As he chugged a bottle of water, he decided to skip showering at the
station. Instead, he'd go to Thriftway for groceries, then to Sadie's and order
dinner. Sarah wanted to talk and they'd talk. The two of them. In
private, not handcuffed by rules of proper behavior in a public place.


When his cell rang and the call was from
Charlotte, he debated letting it roll to voice mail. On the third ring, he
pressed the talk button. "Detweiler."


"I'm forwarding the preliminary
report on the substance under the victim's fingernails."


"Thanks. That's nice of you.
Eldridge too busy?" He heard his sarcasm. "Sorry, Charlotte. I do
appreciate it."


"Look, Detweiler. Jim Eldridge's a
good cop, but he's overworked and his boss is breathing down his neck on this
case. Jim's not going to keep you out of the loop intentionally, but he's not
going to have you at the top of his priorities, either. He's assigned the case
to one of his detectives, who probably has at least ten, maybe twenty other
cases. In the spirit of inter-departmental cooperation, I've faxed the report to
your office. I'm calling because I didn't want it to get lost in the weekend
shuffle, if your place is anything like ours."


Phone to his ear, he jogged to the trash
can and tossed his water bottle. "And?"


"And the dirt was definitely not
something he picked up in that field. Our guys are going to see if they can
narrow it down. It's high on their to-do list, but it's a long list. Maybe it'll
ring a bell with your lab guys."


"What about the bridgework? Any hits
there?" Randy slammed the cover of the truck's bed shut and got behind the
wheel. He pressed the loudspeaker button on the phone and set it in the
console.


"Not my job, Detweiler, but I'll try
to find out. Monday."


"Understood. I've been ordered to
take a weekend myself." Right after he picked up the report.


"Sit tight. Give it a few days. The
crime rate in the county being what it is, Jim will be happy to give this one
back to you."


"Anyone ever tell you you're one
wise woman?"


She laughed. "Not often enough.
Thanks. Go enjoy yourself."


"I intend to."


[bookmark: OLE_LINK4][bookmark: OLE_LINK1]Randy
swung by the office and dug through the stack of papers in the tray beside the
fax machine. Charlotte's was the only one pertaining to the case. He looked at
a chemical formula, but he had no idea in hell what it was. He made two copies,
put one on Connor's desk, the original on his own and took the third with him. He'd
Google it later, but first things first. Sarah wanted to talk.


 



Chapter Seven


 


Sarah followed Randy down the back stairs
to his truck. He opened the door and held her elbow as she levered herself into
the cab. He'd been polite, formal—bordering on nervous. About what? All he'd
said on the phone when he called earlier was they were going somewhere casual.


As soon as she got in, the heady aroma of
chicken and onions surrounded her. "Smells heavenly. Is that our dinner?
You went to Sadie's, right? The chicken with artichokes and baby potatoes?"


There was nothing nervous about his
smile. It sent electric shivers through her.


"And mushrooms," he said. "A
restaurant dinner, but not at a restaurant." His eyes held hers, almost
daring her to object.


She wanted to talk, not pick a fight. "Works
for me. I didn't get a lunch break. I'm starved."


"Can you hang on about forty-five
minutes?"


"For Sadie's chicken, I'll try."


"Wait a sec." He opened the
back door of the extended cab and opened the large paper bag on the seat. With
a flourish, he brought forth a small Styrofoam carton. "Perhaps this will
tide Madame over until we reach our destination."


She sniffed the container. Seafood? Randy
rummaged in back again and produced a handful of napkins. She pried the lid
open. "Salmon flatbread? Sadie's doesn't make this."


Randy climbed behind the wheel and
started the truck. "Rob's does."


"You went to Rob's and Sadie's?"


"For you, my sweet, no obstacle is
too formidable. No river too wide, no mountain too high."


Laughter welled up from deep inside,
escaping into resounding belly laughs. "That's so corny, it's cute."
She wiped a tear from her eye. "Am I supposed to share this with you?"


"If you're that hungry, go for it. I
can wait." He leaned over and put his face inches from hers, pursing his
lips, waggling his eyebrows. "But don't you dare go spoiling your
appetite." His eyes twinkled, their hazel flecks like so many stars.


She giggled and her internal mass of
tangles fell free. She broke off a section of salmon-covered flatbread and
offered it to Randy. "You should keep your strength up."


He gave her an exaggerated leer. "By
all means."


She poked a fist at his arm. "For
the drive. For the drive."


"Of course, m'lady. Whatever else
could you have had in mind?"


She shoved the morsel in his mouth. His
mouth captured her fingers, teasing. She pulled free and wiped crumbs from his
lips with a napkin. "Shut up and drive."


He gave her a feigned look of pain before
snagging one more piece of flatbread and driving away.


Once her gnawing hunger disappeared,
Sarah peered out the window, trying to guess where Randy was taking her. When
he turned onto Highway 18, she gave up and studied him instead. He seemed to be
making a pointed effort not to look at her, his hands resting in the ten and
two position on the wheel, his gaze alternating between checking mirrors and
staring at the road ahead.


She watched the way his Adam's apple
bobbed when he swallowed, the way the setting sun turned the hair on his arms
to burnished gold. The scar that made a tiny white part in his left eyebrow.
The downward curve of his nose.


An eagle, she thought. Or a hawk. Long,
strong fingers that could restrain a suspect like talons. And the way a bird of
prey could see a mouse in the bushes from hundreds of feet above, he had the
ability to see the slightest changes in body language.


Including her own, she reminded herself.
She turned to the window again, watching the trees whip by.


She was afraid to start a conversation,
afraid she'd broach the topic that had begun chewing at her since their dinner
date had ended so abruptly at Rob's. Four days ago. Was that all?


Stop it. She was not going to analyze this
to death. She'd planned her speech and she would stick to it. Then they'd talk,
and she told herself for the millionth time that she'd get some inner feeling,
some cosmic message, something that would tell her if she and Randy were
meant to be together. She rubbed her nose.


Although the smell of salmon was
delectable on Rob's flatbread, it lost something on the fingers. She flipped
the lid of the console between the seats where Randy usually kept wet wipes. A
piece of paper was shoved onto the top and she set it in her lap while she
searched. She found what she wanted, grabbed two packets and tore one open. As
she wiped her hands with the lemon-scented towelette, she glanced at the page.


"You planning on taking up pottery
now?" she asked.


Randy took his eyes off the road long
enough to give her a questioning glance. "Huh?"


She tapped the paper. "You've got
the chemical composition of clay here."


He snatched the sheet from her lap.


"I'm sorry," she said. "Is
that a top-secret cop code or something? It was sitting there. I didn't mean to
read it, but the formula caught my eye."


"No, no it's fine. Tell me more."
He handed the page back to her. Now his eyes darted back and forth between her
and the road, lingering on hers for longer stretches.


"Not a lot more to tell. My ceramics
classes were a long time ago and I barely remember the science. I wanted to
create things and I didn't care why they worked, only that they did. I know
when you fire clay, it gets hard. I know what kind of clay to use for different
end products, but I don't need to know what the exact percentages of all the
different minerals are."


She offered the second wipe packet to
Randy. He shook it off. "So how much can you tell from this formula?"


Hearing the excitement in Randy's voice,
she studied the paper, trying to remember more of the lectures she'd half-slept
through. Clay was mostly silicon dioxide and aluminum oxide. She recognized
those symbols, but the others escaped her. Wasn't Fe iron? It had been too long
since she'd worked with clay other than at Saint Michael's and there she used
what they provided. "Me? Not much. But someone who knows where to look can
probably tell you exactly where the clay deposits came from. What's this all
about?"


He stared at the road for several long
moments, as if trying to decide what to tell her. His cop face was coming back
and with it, the tangles in her belly.


"It's about the murder, isn't it?"
she said. "I understand if you can't say anything."


Another long moment passed before he
spoke. "I should call it in."


"I said I understand. Your job isn't
a gift shop you can close with the flip of a door sign."


"We can still have dinner. We're a
few minutes away."


"Good," she said, although she
knew the meal would be mere sustenance instead of an experience. "I'd hate
to waste Sadie's chicken."


They turned off the highway and wound
their way through a residential subdivision and around a park. Randy drove up a
narrow, winding road. Trees shaded its surface from the fading sunlight. He took
one more turn, then down a long driveway and stopped in front of a modest
ranch-style house. "We're here." He fetched the bag of food from the
back and opened her door.


"Where's here?"


"The house belongs to a friend of
mine. He's not using it right now."


"And he doesn't mind?" She
followed him up the path to the front door, where he handed her the bag. He
strode to one of the flowerbeds under a window, bent over and emerged with a
key.


"Nope. He's on a cruise in Hawaii."


Inside, he flipped on a light, opened
windows and a slider to a rear deck that overlooked the park. "It's a bit
cool out here, but the view is great."


She joined him and snaked her arm around
his waist. The sky turned pink, then gold, then deep midnight blue. "I've
always loved sunsets."


"Then I'm glad we caught the tail
end of this one." He stepped away and it was as if she'd lost a part of
her. "How about our dinner?" he asked.


She wondered if she'd ever feel like she
had all of him. "I'll stick the food in the oven while you make your calls."


"No," he said. He followed her
to the kitchen. "County's got the report and I left a copy on Connor's
desk. I could call him, but why spoil his weekend?"


She didn't mention that until a short
while ago, Randy had thought nothing of giving up his weekends to work.
There was a difference in his attitude tonight.


"You're the cop," she said. She
took the foil pan out of the bag, set it in the oven and adjusted the
temperature.


Randy took a smaller container and placed
it on the counter. "Salad."


She opened a cabinet looking for plates,
not meeting his eyes. "So, can you tell me why you have the formula for
clay in your truck? You know I won't say anything."


He paused, as if trying to decide if this
was a part of his work he could share. Or wanted to. He shrugged. "It's
lab results. They found it under the victim's fingernails."


The plates crashed to the floor. Her face
grew hot, then cold.


"Hey. Easy." Randy's hand was
around her waist and then she was sitting in one of the wooden kitchen chairs.
A glass of water appeared in her hand, Randy's warm fingers wrapped around it. "Sip."


She pushed it away. "I'm all right.
I had this horrible thought. When Hugh's shipment was late, his assistant said
he'd been called out of town on a family emergency, but she hadn't heard from
him. What if he's your dead guy?"


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah's words hit him like a smack with a
baton. For an instant, he couldn't draw a breath. His heart thudded. He pinched
the bridge of his nose and ran the possibilities through his mind.


Back up. Don't jump to conclusions, he
reminded himself. Rookie Detective Handbook Lesson One.


"You know what he looks like?"
Randy asked.


Sarah, color returning to her cheeks,
shook her head. "I've never met him. His picture's on his website, though."


"Where does he live?"


"Northern California. Arcata. He's
adjunct faculty at Humboldt State."


California. Which would explain why they
hadn't found him yet. If it was him. "Any reason to think he might
be in Pine Hills?"


She rubbed her hands together. "No.
I thought clay, missing potter and my brain made a huge jump. A really huge
jump. It's probably not Hugh at all. I mean, why would he be here? And who
would want to kill him? Forget I said anything."


"I agree, it's probably not Hugh
Garrigue. But since there's a one-in-a-million chance it is—" Farfetched
or not, he still needed to call it in. He reached for his cell, then hesitated.
Would another hour matter?


She lifted her chin. "Do it. I'd
hate myself if I was sitting here eating dinner—even if it is Sadie's
chicken—and there was something I could have done."


He leaned down and cupped her face. Her
blue eyes reflected an inner sadness. For Hugh? Or them? Over the past few
months, she'd seen plans changed, dates canceled, dinners interrupted. Was that
what their talk was going to be about? He touched her lips with his. She
returned the kiss, lips parted enough to admit the tip of his tongue. Friendly,
but certainly not passionate. One level beyond chaste.


She slipped her hands over his, her
fingers brushing his knuckles. "Make the call."


He stepped onto the deck and leaned
against the railing. The cool night air against his face helped refocus him. He
thumbed through his cell phone's contact list, debating who to call first. It
didn't take long to decide.


"Connor? Detweiler." He heard
television, male voices in the background. "Sorry to bother you on a
Saturday night."


"No problem. I'm ten bucks in the
hole. Whatcha got?"


"Possible ID. Remote, but it should
be checked."


"Whoa." Connor's voice shifted.
Randy heard the excitement. "How? Who?"


"Who first. Hugh Garrigue. Lives in
Arcata, California. The how isn't important. There's a fax on your desk at the
office with a formula for clay. We might be able to get a handle on whether
this was the kind of clay Garrigue uses in his pottery."


"Probably. I'll have to go to the
station." He paused. "You got the word, no overtime, right?"


Randy shoved a lock of hair off his face.
"I know. It can wait until Monday. Hell, listening to myself saying it
makes it sound all the more ridiculous. The guy doesn't live anywhere near Pine
Hills and has no reason we know of to be there."


"You've pushed my curiosity button.
It won't take long and the poker game will go on without me. They probably won't
notice I'm gone."


"I have to call County, too."


"Go for it. They can do a lot more
than I can, especially if there are warrants involved. Their manpower means
more eyes on the prize."


From Connor's responses, Randy didn't
think he'd heard the rumors that the entire Pine Hills Police might be a thing
of the past. Would he care? Hell, with his skills, the man could probably work
anywhere.


What about you?


He thanked Connor and called Lieutenant
Eldridge next. There was no point in disturbing Kovak's anniversary
celebration. Bad enough his own evening was sinking like a creep hit with a
Taser.


Eldridge answered on the second ring, an
underlying impatience in his tone.


Randy relayed what little he knew about
Hugh Garrigue. "I asked our lab to search the clay. Thought it might move
things along."


"Excellent. Our guys are backed up
like a constipated cow. I'll touch base with Connor later. Meanwhile, we'll
work on the Hugh Garrigue angle. Good work."


What had he meant by "we"?


And what was the matter with him?
Crap, this was not a competition. Despite an underlying impatience in
his tone, Eldridge sounded genuinely appreciative of the lead. Connor had no
problems sharing the workload with County.


"Anything else you want me to do?"
Randy asked, wondering what answer he wanted to hear.


"Not necessary. It's still going to
be database searches and a watched computer never beeps. It's Saturday night.
If you don't have to work, don't. I never listened to my ex, which is why she's
my ex and I'm sitting in my office doing paperwork. Talk to you Monday unless
something hot breaks."


Randy ended the call and stared out into
the night.


You are one total coward. Go face the
music.


Reluctantly, he turned. Sarah sat on the
couch, hands in her lap, watching him. Guilt and confusion pierced his gut and
twisted it like wringing out the wash. He was avoiding Sarah. She wanted to
talk and he couldn't face what she might say. What did that say about him?
About the relationship he thought they had?


He made himself smile as he crossed the
living room and approached her. Eyebrows lifted in question, she started to
rise and he motioned her down. "Relax." He settled beside her and
draped an arm around her shoulders. "We're going to eat dinner and you can
have your say."


"You're not going back in? What if
it's Hugh?" She clutched his forearm.


He shook his head. "If it is, they'll
call me. Nothing much I can do. County's got all the big guns. You've given
them something to look for." Her hand was cold through his long-sleeved
shirt. He covered it with his. "I hope it's not Hugh," he said.


She studied his face, her stone blue eyes
piercing through to his soul. "It would make your job easier," she
said.


"It's not about the job, Sarah.
Death is bad enough. To have someone you know, even distantly, murdered the way
that victim was, is not something I'd wish on anyone. Especially you." He
pulled her against his chest. "C'mere. Let's sit for a while."


She leaned into him. He ignored the
tightening in his groin and inhaled the peach perfume of her hair.


"You're not staying because you feel
guilty, are you?" she asked softly.


"Absolutely not."


"Or horny?" The question shook
him, not only in its tone, which held no inkling of humor, but also because she'd
never used that term with him before. She'd always teased, cajoled, using the
play on words with his name.


The bulge in his pants was obvious
enough. "Do I want you, Sarah? Of course. I always do." He ruffled
her hair. "Hell, I can't even eat a peach anymore without getting a
hard-on. But that's not why I'm here."


She leaned away, but he wouldn't let her
go.


She sighed. "This is tough, isn't
it?"


"Tell me what you want, Sarah. I'm
out of my league."


"Maybe we should eat first."


He wasn't sure he could. "You're
right."


She jumped up too quickly and went toward
the kitchen. He moved more slowly, listening to the sounds of the refrigerator
door closing, drawers opening, silverware clicking against dishes. He hung in
the doorway, taking in the way she moved. Determined, focused. Not her normal
smooth grace. She must have found a broom earlier, because the shards of broken
plates were gone. He'd have to square that one with Rich.


"Need some help?" He pasted on
another smile and strode into the room. "I was supposed to be taking you
to dinner. You weren't supposed to have to do anything."


Her shoulders bunched. "I don't mind
doing my share," she said, her voice strained.


Fuck. What had he done now?


 



Chapter Eight


 


Sarah concentrated on portioning the
salad onto the small plates. After careful consideration, she placed them on
opposite ends of the rectangular table. "I'll let you do the dishes."


"It's a deal." Randy pulled out
one of the chairs and sat, then popped up again.


"What's the matter?" Had his damn
cell gone off? Damn his damn commitment to his damn job.


"Nothing. Be right back." He
dashed out the door.


She didn't care. She sat down, put a
napkin in her lap and began eating her salad.


When Randy came back, she glued her eyes
to her plate, making a point of cutting a cucumber slice into four precisely
equal sized pieces. Behind her, cabinets opened, glass clinked and a cork
popped. Liquid gurgled. When a wineglass appeared in front of her, she raised
her eyes.


"It's a Ponzi Pinot Noir," he
said, his tone guarded.


One of her favorites. A bit beyond her
price range, definitely a special occasion wine. Her face flamed until she knew
it matched the ruby color of the wine in her glass. "Thank you."


He crossed the room and turned off the
lights. One by one, he lit a half a dozen votive candles and placed them around
the table until the room was cast in a glow of flickering gold.


She placed her knife and fork across her
plate and waited for him to sit. Words stuck in her throat. She lifted her
glass in a silent toast. A truce. He raised his in return, nodded and took a
sip.


A few faltering starts at conversation
crashed into brick walls, so she focused on finishing her salad. With the
crunch of lettuce filling the room, she couldn't stand it anymore. "Randy,
I—"


He cut her off with a wave of his fork. "This
was supposed to be a nice dinner. It doesn't take much detecting to figure out
you're upset about something. Apparently I've screwed up and I'm sorry. I
promise to listen to everything you have to say, but let's not spoil the meal,
okay?"


As if there was any pleasure left, even
in Sadie's cooking. "All right. It's kind of hard to talk, anyway. You can't
talk about your work and right now, even if you could, it's not exactly what I
want to hear at the dinner table."


"I'd be happy to listen to your day,"
he said.


His smile melted her bones. Why was it so
hard to know what to do? One minute he had her juices running and her engine
revved, the next, she was tied in knots.


"Maybe later. I keep thinking about
Hugh."


"You're right. I keep forgetting you're
not used to this."


Like having dinner and discussing dead
bodies? That was something she had no desire to get used to. Ever.


They were halfway through the main course
when a cell phone cut through the strained silence. She glared at Randy.


He lifted his hands and shook his head. "That's
yours."


With a mixture of embarrassment and
curiosity, she rushed toward the sound, finding her purse where she'd dropped
it on a chair in the living room.


"Hello?"


"Is this Sarah Tucker?" A male
voice greeted her with more conversation buzzing in the background.


Great. Another telemarketer. Without
waiting, she blurted out, "Yes, but I'm on the do-not-call list and you're
in violation. It could cost you five hundred dollars if I report you."


"Ma'am, this is not a solicitation
call. You're the owner of That Special Something in Pine Hills, are you not?"


She wandered toward the kitchen. "Yes,
why?"


"Ma'am, I'm Officer Brody of the
Pine Hills Police Department. There's been a break-in. We'll need you to come
to your store."


She clutched the back of the nearest
chair. "A break-in? My shop? When? How?" Her heart flapped against
her sternum and her ears rang. Randy grabbed the phone from her hand.


"This is Detective Detweiler, Pine
Hills PD. To whom am I speaking?"


Sarah leaned in close, straining on
tiptoe to hear both sides of the conversation. Randy wrapped his arm around
her, held her close and pushed the loudspeaker button.


"It's Greg Brody, Detective. Looks
like someone entered through the back door of Mrs. Tucker's store. I've secured
the scene, but we need her to come in."


"Tell Connor to get over there, start
processing the scene and wait for me. We're in McMinnville." He ended the
call and ran his fingers along her jaw. She shivered. He handed her the phone
and reached for his own at his belt.


"I'm going to make a few calls,"
he said. "Get some uniforms out looking for witnesses."


"I guess dinner's over. I'll clean
up." She half-stumbled into the kitchen. Hands trembling, Sarah blew out
the candles and turned on the lights. She scraped leftovers into the trash,
went to the sink and started rinsing the dishes, trying not to let the feeling
of violation overwhelm her.


Randy's hand at her waist made her jump.
She pivoted, splashing water on him. "What happened?"


"Someone broke into your shop."


"I know that. What did they take?"


"I didn't ask. We'll find out when
we get there."


She wiped her hands on her slacks. "Shouldn't
we leave, then? We can come back tomorrow and finish cleaning."


"Whoever did it is gone. I've got
people canvassing the neighborhood, calling the other shop owners. There are
patrol officers on scene and Connor will process it. A few more minutes isn't
going to make a difference."


She clenched her jaw to keep from crying.
Things were finally turning around. Why would someone break into her shop now?
Hugh Garrigue's pottery? He had a following and a good reputation, but his
pottery wasn't that expensive. And she kept hardly any cash on the
premises. A jewelry store would have made more sense.


Randy pressed his hips against her side,
gently nudging her away from the sink. He squirted detergent into the stream of
water. "I said I'd do the dishes."


Numb, she stood at his side, watching the
tiny bubbles mound into a winter snowdrift. Randy shoved his sleeves past his
elbows and started washing.


Absently, she picked up a towel and
dried, putting each dish away where she'd found it.


Randy's voice droned in the background,
but the words ran together into a hum of white noise and she had no
recollection of what he'd said when the last dish was done.


Somehow, she was in his truck and the
road unfurled under them. After awhile, she noticed her jaw ached from
clenching it and her nails bit into her palms until she thought they might
bleed. She forced a series of cleansing breaths, practicing a relaxation
exercise she'd learned at the Women's Center.


Breathe in through the nose for a count
of four. Out through the mouth for a count of eight. She closed her eyes and
went to her refuge place, a warm, white sand beach with turquoise seas and
waving palm trees under a cloudless azure sky.


Foam-edged waves lapped against her toes.
Seagulls circled above. Golden sunlight warmed her face. As each wave receded,
one of her problems floated away with it, carried out beyond the distant
horizon.


And then the truck stopped, the parking
brake ratcheted, and it was as if one of the swaying palm trees had dropped a
coconut on her head. She jerked back to the present.


"Wait here," Randy said. He
angled himself out of the truck and strode to a police officer standing in
front of a strip of yellow and black crime scene tape stretched across That
Special Something's back door.


Sarah's stomach tightened, erasing all
her peaceful imagery.


Wait here? No way. This was her shop. Her life.
She yanked the handle and shoved the door open.


 


* * * * *


 


"What the hell happened, Brody?"
Randy asked.


The officer's eyes widened, his jaw
dropped and he took half a step backward.


"Sorry," Randy said. "This
one's personal. You're doing fine."


"Yes, sir." He didn't look
convinced.


Randy sensed Sarah's approach and turned.
The sparks in her eyes said she wasn't going to wait in the truck no matter
what he said. He made the introductions, defusing some of her fire.


She gave Brody a polite hello before
saying, "I want to see what happened."


Brody arched his eyebrows at Randy. "Connor's
inside shooting pictures."


"Sarah," Randy said. "Wait
here one minute. Let me check the scene. Once we've got it photographed, you
can go in and tell us what's been disturbed."


Brody's mouth opened, then closed. When
Randy slipped inside the door, closing it behind him, he saw what had caused
Brody's reaction. His gut twisted as he thought of Sarah coming in here to
check for damage. More like what hadn't been damaged. Broken glass, her
fixtures knocked over, piles of merchandise strewn helter-skelter.


Connor emerged from the back office,
camera around his neck. He gave Randy a look that bordered on pity. "This
is a real mess. She's going to take it hard, isn't she?"


Randy looked at Sarah's dreams lying in
shattered ruins all over her shop. He swallowed several times before he could
answer. "Yeah. I'd better get her."


"I've tried to print the desks, the
counter—the big stuff that might give us something, but hell, half the town's
probably been in this place. I concentrated on printing the office, since the
perp was obviously in here and it's got more limited access."


"Smart thinking." Randy picked
his way back through the rubble. He composed his expression and opened the
door. Sarah's blue eyes glistened and she looked at him, hoping, waiting, he
knew, for him to say it was a minor break-in, that he couldn't tell what was
missing, that she'd need to inventory everything to find a few stolen items.
His expression must have betrayed the truth, because her face crumpled.


He covered the last few feet in a single
stride and folded her into his arms. She leaned against him briefly, then
stiffened and pushed away. "Let me see."


With her hand in his, he led her through
the door. Her fingers dug into his palm. He accepted the pain. It couldn't come
close to what she had to be feeling.


"Can I touch anything?" she
asked. "Or do you have to do more fingerprinting?"


"Connor's done for now," Randy
said. "But maybe you should wear gloves, just in case." He searched
out Connor who was packing his kit in a relatively clear corner and got two
pair. Snapping one onto his own hands, he held back, letting Sarah absorb the
chaos around her. She stepped carefully, her fingers pressed over her mouth. No
tears, he noticed.


They'd met under similar circumstances,
when she'd called the police to report being robbed. She'd been scared, but
then she'd had a gun in her face. Now, she seemed dazed. Robotic.


He handed her the gloves. "They're
going to be big on you." She worked her fingers into the tips, pulling the
excess latex past her wrists.


He let her wander. She stopped from time
to time, picking up broken pieces, ferreting out ones that had escaped damage.
She held each item at arm's length, then wiped it tenderly with a gloved
finger. When she struggled to right an overturned library table, he moved to
help her. He set the wooden piece upright, but it was as if he wasn't there—as
if she accepted that the law of gravity had been revoked and the table had
levitated into position. He retreated and watched her group and regroup the
intact pieces. A tiny smile played across her lips as she found an arrangement
that seemed to satisfy her.


Relieved she was coping, at least
outwardly, he crossed to the other side of the room and picked through the
debris for more salvageable items, surprised to find it calmed him as he set
them in a row along the wall.


The chief's words about dissolving the
department rang in his head, knocking back the calm with a roundhouse punch to
his solar plexus. He'd have to show the town council why they had to keep their
police force. On or off the clock, he needed to catch whoever did this,
probably more than find whoever murdered the mystery man. Who might not be a
mystery anymore.


"Sarah?"


She looked over her shoulder at him, her
face void of any emotion again, which threw another load of worry over him.


"Are you up to answering a few
questions?"


She repositioned some figurines, her
fingers playing over the arrangement on the table. "Can we do it here?"


He'd rather go to the station where he
could record it, but he conceded. She seemed to need the comfort of her things,
to see there was merchandise to salvage. "All right. Do you have paper in
your office?"


"I don't know." Her voice was
barely a whisper. "I used to." She crossed the room and he
intercepted her. He rested his hand at her waist. She didn't move away, but he couldn't
tell whether she was aware of his touch. She tensed as they entered her office.
Stepping over empty boxes and piles of Santas, hearts, and bunnies, she went to
her file cabinet and yanked open drawers, flipped through folders. She sank
into her chair. Lowered her head into her hands.


"Problem?" he asked. "Something
missing?"


"I can't tell. It looks normal
enough, but it's possible someone took papers out of folders. Unless I was
looking for a specific piece of paper or file, I might not ever know it's gone."


"Credit card receipts? Stealing
credit card account information?"


She shook her head. "That's all done
electronically. And the account numbers don't print on the receipts."


"Customer data?"


Another head shake. "I keep most of
that at home. Otherwise I'd never get out of here."


"What about these?" Randy
gathered colored papers scattered on the floor into a pile.


She glanced at what he held. "Holiday
fliers," she said. "You can put them on my desk. I stashed them in
the storage boxes, but it would be smarter to file them."


He squared them off and set them on desk,
then rested a hip on the corner. "What about the rest of this?"


"Basically window dressing. We'd
been working on decorating for fall and I was looking for things I could use."


He noticed the neat writing on the
upturned storage boxes. Valentine's Day. Winter. Fall. Easter. He'd never
thought about all the behind-the-scenes efforts Sarah put into her shop. She
went to the center of the room and picked up a headless pottery bird, about
twelve inches tall. Her face went as pale as the white ceramic and she
screamed.


"No! Damn you to hell." Tears
streamed down her face. She threw the bird against the wall, shattering what
was left of it.


He grabbed her, curled her against his
chest and let her sob.


Her sobs turned to hiccups and she
squirmed away. "Sorry," she said, wiping her eyes. "Not you.
That was the center of our first window display. David and I …" She lifted
her tear-stained face to his. "It was … special."


"Hey, don't apologize for loving
David. He was your husband for five years and I don't want you to think you can't
remember him, or talk about him, simply because I'm here." He found a box
of tissues on the floor and handed her one.


She dried her eyes. "I'm all right.
Ask your questions. I want this guy caught. And five minutes alone with him."


From the venom in her tone, Randy didn't
want to be there. Or maybe he did. "You'll have to wait in line."


"We'll decide that one later."
She sat down again. "What can I tell you?"


"Let's start with the obvious. Do
you have any idea who'd want to do this? Think about it. Anyone given you any
trouble lately?"


She nibbled her lower lip for a minute. "No.
Not that I'm aware of. I don't think anyone would do this because I overcharged
him, or shortchanged him, do you?" Her tone had lightened and there was
almost a smile at the corner of her mouth.


He smiled back. "Depends on how
much, I guess."


"Seriously, nobody's given me so
much as a raised eyebrow about my prices. I can't see this being the work of a
disgruntled customer." She paused. "But then, I totally missed Chris,
didn't I?" Her mouth dropped open. "You don't think he could be
behind this, do you? He's in prison in New Jersey. Isn't he?"


The thought had crossed his mind,
although this didn't seem to be the kind of thing Chris would do. The man had
been sneaky. Devious. Subtle. "I'll make the call, but we'd both have been
notified if he'd been released and an escape would have made the news."


"Well, in a way that's too bad,
because if it was Chris, then we'd get him, right?"


"In a heartbeat." He clicked
his pen a few times. "Okay, if it's not a customer, who else could it be?
Your sister-in-law?"


"Diana? No way. She took off with
some Greek kazillionaire and spends most of her time on a yacht somewhere."


He jotted a note to check anyway. "Okay,
how about from your non-work circles?"


Her laugh was more of a snort. "Like
I have a life outside the shop? Aside from the classes I teach at Saint Michael's,
I haven't exactly been in circulation lately. I can't see any of the senior set
capable of doing this. And over what? We have a good time. They tell me about
their grandchildren, or great-grandchildren and I listen. I bring them treats
sometimes. As far as I can tell, they like me, although Mrs. Rasmussen didn't
like that I put walnuts in my oatmeal cookies."


Relieved to see Sarah seemed in control
again, he went on. "Okay, what about the other direction? Not one of your
customers, but someone you have business dealings with."


"Like who? The other shopkeepers?
You think they're jealous and would come over here and do this? For what?"


"I have no idea. Nobody's approached
you with a business deal you turned down?"


"Not really."


She nibbled her lower lip again and he squelched
the desire to kiss her. "You had to think about that one."


"Well, after all the problems with
Chris, Don Farrabee at The Bookworm asked if I wanted to sell. He'd been
considering expanding, but I said no and he seemed fine with it. You can't
think he'd vandalize my shop to get me to sell."


"It's not what I think. It's what I
can prove or disprove. For now, everyone's on my list. Think. Who would be
happier if you were out of business?"


She stared at the ceiling. "My
mother, maybe. She wants me to move back to Indy." She gave a terse laugh.
"You going to add her, too?"


The strain was back. "Okay, Sarah.
That's enough for me to start with. Let's go."


"Where?"


"I was thinking my place."


"No, take me home." She climbed
to her feet.


"Will you be all right? Do you want
to call Maggie, or someone to be with you?"


Her eyes flashed sapphire. "No,
thank you very much. I'm capable of taking care of myself."


"I didn't say you weren't. I thought
you might like company." Shit. Where was his brain. Sleep-deprived
and sharing too much blood with lower parts of his anatomy. "Hang on for a
second." He grabbed his cell and went to the other room. Sarah didn't need
to hear this conversation. She had enough to worry about.


 



Chapter Nine


 


Sarah watched Randy bolt out of her
office. With a sigh, she reached for the carton labeled "Easter" and
began setting decorations inside. Unlike the front of the shop, not much here
appeared broken. Great. She'd have gorgeous window displays and nothing to
sell.


Don't think about it. Just clean up. One
piece at a time.


Randy could go do his cop stuff and she'd
work until the office was habitable. Her ears pricked when she heard Randy
giving someone her home address. She dropped a pink bunny into the box and
rushed out front.


"I'll hold," he said. He stood
in the far corner, pacing a tight circle, clenching and unclenching his free
hand.


Her heart broke into a rapid trot. She
held her breath, waiting, listening to what Randy would say next.


"Thanks. Boost patrols to every
thirty minutes. I'll handle the rest." He clipped the phone to his belt.


"Handle what?" she asked. His
silence said he was searching for the right words. "Tell me. I heard you
give someone my address. I have a right to know what's going on. Who were you
talking to?"


He paused, as if deciding how to relay
unpleasant news.


"Oh, for God's sake," she
huffed. "It was my shop that was vandalized and it's my life
we're talking about. Stop trying to keep me in some kind of isolation chamber.
I'm a grown woman and can take care of myself."


His lips thinned to a white line. "All
right, Sarah. You want it? Someone came in here and for reasons unknown,
destroyed half your merchandise. You haven't been able to give me a motive or a
suspect, so I have to consider all the possibilities, one of which is this
creep is after you. I called the station and had them send a patrol car
to your apartment to see if anything was wrong. And to create a visible
presence all night, so if someone planned to do anything, they'd think twice."


His expression softened. "I didn't
want to scare you." Before she could protest, he came over and enveloped
her in his arms. He rubbed his face in her hair. "I care about you. I want
to protect you. It's not that I don't think you're an independent woman. It's—"
His voice caught. "I love you, Sarah. And a man protects the people he
loves."


She accepted his embrace, wrapped her
arms around him. "I love you, too. But—"


He cupped her head with one hand while
keeping her close with the other. "Shh. Don't say anything else. We'll
work this out."


She hoped so. How could she tell him that
she didn't know if loving him was enough? She trickled her fingers down his
chest.


"I guess I'd better dig out the
insurance policy." Again. She found the thick folder in her file cabinet.
Hefting its weight, she figured she'd be lucky if they'd continue her coverage.


Randy stood by the front window, talking
on his cell again. Being a cop. Which she should be grateful for, if he'd stick
to the cop stuff and not the smothering protector.


He twisted around, saw her and ended his
call. "I have to go to the station. I don't want you alone here."


She didn't particularly relish the idea
of being alone in an ocean of vandalized merchandise, but she refused to let
her fear show. "I suppose I'll need a police report for the insurance
company. Do we do that there?"


"Yes. I'll take care of it."


Half an hour later, they sat in his
office while she answered more questions and he filled out paperwork. He handed
her a copy and she added it to the insurance folder. "I'd like to go home
now, please."


"I told you before. I'm not sure
that's a good idea tonight."


"Fine. Have it your way. Will you
take me home? Or I'll call a cab." The worry in his eyes sparked anger
inside her. Why wouldn't he let her make her own decisions? And why was she
fighting the ones he was making when deep, deep down she agreed? For whatever
reason, she refused to bow to his authority. "It's my home. I belong
there."


He shoved his chair away from the desk
and went to the window, his hands fisted at his sides. "I wish you wouldn't
fight me. I know my job."


"I said, please take me home."


"Stay with me," he said softly.


"You'll be working, won't you? I'd
be alone there, too."


"I have an alarm system. And I'd
feel better knowing you were somewhere harder to find."


"If whoever did this is local, they'll
have a pretty good idea where to look if I'm not home, don't you think?"
She got up from her chair and dragged the strap of her purse over her shoulder.
"You're having my place watched, right? If it was anyone else, would you
forbid them access to their own home?"


He spun around. His nostrils flared. A
vein at his temple throbbed. Involuntarily, she leaned back in her chair.


"Not forbid," he said, each
syllable clipped. "But I would emphatically suggest they
might want to stay with someone until we had a few more leads on whoever might
have done this." He pinched the bridge of his nose. "Sorry. We're
both upset. Let's not fight."


She was being unfair. "You're right.
I'm probably overreacting. But I want to go home. Do something. Sitting
here, watching you work makes me feel helpless. It's easier when you're doing
something isn't it?"


He nodded.


"So, let me go home. Let me be doing
something, even if it's staring at a spreadsheet. Maybe I'll see a pattern.
Find a clue."


His face relaxed. "Like what?"


How the heck should she know? But it was
something to do. "Didn't you once say you had to look at everything and
then figure out what was usable?"


"I did." He ducked his head and
gave a half-smile, as if he was embarrassed to have his own words used to make
her point.


"So, who knows what I'll find. But I
know I won't find anything sitting here all night, or alone at your place."


"All right. I'll run you over, then
come back and follow up with locating witnesses. And I'll call New Jersey to verify
Chris is where he's supposed to be."


"And you'll call me when you find
out?"


"You'll be the second to know."


Sarah marched to the door.


Randy smiled at her. "Pine Hills
Police's ace detective concludes that the lady is ready to leave."


She couldn't help the smile that spread
over her.


The silence between them was
gossamer-light as they drove to her apartment. Her stomach did a quick
somersault when she saw the patrol car parked in front of her building, but she
took deep breaths until it relaxed.


"Anyone I know?" she asked.


"Rick Montoya," Randy said. "Until
midnight. It might be drive-bys after that, but call me if—"


She cut him off. "I'll be fine. You're
programmed into my speed dial. I'll have the phone on and with me, even in the
bathroom. Promise."


He parked in the small lot behind the
building. "Wait here a minute." He got out and walked around her
Element, bending low to look underneath, running his fingers along the edge of
the hood.


It's his job. He's not trying to scare
you. He's being careful.


She waited for him to open her door and
help her out. Part of her was grateful for his support, yet another part hated
the reminder she was vulnerable.


He kept his arm around her waist as they
walked up the stairs. He stopped her at the door and took her hand as she
slotted the key into the lock. "Let me."


She relinquished her hold and stepped
back. Raising a hand to her forehead, she massaged her temples while he walked
through her apartment. The thoughts echoed.


It's his job. He's not trying to scare
you. He's being careful.


It didn't ease her nerves any more than
it had downstairs. She'd been fine until he started doing all his cop stuff.
She shook her head, straightened her shoulders and lifted her chin.


"All clear," he said when he
came back.


She breezed past him. "Great. Now I
can get to work and so can you." She turned the burner on under the
teakettle. "I'm going to have some tea and work at my computer. Call me
when you catch the creep." Without making eye contact, she gave him the
best grin she had available and made shooing motions. "Go. Strike while
the iron's hot. Get the game while it's afoot. Whatever it is you do."


He stood where he was for several
heartbeats. She took a mug from the cabinet, dropped a tea bag in it and wiped
her already clean counter.


"Lock the door behind me." His
voice was quiet, but she heard the hurt.


She scrubbed an invisible spot on the
stove, sensing him walking toward the door. Knowing he'd wait in the hall until
he heard the deadbolt snick into place, she did as he asked. Her knees wobbled,
but only for a few seconds. She stopped at her CD player, filled the room with
the upbeat sounds of Cyndi Lauper, turned on all the lights and stared at the
couch, wondering if she could drag it in front of the door.


Idiot. How will you get out if you have
to? Stop being a baby. There's a cop outside your apartment. Nobody's coming up
here.


She teased back the curtain and checked
that the patrol car was still there. After she made her tea, she pulled her
chef's knife from the block and set it beside her at the computer.


Staring at her spreadsheets did nothing
more than make her eyes burn. Without today's data, what good was it going to
do, anyway? She played seven games of computer Mahjongg, drank way too much tea
and thought about a bubble bath. She got as far as the bathroom, but the idea
of taking all her clothes off gave her the willies. She locked the bedroom
door, exchanged her slacks for sweatpants, then her sweater for a sweatshirt
and pulled back the spread on her bed. Behind closed eyelids, visions of the
destruction at her shop played like a video on endless repeat. So many
beautiful things, such wanton destruction.


They didn't break everything. Think about
what's still good.


Concentrating on the stock she thought
she could salvage, she tried to reconstruct her displays in her mind. She hadn't
had time to go through everything. There had to be enough left to get started
again. She refused the thought of a Going Out of Business Sale and visualized a
Grand Reopening instead. There was a lot of broken pottery, but the paper goods
were all right, for the most part. Many of the wooden pieces, too.


After tossing and turning for an hour,
she gave up on sleep. She needed her records which were on the computer in her
office. She'd download them to her flash drive, then come home and do data
entry until she could sleep. She laced on her sneakers and grabbed her purse.
She got as far as the door and changed her mind. No point in letting Montoya
see her. He'd call Randy who would make a fuss about what might be nothing.
Check first, call later.


She tucked her hair into the hood of her
sweatshirt and crept down the back stairs.


 


* * * * *


 


Randy opened the cover on the piano's
keyboard. He warmed up with a few arpeggios, letting his mind drift with the
familiar exercises. Starsky and Hutch padded into the room and took their
customary positions in Gram's old chair.


He turned to look at them. "Any
requests, guys?"


Starsky cocked his head as if
deliberating, while Hutch lifted a hind leg and did some indiscreet grooming.


"Pathetic, aren't we?" He
picked out the strains of "Another Saturday Night". Was this the way
he'd spend his life? Home alone with his cats? "No offense, guys. It's not
that I don't like your company, but I had other ideas for this weekend."


Starsky yawned and kneaded his paws into
the cushion a few times, then curled into a ball. Hutch gave a quiet meow and
flopped on top of Starsky.


Thirty minutes spent engrossed in Chopin's
complexities and Randy thought he'd be able to sleep. He turned the volume up
on his cell phone, grabbed a quick shower and crawled into bed. Half an hour
later, still awake, he turned on the light and dialed the phone.


"Montoya here." The soft voice
of Carmen, the dispatcher bled through in the background. Code for a routine
traffic stop, then some friendly banter. Must be a quiet night. Randy's tension
eased.


"It's Randy. Report?"


"Lights went out around eleven. No
signs of anyone."


"Thanks, Rick. You can get back to
your regular sector. I'll remind Dispatch to increase visibility in the
neighborhood for the rest of the night."


"Yes, sir."


Randy ended the call and checked in with
Carmen, reminding her of the order he'd placed earlier.


"I got it, Randy. We're a man short
tonight, but Mrs. Tucker's apartment's on my sheet."


He heard the implied, "We know what
we're doing" in her tone.


"Thanks. I didn't mean—"


"Forget it. It's covered. If you
feel guilty, I like chocolate-covered cherries."


He made a mental note to have a box on her
desk Monday night, then turned off the light, sinking into sleep. He didn't
know how long he'd been out, or how long his phone had been ringing once the
sound separated itself from a dream. He fumbled for his cell, trying to shake
enough cobwebs from his head to find the button, but it wouldn't stop ringing.


Not his cell. His landline. He twisted
around and grabbed the handset with one hand, turned on the lamp with the
other. "Detweiler."


"Hey, Randy. Guess I woke you. It's
Carmen."


Carmen. Dispatch. Adrenaline surged and
his brain cleared. "Go."


"Someone called in lights on in That
Special Something. And there's a gray Honda Element parked in back. I've
dispatched a unit. Thought you'd want to know."


Damn it. What was Sarah doing back at her
shop? Why hadn't she called him? "Thanks, Carmen. I'm rolling. I'll be on
radio in five."


He threw on jeans and a polo, shoved his
feet into his shoes, grabbed his jacket and gun and raced to his truck. Once he
left the quiet of his residential neighborhood, he activated his dash lights
and stomped on the accelerator.


He forced a calm to his voice when he
keyed his radio. "What can you tell me, Carmen?"


"Nothing yet. A unit's on its way
from an underage drinking call by the river."


"Who?" he asked. "Montoya?"
He glanced at the clock. One a.m. No, Montoya would have been off duty nearly
an hour ago.


"Neville."


Wonderful. He remembered the man's
attitude when he'd been called off patrol for perimeter duty at the murder
scene. Almost antagonistic. Randy wondered if Neville always asked for third
shift because it let him slack off while he counted down to retirement. No
matter. Right now there wasn't anyone else.


"ETA?" Randy asked.


"Under ten."


Which would put the officer on scene well
before he arrived. Until tonight, he hadn't thought much about living outside
the city limits. Gram had left her house to him and he never considered living
anywhere else. He enjoyed the drive in, the drive home. Gave him time to gear
up on the way to work, unwind on the way back. Also gave him an out if the
neighbors started asking too many favors.


If the town council disbanded the police
force, he might end up working for the county and he'd be able to answer a call
on his own block. But right now, he regretted not living closer in. His foot pressed
harder on the gas.


"Neville, it's Detweiler," he
said into the radio, trying not altogether successfully to keep the emotion out
of his voice. "Keep me apprised. I'll be there in under twenty."


"Yes, sir. Had to let the kids off
with a warning when I got the call about some lights on in a store downtown."
Mockery dripped from his voice, roughened by too many cigarettes.


Crap. Did Neville think he'd been pulled
to do a favor? He kept his tone professional. At least as professional as it
could be, considering he wanted to throttle the guy. "I have no doubt you
scared the kids enough so they won't be back."


Neville sputtered a sound that might pass
for a laugh, then coughed. "Yeah, I made them dump the booze. Told them
they were lucky whoever killed that guy in the field the other night hadn't
been waiting for them. Took their car keys. They're waiting on a ride."


Hoping to lighten the mood, Randy
searched for something positive to say. The best he could come up with was, "Look
on the bright side. No booking paperwork."


Neville coughed again. "You're right
about that."


Randy ignored the issue of the
confiscated car keys for now. Let Neville's supervisor deal with it. "What's
your twenty?" he asked. "Did you call for backup?"


"No point calling for backup until I
know what we've got. Besides, you're rolling. I'm in front of the shop,
Detective. Looks quiet. I'll go around back, sir." The words were clipped,
terse, relayed in full-blown reporting-to-a-superior mode. With a generous dash
of condescension on the side.


Heart pounding, he listened, waiting for
the radio to reveal the scene. Like being blind and only hearing the sound of a
movie.


"I'm parked in back, sir. Checking
the vehicle which is registered to one Sarah Tucker of Pine Hills. Nothing
unusual noted. Engine's warm, not hot."


Randy gritted his teeth. "Thank you,
Officer Neville. Can you tell me what's going on inside?"


"Yes, sir, Detective Detweiler. I'm
approaching the door."


The radio went silent.


Damn. Attitude or not, with both hands occupied, Neville wouldn't
be able to key his mic. Randy bit back the urge to ask questions, knowing his
voice in the officer's earpiece could distract him, keep him from doing his
job. Put him in danger. Put Sarah in danger.


Or had something already happened to her?
Had she gone back to the shop? Had the asshole who'd wrecked her shop come back
for something? Had she walked in on him? All the pictures, the crime scenes he'd
studied in San Francisco kaleidoscoped through his head, with Sarah's face
filling the images.


And why the hell had she gone back
without calling him?


Damn it, Neville. Report.


Despite the acid-dump to his gut, he
found the wherewithal to keep from interrupting. Carmen would be monitoring the
radio and policy was to check with an officer every three minutes if they were
on a call. He could wait three minutes. Two minutes, thirty-eight seconds. He
hit the horn as some idiot in front of him decided flashing blue lights in his
rearview mirror meant slow down to the speed limit.


Great. Now the jerk was stopping?
In the middle of the road? What ever happened to move right! He hit the
horn again. The guy pulled onto the shoulder. Finally. Randy straddled the
center line, dodging another idiot in the oncoming lane. The sweat trickling
down his neck was not from the near miss.


One minute fifty-two seconds.


 



Chapter Ten


 


Sarah jumped to her feet at the
resounding knock accompanied by a growling male voice shouting, "Pine
Hills Police." Brushing her hair out of her eyes, she rushed to the back
door. She squinted through the peephole into the distorted face of a glowering
police officer. In the yellow light of the streetlamp, his skin tones took on
an unhealthy jaundiced shade beneath the brim of his uniform hat. Bulldog
jowls. Broad nose above his scowl. She lowered her gaze enough to take in the
police uniform shirt. He didn't look familiar, but she didn't normally see the
night shift.


She had one hand on the knob before
caution took over. "May I see some identification, please?"


"Are you alone in there, ma'am?"


Something in his tone raised her hackles.
"Please let me see your identification." She whipped her head around,
trying to remember where she'd dropped her purse when she'd come in. She'd call
Randy and verify this guy was a real cop. No, not Randy. She would call the
police department. Do things through the channels any proper citizen would use.


"I'm Officer Neville, ma'am. Just
checking. Someone called in about your lights being on." His tone was less
menacing.


"One minute." She grabbed her
purse, rummaging for her cell while looking through the peephole again, seeing
a Pine Hills police badge and ID card. She'd seen Randy's enough to assume
these were authentic. Besides, she couldn't think of a reason someone would
want to pretend to be a Pine Hills cop. Cautiously, she unlocked the door.


Officer Neville stepped to one side as
she did, then strode into her shop, closing the door behind him. "And
would you have identification for me, ma'am?"


She palmed her cell phone and fished out
her wallet with her driver's license. He gave it a cursory glance and a quick
head bob.


"Are you all right?" He had his
holster unsnapped and one hand on the butt of his pistol. "Is anyone else
here?" His voice was lower and less belligerent.


"No, I'm alone. I'm fine. This is my
shop. I have a right to be here."


"I'm sorry, but it is unusual to be
working after midnight."


She swept her arm across the room. "Well,
Officer Neville, there is a lot to do, wouldn't you say?"


His eyes never softened and she decided
she definitely didn't want to be a crook if this guy was around. Then again,
that was his job. Most of the time Randy didn't get called until after the
crime was committed. This man was the one who dealt with them in phase one—when
the bad guys were likely to be doing their bad stuff. She gave him her
shopkeeper smile.


"I appreciate your concern. Would
you like to look around and see for yourself that I'm alone here? That
everything's all right?" If you could call piles of broken merchandise and
overturned fixtures all right.


He grunted something she took for a yes.


Stepping aside, she waved him in. He
glowered again—his people skills needed a major overhaul—and wandered through
the shop, not altogether carefully. She moved ahead of him, picking up things
before his shuffling gait added them to her unsalvageable pile. Halfway to the
office he stopped and pressed his finger to his ear, nodded, then pressed the
mic attached to his collar.


"On scene. Owner claims she's alone.
I'm verifying her statement."


She opened her mouth to retort but
decided he'd be out of here faster if she left him to his verification
and snapped it shut. Keeping a discreet distance behind him and an eye out for
his clumsy feet, she watched as he gave her office a cursory look.


He touched his mic again. "Everything
is clear. Show me on normal patrol."


The back door burst open and Neville drew
his weapon. "Stay here," he said, shoving her deeper into her office.
He stood sideways inside the doorway, back to the wall.


"Neville? Sarah?" Randy's voice
sent relief surging through her.


"In back," she called.


Neville holstered his gun and stepped
into the shop. "False alarm, sir," he said to Randy, who stood at the
rear of the store. She noticed Neville's tone was as gruff with Randy as it had
been with her.


"Mrs. Tucker admits to being here
working, which explains the lights." Neville stood at attention, almost as
if challenging Randy to find fault with his explanation. Waiting.


She watched Randy. A hint of the
expression Sarah had seen when he confronted Penny Scholnik on the news crossed
his face. His pale face. His beaded-with-sweat face. He glanced her way, his
eyes asking for confirmation she was all right. She nodded.


He drew himself to every inch of his
six-and-a-half-foot height and returned his gaze to Neville. In a flash of
insight she realized Randy had started as a patrol officer long before he
became a detective and the power to intimidate was still very much a part of
him. Neville didn't flinch, Sarah gave him that much. She doubted she could say
the same if she were in Neville's position.


"That's all, Officer," Randy
said. "I'll take over here."


"Yes, sir." Neville mumbled
something Sarah couldn't understand into his mic and marched from the room. She
held her breath as he made his way to the back door, but he didn't disturb her
piles of sorted merchandise.


When the door shut, Randy took three
steps toward her, then froze. His hands clenched into fists, then relaxed, then
clenched again. His chest rose and fell, his nostrils flared and his pulse
throbbed at his neck. His Adam's apple bobbed.


Unable to speak, she waited, finding her
own fists clenching. She shook them loose and wiped them on her sweat pants.


Randy's face went from pale to flushed. "Damn
it, Sarah. What the hell are you doing? What were you thinking?"


"What was I doing?" Heat rose
to her face and she knew she was undoubtedly three shades redder than he was. "What
was I thinking? Let's see. This is my shop. I'm allowed to come in whenever I
want to. Maybe I was trying to figure out what happened here. And maybe I didn't
think it was worth bothering you until I had something concrete, because you're
supposed to be doing all your other cop stuff. Sorry if I thought this might
help." Damn. Her voice cracked and tears burned.


NO. You are not going to cry.


She gave her head an emphatic shake as if
that would dispel the tears.


Randy spoke. Softly. Hoarsely. As if the
words couldn't quite make it past his throat. As if there might be a lump
lodged inside, like the one in hers. He took a tentative step forward. Reached
for her with one hand. "You scared me to death. I want to touch you. Hold
you. For a minute. Please?"


Her hand, seemingly of its own volition,
moved up and toward his. Almost before their fingertips brushed, she felt the
tingle. The one that shot through her at Randy's touch. Every single time. The
one she couldn't deny.


He took a step forward. "Dispatch
called." His fingertips met hers, inched their way up until he grasped her
hand. "Lights were on. Your car was here. And then … nothing. I had all
these pictures in my head. None of them was good."


"You're still thinking of San
Francisco," she said, trying to remain rational, which was getting harder
to do as he moved closer and wrapped his arms around her.


"No. I was thinking of you."


His arms tightened, pulling her to him
and she melted into his body. He barely moved, simply held her, breathing deeply.
His heart thudded in his chest. She allowed him to take what he seemed to need.
Did the contact untangle his insides, too?


For the span of several heartbeats, she
stood there, resting her cheek against his chest. He stroked her hair, caressed
her back. "I'm fine," she said.


"I'm not. I need another minute."
He embraced her, then shifted her back far enough to tilt up her chin and look
into her eyes. "I keep thinking of when Chris had you. Everything came
back."


A frisson of alarm coursed through her. "Chris?
Did you find out— Is he still in prison?"


"He's there, yes. I've requested a
list of anyone who's visited him. Any phone calls, emails."


She turned her head and surveyed the
wreckage of her shop again. "This still doesn't seem like something he'd
do."


"I agree, but people change,
especially when they're locked up. I'm not dismissing the possibility."


"So, have you eliminated anyone?"


He bent and pressed his forehead to hers.
"I think I've crossed your mother off the list."


"I'm glad to hear it." Relieved
that things were as close to normal as they could be under the circumstances,
she ran her fingers through her hair and stepped back. "I should get back
to work."


He grabbed her wrist. "Wait. First
you're going to tell me what you're looking for. Then, we'll get to
work."


She couldn't have fought him, even if she'd
wanted to. "All right. Let me get some papers, because so far, this makes
no sense to me."


 


* * * * *


 


Reluctantly, Randy let her go, wishing he
could punch a "pause" button for the world so he could keep holding
her. Not even make love, simply hold her. Inhale her scent. Absorb her warmth.


All right, thinking about Sarah wasn't helping.
He'd gone off the deep end when Carmen had called, but Sarah was safe. Hadn't
been in danger, except in his own mind.


He forced those thoughts away. He was
working a case, and putting the world on hold was not an option.


She returned, a look of confident
determination in her expression. In control. Taking action. He smiled inwardly.
Being Sarah. Of course, when she was Being Sarah, that usually left him Being
Randy. He adjusted his jeans, trying to ignore the tug at his groin. And even
more, the tug in his chest.


"Might be easier if you came in
here," she called from the office. "I can show you the computer
files, too."


She sat at her desk, a printout covered
with yellow highlights lying beside the keyboard. She tapped the papers.


"These are the pieces of Hugh
Garrigue's pottery that I inventoried." She pointed to the highlighted
entries. "I'm trying to reconstruct the ones I sold."


"Go on." He couldn't resist
stepping closer, leaning over her shoulder. The peach scent of her hair, as
always, tripped his pulse rate.


"The sales were good, but there
should be a lot more of his pottery out here. I was looking for it until I was …
interrupted."


He glanced at the sheet. Names, many
familiar, but mostly abbreviations and what he assumed were Sarah's codes for
her merchandise. "I'll help, but I'm clueless about what to look for."


She tapped a key. He watched the screen
fill with images of vases, mugs, bowls and other assorted pottery. Even to his
untrained eye, there was a sleek, underlying beauty to them.


"Hugh Garrigue's?"


"Right. His glazes are distinctive.
He's got his own special formulas and nobody else does anything like them. Even
in bits and pieces, I can tell the difference between one of his and anything
else in the shop."


"Are you telling me you're planning
to go through all that rubble and put Hugh Garrigue's pots together and see if
you can account for all your inventory?"


"I don't think that'll be necessary,
but we need to check. Do you think you'd recognize the pieces?"


He'd damn well try. "Can you print
that out for me for reference?"


She clicked the icon and the printer
whirred.


"All right," he said. "I'll
start on one side of the room, you can take the other. I'll meet you in the
middle."


She smiled. He succumbed. Pulled her out
of the chair. Crooked his finger under her chin and tilted her face up. Bent to
meet her lips with his.


She reached for him, threaded her fingers
through his hair. Jolts of electricity zinged through each strand, into his
scalp, down his neck, his spine, all the way to his toenails.


His tongue traced the seam of her mouth,
seeking permission to enter. Her lips parted in invitation and he accepted,
testing the warmth, exploring her lips, her teeth, teasing her tongue.


She returned his kiss, her tongue
following his as he explored familiar territory yet uncovered new treasures.
Every kiss with Sarah brought new discoveries.


Her hands drifted down his neck, along
his shoulders, wrapped around him. Until they reached his holster. She broke
the kiss and stepped away, obviously reminded of why they were here. He tucked
a strand of hair behind her ear, noticing for the first time she wore the pearl
stud earrings he'd given her for her birthday. A brief sense of relief spilled
through him. Whatever she'd wanted to talk about a lifetime ago when this night
had started, it hadn't been splitting up. If it had been, the earrings would
have been in a box, not her ears.


"Break time's over," he
whispered. "But remember where we left off." He tapped her nose.


In the shop, she made a direct path to
the first pile of broken pots and glass, kneeling beside it, picking through
it, examining bits and pieces.


"Careful. Don't cut yourself."
Knowing she didn't deal well with blood, he fished a pair of latex gloves from
his jacket pocket. "You should probably put these on to be safe."
When she didn't respond, he dangled them in front of her. "Broken glass.
Ouch. Blood. Not good."


One hand reached out, snagged the gloves
from his hand. He pulled on a pair himself. He wasn't particularly fond of
blood, either. "Okay, then, I guess you're looking over here. I'll start
over there." He pointed across the room, but he doubted she heard him.


After searching his first pile and not
seeing anything resembling his pictures, he moved to another section of the
room, with the same results.


"Sarah, do you want to come check
this? I must not have a good eye, because I can't find any of Garrigue's
pottery."


She got up from where she was searching. "I'm
not surprised. That was what seemed off to me. So far, there's not a single
shard of a Hugh Garrigue piece anywhere in this room. And the extra box in the
storeroom is missing, too."


Even his tired and distracted brain could
jump to the logical conclusion. "This mess was a cover-up."


Sarah peeled the gloves off, fanning her
hands in the air. "So, someone wanted Hugh's pottery and instead of
stealing it, they had to wreck my entire shop. Why? If they wanted to cover it
up, why not steal a bunch of other stuff, too?" Her voice headed up the
decibel scale and Randy reached for her.


She retreated. As much as he wanted to
hold her, he gave her space, letting her be Sarah. He rose, removed his gloves
and wiped his hands on his jeans. He twisted and felt the release as his
vertebrae clicked back into place.


"Are you positive it's only the
Garrigues that are missing?" he asked.


Sarah lifted her eyebrows. "Positive?
For that, I'd have to put everything together, but if he wanted it to look like
vandalism, wouldn't he have broken some of the Garrigues, too? I'm willing to
go out on a limb here and say he wanted the Garrigues and broke the other
stuff. Did he think we wouldn't figure it out?"


"Maybe he thought he was buying some
time," he said. "So he could get a head start."


"I'm lost here."


"I admit, it doesn't sound like this
creep was very smart. Maybe he was just mad."


"Great. I'm the victim of a temper
tantrum?" She yanked on her hair. "You have no idea who might have
done this, do you?"


"Not now, no," he admitted.


"But you will, right?"


He was quiet for a beat. "I'll do
everything I can," he said.


Her face fell. She'd heard his
hesitation. "Are you saying you can't solve it?"


"Of course not. But I don't make
promises I can't keep."


"What can I do?" she asked.


"There's not much more we can do
tonight. I need to make notes, try to get everything laid out in my head. Find
a motive. See whether this could tie into the murder."


Her mouth dropped open. "Oh my God.
I totally forgot. Here I've been upset about things and a man is dead.
Maybe Hugh." She buried her face in her hands.


"Hey, shh." He took her hands,
eased them from her face. "It's my job to catch these people. What you've
discovered tonight could be a major breakthrough."


A flash of pride crossed her face. "So
why don't you get back to work? A murder has priority and rightly so."


He rubbed his temples. "Not tonight.
Come home with me. Or let me come home with you. I'm tired, you're tired, and I
want to be with you."


"But the case? You're not going to
work on it?"


"It's not that I wouldn't work round
the clock for you, Sarah, but there's nothing more I can do tonight, other than
make a call to County, which I'm going to do. They're the ones working on the
murder, and since Garrigue doesn't live in Oregon, it's even further out of my
hands. Not to mention I'm officially in violation of the department's new no
overtime policy."


"No overtime? But you're a cop. I
thought cops worked 24/7."


He tried not to let his frustration show.
"As a department, yes. As individuals, not so much anymore. The town
council passed the ruling. Budget cuts." He tried not to think beyond the
no overtime ruling. Like the no job ruling.


"Well, are they going to hire more
cops to cover the hours, if they won't let you work overtime?"


He laughed. "Yeah, right. Maybe they'll
figure out a way for the crooks to work forty-hour weeks." He kissed her
palm, then folded her fingers closed. "So, where to? Your place or mine?"


She sighed. "My place, I guess."


From her tone, she didn't seem happy
about it.


 



Chapter Eleven


 


Sarah followed Randy's F-150 to her
apartment. Before they'd left, Randy had called the county sheriffs and updated
them on the pottery lead. Although he was a car-length ahead of her, it seemed
his grim attitude created a bubble of gloom that included her Element. Budget
cuts. No overtime. Knowing how seriously Randy took his job, she understood how
frustrated he must be. And how could the town council put money above the
safety of its citizens? Someone was grandstanding, she figured. Trying to prove
how much money he saved the town. For what? So people could break into her shop
because there wasn't anyone around to notice?


Randy parked in the slot next to hers
behind the building. She got out of her car and waited while he yanked his
small canvas tote from the floor behind his seat. She smiled, knowing it contained
clean underwear, a fresh shirt and basic toiletries, because a case could keep
him out all night—at least that was the reason he'd given her when he
conveniently happened to have it with him after one of their earlier dates.


His expression was as stony as it had
been when he'd been talking to the deputies.


She broke the silence. "Always
prepared, aren't you?"


Finally, his features softened. "Hope
springs eternal."


"Randy … I'm tired. So are you."


He nodded. "I'm spending the night,
so I'll need this in the morning. I'll sleep on your couch if you prefer, but I
would rather hold you. Nothing more." His lips curved upward. "Unless
you ask."


"Let's go up."


He insisted on checking her apartment
before he let her go in. Resignedly, she handed over her key. Behind the closed
door she paced in the hallway along with the new swarm of butterflies in her
stomach at the reminder someone could have been in her home.


He returned and waved her inside like a
palace guard granting entrance. Strains of quiet piano music played in the
background. She recognized it as one of the CDs Randy had given her. Mozart,
she thought, although she still couldn't put a title with the piece. Too many
numbers. Didn't matter to her. It was soothing and that's what she needed right
now.


"You want to sit for a few minutes?"
she asked. "I'm still a little wired." She crossed to her
entertainment center and opened the side cabinet door. "Brandy or Irish?"


He lifted his eyebrows in surprise. "Not
hot chocolate? Chamomile tea?"


"Not tonight. I had something
stronger in mind."


He shoved his hair off his forehead. "Irish,
thanks."


"Why don't you get the glasses?"


While Randy was in the kitchen, she
unscrewed the cap of the Jameson she'd bought for him. She held it to the
light, checking the level. About half full.


See. Not half empty. You're an optimist.
You've never let anything interfere with your shop and this is just another
setback. What's one more?


Randy appeared with two glasses. She
poured a generous serving of the Jameson for him and a more modest portion of
brandy for herself. Her usual libation when she wanted more than wine was a
quick glug of the brandy in her chamomile tea, but tonight she went for the
full-strength approach.


Randy settled into the corner of the
couch. Still unsettled, she took the opposite end.


"So," she began. "Tell me
about this new no overtime policy. Does this mean you'll be working
eight-to-five Monday through Friday instead of the 24/7 deal?"


His face clouded. "I don't know
exactly how it'll play out. My guess is they'll try to stagger my days and
Kovak's so we have someone on duty or on call every day."


"What about the regular cops? Like
that guy who came to my shop tonight?"


"In a small force like ours, we're
all regular cops. Some of us have more specialized duties, that's all."


"Do you think you might end up
spending more time doing non-detective stuff?" She couldn't imagine Randy
in a uniform—well, okay, she could and she kind of liked the image, but that
was for an entirely different reason.


"I don't know, Sarah." He took
a long swallow of his whiskey. "One day at a time."


Part of her liked the idea of him being
around more. But one look in his eyes told her she couldn't stand being
responsible for dimming the light. Last night, she'd almost told him he might have
to choose between her and her job. Now, she was glad they hadn't reached that
point.


Because if it wasn't about her
anymore, but about the new rules—the town council would be the bad guys. Could
he adjust? Or would he stop being the good cop she knew he was and go through
the motions, putting in his eight hours each day, having actual days off?


Thoughts rammed through her head like the
bumper car ride at the fair. A dead man. Hugh Garrigue? Randy's job. That
Special Something. Being scared. Broken merchandise. Randy. Staying in
business. Being scared. Randy.


Tears welled and burned. Lower down,
something else burned. She set her glass on the coffee table.


"Hold me," she whispered.


In a heartbeat he was at her side, arms
around her, drawing her so close she could barely breathe, yet she wanted him
closer. To hold her tighter. To let him do what he wanted. To protect her. To
make everything but the two of them go away. She could be her own Sarah later.
Now, she wanted to be Randy's Sarah.


"Kiss me," she said, lifting
her head. "Touch me. Take me someplace far away."


He slid his hands from her back to her
bottom, cupping her, lifting her as he stood. She wrapped her legs around his
waist, aware of his arousal but more aware of her own. She laced her fingers through
his hair, drew his lips against hers, probed with her tongue, trying to quench
the fire within her and stoke it at the same time. Molten lava pooled between
her legs.


Her heart pounded behind her sternum,
thudded in her ears. Frantic fingers tugged at Randy's shirt. The short hallway
to her bedroom stretched for endless miles. Their bodies caromed off the walls.
Somehow they were on her bed, still kissing. Somehow her clothes came off. Cool
air on bare skin heightened her arousal. Somehow her brain sent a message to
her hands.


She grabbed Randy's belt buckle. "Off.
Off. Off."


And he was lying beside her, bare skin to
bare skin, lips to lips, chest to chest. Her breasts ached and she pressed
harder against him, squirming to provide the friction her nipples begged for.


"Slow down," he murmured.


"No. Now. I need you." She
reached for him, encircling his erection.


He flipped her onto her back. "You
have me."


"Inside."


"Soon enough." His hands, so
large and strong, stroked her neck, caressed her breasts.


She covered his hands with hers. Pressed
them against her skin. "Harder," she gasped. "I want to feel you
touching me. Everywhere."


He kneaded her breasts, thumbed her
sensitized nipples. Stroked. Sucked. She lost herself in the sensation of
fingers, lips and tongue moving down her body, finding those places where there
was nothing but his touch and every touch shot pleasure to her groin. And then
he was there, over her, parting her thighs.


She reached for him, guided him,
thrusting upward even as she took him inside. She grabbed his buttocks, trying
to get him closer, deeper. Her internal muscles clenched. She felt him fill
her, aware of the way all feeling migrated to her core until there was nothing
else and her universe exploded into shards like the bits and pieces on her shop
floor.


From above, Randy gasped with his own
release. With a shudder, he collapsed on top of her. Still boneless, she
wrapped her arms around him aware of nothing beyond wanting the connection to last
forever.


 


* * * * *


 


Randy woke to the sound of water running.
Slowly, he drifted up through the fog of sleep. Sarah's bed. No Sarah. Shower.
He smiled. Worked for him. He tossed the covers aside and padded to the
bathroom.


He pulled back the curtain and stepped
into the tub. Sarah didn't jump, so he knew his arrival wasn't a surprise. He
also knew she didn't mind because she leaned into him when he put his arms
around her, wrapping her fingers around his penis, which was growing harder by
the second.


"Morning," he mumbled into the
crook of her neck.


"Not much longer," she said. He
hadn't checked the clock, but the sunlight came through the bathroom window
from high in the sky.


He poured a dollop of shampoo into his
palm, massaged it into Sarah's scalp.


"Mmmm. I'll let you do that, but
only for the next twenty minutes," she said, twisting to face him, still
stroking his erection. "Then you absolutely have to stop."


"Your water heater won't last twenty
minutes." He lathered her hair, the peach scent of her shampoo, as always,
heightening his arousal. Or was it her blue eyes that did him in? No, they were
closed. The constellation of freckles across her nose and cheeks? He dabbed a
dollop of suds on the tip of her upturned nose. Or the curve of her ears? He
traced them with a fingertip. The curve of her neck? The peak of her nipples
under the shower spray. His cock throbbed under her touch.


"God, I want you, Sarah." He
circled her areola with a thumb. As he knew she would, she moved his hand to
her nipple. He lowered his mouth to the pebbled nub, reaching for her thigh.
Urging it upward.


"Not like that." She leaned
back under the spray, sending foam swirling down the drain. "Too many
accidents happen in bathrooms."


She hadn't let go of him, her nimble
fingers moving from balls to cock, slippery with soap. He dug for the control
he needed and grabbed her wrist. "You keep doing that and it'll be an
accident, all right."


Her eyes sparkled. Her other hand sneaked
in and took over. His hips bucked involuntarily.


"Sarah. God, Sarah. Stop or—"


"Or what?" she teased, her
hands moving ever faster.


"Or I'll—Oh, God Sarah."
Pressure built and control was as slippery as Sarah's fingers.


"You're always quick in the morning,"
she whispered. "Enjoy it. I'll accept payback after you cook me breakfast.
Or do you really want me to stop?" Her hand slowed, teased, tormented.


"God, Sarah. No. Don't stop."
He closed his eyes and gave in.


Later—much later—after a French toast
brunch, his debt to Sarah paid in full, with interest, followed by a trip to
his house to attend to Starsky and Hutch, they were back at Sarah's shop armed
with cartons, trash bags and his Shop-Vac.


He turned off the ignition, but she didn't
move. "I'm not sure I can look at it again," she said.


Squeezing her hand, he said, "This
was your idea, but if you'd rather not, we can go somewhere else, do anything
you want. I promised you the day and it's your call."


She sighed. "No, I need to do it.
See if there's enough left once I get rid of the unsalvageable." She
turned her eyes toward him, her gaze distant. As if she was looking through
him.


"What's wrong?" he asked.


She smiled. Shook her head. "Nothing."
She unclicked her seatbelt. "Let's do it."


He got his vacuum from the back of the
truck and she grabbed a broom and dustpan. Inside the door, she stopped. He
rested a hand on her bunched shoulders, kneading the tense muscles. "I
think we should set up your tables and shelves first. Give you a place to put
the good stuff. Separate it from the trash."


Under his touch, her shoulders stiffened
again. He winced. "Sorry. Bad choice of words. Very bad."


"No, you're right. Doesn't make it
less painful, but so much of this is nothing but garbage now. I have to deal
with it." She moved out from under his touch and set the broom against the
wall. "Might as well start with the bookshelf units. They'll hold the
most."


He followed her to the far wall and
hoisted one of the wooden units upright. Another faraway look crossed her face.
Was there sadness mixed in? Stupid question. She was standing in the middle of
the most important thing in her life and it was scattered at her feet like
autumn leaves after a stiff breeze. He moved to the next shelving unit.


They worked into the evening hours, Sarah
examining each piece of merchandise, jotting notes, placing items on shelves while
he did janitor duty. Although they were often mere inches apart, it was as if
they were on two separate planets. Not sure how to fix things with her—hell, he
didn't know what was broken—he merely did what he could to get rid of the mess
as he let his mind ponder the case.


Pottery, especially Hugh Garrigue's
pottery, seemed central, because now it was clearly more than an act of simple
vandalism.


Did thinking about the case count as
overtime? Not that he cared. He had a puzzle and like a terrier with a bone, he
couldn't let go. He made mental lists.


Dental records. Witness reports. Cars
spotted at the scene. The video tapes from the press conference. Pottery. Maybe
Sarah could give him some direction there. Kovak's ViCAP request. Too soon for
DNA. Expand the missing persons reports. The key. Check with the New Jersey
prison warden.


All of which could and would be covered
by the county sheriffs, he realized. To keep the town council from disbanding
the police force, he needed to make some kind of a breakthrough. His stomach
knotted. And growled. They should both eat. Sarah had been moving things around
for the past twenty minutes, but there was nothing left on the floor to add to
the collection, only tiny bits and pieces.


"I'll run the vacuum over the floor
one more time," he said, "and then we should take a break."


She turned, and for the first time, she
looked at him as if she saw him. "I guess." She surveyed the room
once more, moved a book two inches to the right and strode to her office. "One
minute."


After sucking up the last bits and pieces
with his Shop-Vac, he carried it to his truck and hefted the boxes of debris
into the Dumpster. When Sarah didn't appear, he went back inside. She had a
piece of paper in her hand and was carrying it to the front door. Her posture
was straighter, her step more certain.


"What do you have?" he asked.


She held up the sign she'd made. "Watch
For Our Reopening."


He helped her tape it to the inside of
the glass, then nuzzled her hair. "You are going to be just fine, Sarah
Tucker."


Her blue eyes were moist as she met his
gaze. "I hope so."


"Shall we celebrate new beginnings?
I think I have a bottle of champagne in my fridge."


"What the heck." Her enthusiasm
was underwhelming, but he accepted it.


At his house, he popped the cork on the
bottle of champagne and they sipped as they put together a passable meal of
salad, pasta and French bread.


"We could have stopped at Thriftway,"
he said, breaking the quiet as they finished their dinners. "Bought
steaks. Lobster. Something more special than spaghetti."


"We haven't had a lot of luck with
special meals lately, have we?" She finished what was in her champagne
flute and poured herself another. "This is fine."


Her tone said it wasn't. Enough.
He stood, picked up her glass and took her by the hand. She could have been
sleepwalking as she followed him to the living room couch. He was tired of
skirting issues. "Sit down." She did as he asked. He set the
champagne on the coffee table, then sat in the easy chair. "There's more
going on here than your shop, isn't there? You've been wanting to talk for days
now. Let's do it."


She reached for her champagne and took a
healthy swig. "You know, I think today was the first time you were
involved in my work." She put the glass down and grimaced. "That didn't
come out right."


"Take your time." If there was
one thing he was good at, it was leaving empty silences. People tended to fill
them if you waited long enough.


"We've been seeing each other for a
while. I got scared."


Now he took a drink of his own champagne.
"Of me?"


She shook her head. "No. Not you."


"Then of what?"


"I don't know how to say it. I don't
quite understand it all myself." She wiped her hands on her jeans. "I
love you. I know that."


His heart skipped. There was an unspoken "but"
in there. Again, he waited.


"I wonder if I can love us,"
she said. Her voice dropped to a whisper. "When I think of us, I
keep having memories, images of what I think us should be. And you're
not the us I see."


His fingers curled into fists. He kept
them between his body and the arms of the chair, hoping Sarah wouldn't see them
as he strove to keep any hurt from showing in his face. The heat at his neck
was a bad sign, but she seemed to be studying a spot on the carpet.


He cleared his throat. "What do you
see?" He lowered his voice to a whisper, too, trying to keep any emotion
out of it.


She twirled the champagne flute by its
stem, her eyes still downcast. Good. He didn't want to read her face.


"I don't mean to hurt you," she
said. "I keep seeing my life with David." She lifted her eyes, wide,
blue and brimming with tears. "Please. I don't mean I expect you to be
David. I haven't adjusted to how different my life would be with you. David and
I were in business together. We made all our decisions together." She gave
a quiet snort. "Not always happily, or easily, but we were a business team
as well as husband and wife. We were always together and it worked for us."


Could he tell her he might be out of a
job soon? But as much as he loved being with Sarah, he couldn't see himself as
a shopkeeper. He couldn't find any words and she went on.


"I think I could get used to you
being on call so much. And this new overtime rule—that might make things
easier. But you can't—or won't—talk about your work. It's like there's the part
of your life I'm allowed to share and this other part—a too big part—that's off
limits. You build a huge brick wall and you go behind it and won't let me in."


Pain stabbed behind his sternum. He
clawed his fingers through his hair. "I-I guess it's ingrained." He
finished his champagne, tempted to start on his bottle of Jameson. "I had
a semblance of a relationship once. It was over years before I met you."


"I never thought I was the first
woman in your life. I have no problem with your past."


"Well, maybe you do. Heather—that
was her name—was …" Shit, what had he ever seen in Heather? "She was …
superficial, to say the least."


"You told me a little about her
once," Sarah said. "Liked parties?"


"That she did. She couldn't—wouldn't
understand how my job could be more important than her social life."


"Randy, I don't think that—"


He held his hand up, stopping her. "I
know. You've always understood what the job means. But I guess I was
conditioned to leave it at the station. She never wanted to talk about it, never
wanted it part of the us we never even had." He crossed to the
couch and sat beside her. "I made the stupid mistake of generalizing her
pettiness to all women. You included. I-I'm sorry. It's a habit, but one I'd be
willing to try damn hard to break if that's what's keeping us apart."


"We're not exactly apart. Not apart
apart, anyway. But I'm confused and now there's the shop thing. I'm glad you're
a cop, but then I get into that taking care of me thing. I guess that goes back
to David, too. We were partners and it might not be logical, but I feel like
you want to be in control."


"I'm a guy, Sarah. It's hard-wired
into our DNA that we protect our women."


She smiled for the first time. "Caveman,
eh?"


He gave a half-grin in return. "I
can't help the way I'm made. It's not that I don't think you can take care of
yourself. I know you can. But I want to be there for you." He took her
hands.


"I'd like to be there for you, too.
Like the other night, but not only when things get that bad."


He felt like someone had unlocked a jail
cell. "Can we work on it?"


"I think I'd like to try."


He leaned forward to kiss her. Even
before their lips touched, a thrill vibrated through him. It actually took
several seconds to register it was the phone in his pocket. He didn't abandon
his journey to her lips as he fished out the offending device.


"Damn it to hell," he said,
pulling away, checking the display.


No overtime. Take the fucking weekend. So why was the chief calling him at nine
o'clock on a Sunday night? He gave Sarah one quick kiss. "Sorry. It's the chief."


 



Chapter Twelve


 


The look of abject apology on Randy's
face made up for her frustrated anger that had spiked when his cell rang. She'd
been as guilty as he had when it came to not sharing her thoughts and feelings.


"It's okay," Sarah said. "I
never said I wanted you to give up your job. I'll consider it part of the 'let's
try' thing. You take the call and then you tell me how you feel."


"I can tell you that right now. Like
I'm either on duty or off, but it can't be both ways."


"Unless it's important. Which it
must be, because otherwise why would the chief call you when you're not
supposed to be working?"


He got up and stomped to the kitchen. "Detweiler."


Another murder? She tried to listen to
Randy's end of the conversation, but he wasn't saying anything. Until she heard
him say, "Yes, sir, tomorrow morning."


He returned and flopped onto the couch,
his long legs crossed at the ankle, stretched under the coffee table. His
hunched shoulders belied the relaxed pose.


"Okay," she said, massaging his
neck. "Tell me what he said that upset you."


"He didn't say anything."


She dug her nails into him.


He jerked away. "Ouch."


"Let's try again. I'm Sarah, not Heather.
What did he say that upset you?"


"He wouldn't say—wait, before you do
that Vulcan neck pinch thing again. He said for me to report to his office at
six tomorrow morning. He wanted to catch me so I wouldn't go straight to the
Sheriff's Office."


"So it wasn't another body?"


"No. I think I'm being called on the
carpet. He had that tone he uses when he's being perfectly calm and rational
but you know his teeth are aiming for your ass."


"What did you do?"


"Damned if I know. He said there
were claims of impropriety and he wanted to give me a chance to tell my side."


"You?" Sarah couldn't imagine
anyone less capable of improper behavior, although Randy had told her he'd
stepped across some professional boundaries when she'd been kidnapped and he
was trying to find her. But the reason Chris had been able to grab her was
because Randy had been following the rules and not his instincts about Chris in
the first place.


"Yeah, me. It happens. Some citizen
doesn't like the way you're handling an investigation, they'll file a
complaint. Or they call on the phone and you're not quick enough with your
answers, or you don't sound sincere enough, or maybe it's because it was
Tuesday."


"You think that's all it is? Who
could it be?" She paused. "That's probably outside of what I'm
allowed to know."


"Maybe. But the chief didn't give me
anything. Just, 'In my office. Oh six hundred. Sharp'."


His imitation of the chief's
authoritative voice was enough to make her cringe. "Not good?"


Randy shook his head. "Not good. If
it was the usual groundless complaint, he'd have either said so, or told me to
drop by after shift."


While she didn't like that Randy might be
in trouble, she felt a warm connection that he'd taken a step toward trying to
share.


"Can I help with anything?" she
asked. "I have to be in tomorrow to wait for the insurance adjuster. I
need to pull all my inventory files, show what's missing. Plus, I've got to
update all the files to show what's still in stock."


"Did you get copies of the pictures
Connor took?"


She nodded. "And he sent them
straight to the insurance company. I feel a lot better now that things are
cleaned up."


"If you can pull me a list of all
the customers who were in your shop for the last week, that will be a starting
point."


"I'll try, but if they didn't buy
anything, I can't promise I'll remember. I'll ask Jennifer."


"I should talk to her, too."


Sarah felt a twinge of unease. "You
can't think she had anything to do with it."


"No, but she might be able to fill
in a piece of information you forgot."


"Okay. Maybe you should take me home
now. I told you it would have been easier to drop me off there so I could have
my car here."


His expression shifted to his here we
go again look.


"I know, I know," she said and
she spouted off his usual grumble before he had a chance. "If you'd keep
some of your things here, yada yada yada." She tried, ineffectively, she knew,
to match his no-nonsense cop tone. "I'm not moving in with you."


"I never asked you to. But if you
had a change of clothes and basic essentials, we could have a little more
spontaneity. Or at least less driving in the wee hours."


"Well, I need more than a clean
shirt and underwear. And even if I had some of my clothes here, I'd be home and
need something that was here, or here and need something from home." She
smiled. "Like my pills."


He gave her an evil grin. "Which
happen to be in your purse."


"You—"


"I put them in there this morning."


She was torn between laughing and smacking
him upside the head. "Don't tell me you put clean underwear in there, too."


"Didn't need to. You left some here
before I went to San Francisco. And a t-shirt. Socks. All washed and folded."


She remembered that night and tried to
glower, but failed. "I'll still have to get up at the crack of dawn if you're
going to be at work at six."


"But it'll be worth it, I promise.
Come on. You're not going to be open for business tomorrow. Jeans are fine."
He tweaked her nose and she slapped his hand away.


"Give me a better reason."


"I'm upset about tomorrow? I need
you to keep me from freaking out?"


"Like you ever freak out." But
she remembered his nightmare the other night. And her own and how they rarely
bothered her if Randy slept beside her. "Worth it, you said? Prove it,
mister."


 


* * * * *


 


Despite the early hour, Randy arrived
well-rested fifteen minutes early for his command appearance in Chief Laughlin's
office. Last night's talk with Sarah had lifted an unconscious burden he'd been
carrying. And after their talk—he smiled at the memory.


He paced the empty outer office. The chief's
secretary didn't come in until eight, but there was a light on in the inner
office. After five minutes, he tapped on the chief's door.


"Come in, Detweiler."


Long ago, he'd wondered how the chief
knew it was him until he realized he was the tallest man on the force by
several inches and his silhouette behind the frosted glass pane was
distinctive. Still, it unnerved him. Drawing a lungful of air, he shoved back
the hair hanging in his forehead, turned the knob and stepped inside. He took
the three strides to the chief's desk and stood at attention.


"You wanted to see me, sir?"


"Sit down. You'll give me a stiff
neck."


The man's tone was friendly, but
definitely that of a superior officer. Randy sat. Hands on his thighs, he
waited.


"You have trouble with the concept
of no overtime?" the chief asked.


Is that all this was about? "No, sir.
I took the weekend off."


"Neville says he saw you at a crime
scene late Saturday night. Said you undermined his authority in front of a
citizen."


The chief's dead-serious gaze quashed
Randy's expletive-prefaced retort. He took a moment, calmed himself. "Sir,
I was with the victim of that crime when she was notified of an act of
vandalism at her shop. I provided transportation to the scene and because I
was—or should have been—on call, I coordinated the investigation and
interviewed the victim. However, at that time Officer Neville was in no way
involved."


"Go on. I want the whole story."


Randy knew the chief would have read the
reports. Why was he grilling him?


"Given that we were already
together, I took her statement at the station rather than wait until Monday. I
had no intention of logging the hours, as I am fully aware of the new policy,
but since there were no other ranking officers on duty, I made the decision to
get the work done while everything was fresh in everyone's minds."


As he replayed the events, the chief's
original statement registered. Neville had nothing to do with the break-in
call. Why was his nose out of joint?


"Continue," the chief said.


"There's not a lot more to say. I
got a call from Dispatch later that night that lights had been reported on in
the shop and that Neville was responding. I arrived later and since there was a
legitimate reason for the lights, I told Neville I'd take responsibility and he
could get back to his regular patrol duties."


"Okay." Laughlin cleaned his
reading glasses, then set them on his desk. "Now, can the formal report
language and tell me what happened."


"Is there a problem? I already said
I wasn't going to clock the hours. What did you want me to do? Wait in the
truck after I dropped the victim off at the scene? Sit at home and ignore the
report that Sarah's car was parked behind her shop at midnight? That she might
have been in danger? It was personal, sir and I was there as a private citizen."


"Calm down, Detweiler. Your name's
on the police report filed on the initial break-in, which was Saturday night
and you were off-duty. Since there was nothing other than property damage, the
town council's not looking favorably at a detective being called in after
hours. Neville's getting his nose out of joint on the call-back exacerbated the
problem. Are you aware his sister sits on the town council and she thinks her
big brother can do no wrong?"


Great. Politics. "No, sir, I wasn't
aware of that. But it's not like I wrote the man up. All I did was—"


"Was well within reason. I'm not
questioning that. However portions of your conversation were broadcast over the
radio and he had issues with your tone. Thinks you put him down in front of his
peers."


Clenching his teeth, Randy counted to
ten. "Would you like me to apologize, sir?"


"That won't be necessary. I'll tell
the council you were acting on your own time in the best interest of the
citizens of Pine Hills." He twirled his glasses by an earpiece. "But
I'm not going to enjoy it. How's the murder investigation going?"


Randy reported that Sarah had given him a
lead on the victim, which seemed to brighten Laughlin's mood. "Sir, it's
possible both the murder and the vandalism are related. I think we might make
better use of our resources if I work on that angle and let County handle the
murder."


"I've got enough trouble with the
town council, Detweiler. Let's not add conflict of interest to the mix. Your
relationship with Sarah Tucker isn't exactly a secret and we've been down this
road before. I'm assigning the vandalism case to Kovak. See what you can do to
help close the murder while I try to juggle manpower hours and keep the council
off my neck. You get your ass to the Sheriff's Office." He fanned a stack
of spreadsheets and put on his glasses.


 


* * * * *


 


By seven, Randy's ass was in a chair in
Eldridge's office.


"You think the two crimes are
related?" the lieutenant said. "And," he consulted his notes, "Hugh
Garrigue is the key?"


"The pottery angle seems to connect
them," Randy said. "Clay under the vic's fingernails and someone
apparently stole Garrigue's pottery, going to great pains to make it look like
vandalism. We don't get a lot of heavy crime and it seems too much of a
coincidence. Kovak's working the Pine Hills side of the case."


Eldridge picked up a sheaf of notes. "You
have good people skills, Detweiler. See if you can use them on the right people
at Humboldt State and sweet-talk them into providing us with Hugh Garrigue's
fingerprints. The university system must require it somewhere down the line. We
haven't had any luck with IAFIS."


IAFIS, not the Western Identification
Network. So, the fingerprint search had gone from local to nationwide. "Will
do. What about the cops in Arcata?"


"Whatever it takes. If they're half
as busy as we are, I know they won't mind handing off some of the workload.
Anything you can do to give us the whereabouts of Hugh Garrigue, dead or alive,
will help." Eldridge scratched his head and referred to his notes again.
He leafed through several sheets of paper, stopped and perused one, then looked
up. "Don't take this the wrong way, but it would be a big help if you'd
play central clearing house. That crime scene was a bitch. Reports aren't
getting to the people who need them. CSI is backlogged and they have a tendency
to put distributing reports on the back burner. The detective assigned to the
case is Ken Hannibal, but he's got twelve other active ones. I've informed him
you're available."


Glorified gopher. But he'd get first look
at the reports, maybe find the linking clue. "No problem."


Eldridge gave him an understanding smile.
"If you weren't assigned here, what would you be doing?"


"Finding anything that connects the
burglary to the murder. Start at that end, work from that angle."


"Advantages of small-town
departments. Here, everything is compartmentalized. Crimes Against Persons are
separate from Property. Another place where communication can break down. But
since you're not one of ours, I don't see why you can't work both angles, as
long as you keep the murder priority one."


"Understood. Where should I set up?"


Eldridge showed him to a cubicle, its
desk stacked with file folders. He frowned. "You've got a phone here, but
no computer."


Randy indicated his briefcase. "I've
got my laptop."


"Good deal. You know where
everything is, right? Break room, johns?"


Randy nodded.


"Faxes come in over there."
Eldridge pointed to a closed door in the far wall. "Good idea to have
someone call and tell you when they're going to fax something over, so you can
wait for it, or it'll get lost."


He nodded again.


"All right," Eldridge said. "Sheriff
has called another one of his dumb-ass meetings. Media coverage, so we have to
stand there looking supportive while he talks nonsense about privatizing the
county jail, tries to explain why we don't use Tasers instead of bullets—like
the bad guys aren't armed with assault rifles, for God's sake—and why we're not
closing cases like they do on television. What a waste of my time. On top of
that, I've got sixteen deputies to cover, but call me if anything breaks, or if
you need me. Hannibal should be checking in."


Randy moved piles of file folders to the
floor beside the desk and plugged in his computer before using his cell to call
Sarah. From the sultry way she answered, he knew she'd checked her caller ID.
And that she was alone.


But he wasn't. Deputies walked back and
forth along the corridor between cubicles. Damn, this was why he kept work
separate from his personal life. He cleared his throat. "If it's not too
much trouble, I could use that list of customers."


"I'll fax it to you. It's first on
my list."


"Let me check the number." He
walked down to the door Eldridge had indicated and went inside. Not much more
than a closet with a table, a phone and a fax machine. Papers had already
accumulated in the incoming tray. There was a wire basket next to the machine,
but apparently nobody bothered moving the faxes. He stepped closer and gave
Sarah the phone number taped to the front of the machine. "Call me when
you send it so it doesn't get lost."


"Okay. Probably within half an hour."


"Thanks." He went back to the
cubicle he'd been assigned and settled behind the desk. "And if you have
anything else, call Kovak at the station. He's officially on your case now."


"Is that what the chief called you
in about?"


"More or less. Neville wasn't happy
with my attitude."


She snorted. "Your attitude?
Are you in trouble? I could tell your chief a few things about Neville's
attitude."


"No, it was a formality." No
need to bother her with the town council connection. Not until it was official,
anyway.


"I'll let you get to work," she
said. "If you want to talk tonight, call me."


"Will do. I might not be on your
case officially, but Eldridge's given me the green light to find a connection
between the burglary and the murder, so you're not totally off limits."


"Well, I'm certainly glad to hear
that."


He chuckled. "Professionally. Nobody's
said anything about what I do and who I see on my own time."


A plainclothes officer walked by, pausing
as he reached Randy's desk. Reflexively, Randy's shoulders straightened. "Thank
you very much, ma'am," he said in his best cop voice. "I appreciate
it. You have the department fax number."


Sarah giggled. "Someone's there?"


"Yes, ma'am, that's correct."


"Well then, detective, I will get
right on it." She'd turned up her bedroom voice five notches. "Of
course, there's something else I might like to get on, but I guess that will
have to wait."


He fought the grin. "Thank you."
He ended the call and looked up at the hovering man, a bear of a redhead with
biceps straining his shirtsleeves. "Can I help you with something?"


The man extended his hand. "Ken
Hannibal. You're working with us now?"


He returned the handshake. "Randy
Detweiler. Randy's fine. I'm supposed to be coordinating with Pine Hills PD."


Hannibal loosened his tie. "Glad you're
aboard. Understand you think some California potter might be our John Doe."


"Hugh Garrigue," he said. "It's
a possibility, yes."


"Great. You can start with that."


"Can I get an internet connection
here?" Randy asked. "Or a phone book? I want to see what the cops in
Arcata can tell me."


"You'll have to get Tech Support to
give you a login and password if you want access to the law enforcement
databases. I'll approve it. If you're just web surfing, there should be an ethernet
cable," Hannibal leaned down, "right about here. Yep. Here you go."
He dangled the wire toward Randy.


Randy clicked the cable into the side of
his laptop. "Thanks."


"Okay, Randy. I'm swamped. Check
with the lab and see if you can expedite the reports. Talk to Lorinda. She's
civilian and gets a bit huffy if she thinks you're implying she's not doing her
job. All that does is slow her down more, so play nice." He dropped a
sheaf of papers on the desk. "These are all the calls that came in with
possible leads on the victim. If it's not your Garrigue fellow, you can follow
up."


"Thanks." Randy picked up the
slips and glanced through them.


Eldridge dropped another stack. "And
these are from our helpful citizens who think they have leads on the killer. I've
marked the ones from some of the frequent guests of the county penal system.
They're probably making stuff up to earn a few Brownie points, but they have to
be checked out. Never know when one of them actually saw something useful. Up
to you if you want to save them for last or get them out of the way first."


Randy swallowed. They'd had about fifteen
calls in Pine Hills, already eliminated. There had to be at least fifty in each
stack.


 



Chapter Thirteen


 


Randy stared at the piles of message
slips Hannibal had dumped on him and immediately phoned Human Resources at
Humboldt State University instead. If they could verify Garrigue's prints, he
might eliminate one stack.


The receptionist who took his call
admitted to having prints on file for all faculty members, but was reluctant to
turn them over without a warrant. Moving up the food chain didn't help,
although he did get the number for campus police. He gave another polite thank
you and called them.


After four transfers and altogether too
many waits on interminable hold, he found someone willing to talk to him. Randy
clicked his pen, poised over a legal tablet with the names of everyone he'd
already spoken to, each with a line drawn through it. He printed the woman's
name at the bottom of his list as he introduced himself—again—and went into his
spiel.


"Sergeant Michaelis. Rachel. Help me
out here. We've got an unidentified victim. You know as well as I do, the
longer the case sits around, the less likely we are to solve it. Step one is to
identify the victim. We have a witness who thinks it might be a member of your
faculty. We have prints. A comparison would either identify him or eliminate
him. It's a win-win for you. He died in Oregon, so it's not going to fall into
your laps. If you send me the prints, we can see if they match."


"Who?" Concern filled her
voice.


"Hugh Garrigue." Why hadn't
anyone checked with the locals? Dumb question. Because he'd reported it on a
weekend and this was only one of who knew how many cases Eldridge supervised.


As if she'd read his thoughts, Rachel
continued, "Wait a minute." Papers rustled. "Weekend shift did a
Check on Wellbeing of Hugh Garrigue. Someone went by his campus office this
morning. Nothing out of the ordinary. Same for his studio. Nobody there, but no
signs of foul play. He comes and goes."


"Have you talked to anyone who's
seen him?"


"Sorry. No missing persons report
was filed with us. What makes you think your victim is Garrigue?" Rachel
asked.


Randy gave her the abbreviated version.


"The man travels a lot, but I'll see
if I can find an emergency contact or next of kin in his files."


"Thanks," Randy said. "Human
Resources has been pretty evasive."


"Yeah, privacy reigns. And you're an
outsider."


"One more thing. Do you happen to
know who Hugh Garrigue's dentist is? Aside from the prints, we have a piece of bridgework."


"No, sorry," she said. "I
knew the man to say hello to, but we never got that personal."


"I understand."


"There aren't many dentists in
Arcata. If you strike out, I suggest you include Eureka in your search."


"Will do."


There was a pause that told Randy she was
working out a mental compromise.


"Tell you what," she finally
said. "Why don't you send your prints to me instead? Bypass the whole
warrant issue."


"You have print experts on campus?"
he asked, immediately regretting the surprise he let through in his tone.


She didn't seem to notice. "One of
our guys was a latent print examiner in Michigan. He retired and left the
state. Works for us part-time. He's good. I'll have him take a look when he
comes in."


"Excellent." He gave her his
contact information and hung up. Next, he found County's print examiner's
office. After extracting a promise from the tech to get a scan of the victim's
prints to the Humboldt State campus cops ASAP, he wandered through the maze of
cubicles, most filled with deputies intent on phone calls or computers. How
many more deputies were out on patrol or traffic duty? Or investigating crimes?
Quite a contrast to the relative quiet of the Pine Hills police station. If
they disbanded the force, would he consider working here?


He shoved his hair back and wound his way
to his desk. The stack of message slips hadn't shrunk. He found a big clip and
gathered them into a neatly fastened pile which he slid into the drawer, where
he hoped they'd never be needed.


The chief's words ricocheted around his
brain. Keep the Pine Hills PD visible for the town council. He called
Kovak. "Morning, partner. Have a good weekend?"


"I did indeed. However, judging from
the emails and messages I found this morning, for someone who was supposed to
be taking the weekend off, you were busy. You should have called."


"No way. You're hell to be around
when Janie's mad. Besides, no need to get us both in hot water. Chief reamed me
a new one this morning for working on my day off even though I didn't report
the hours."


When Kovak didn't respond right away,
Randy waited. Kovak filled the silence. "So, they keeping you busy over
there? Got any leads?" His tone shifted from jovial to pure business and
Randy made a mental note of the way his partner had turned the conversation
away from the local red tape.


"You get the weekend reports?"
Randy asked. "Possible ID on our John Doe?"


"Hugh Garrigue, potter, Arcata,
California. Humboldt State. Yes."


"I've got the campus cops trying to
expedite matching his prints. You can try tracking down dentists in Arcata and
Eureka. The chief wants a Pine Hills presence in the murder investigation, but
Eldridge has me looking into the burglary angle as a possible connection, so we
can keep working together."


"Works for me. I'm going to try to
follow up with Sarah's customer list. See if anyone heard or saw anything
helpful. We've still got the key to identify, but that seems tied to the
murder, so I guess your end will be handling that. Did you get the update?"


The key. In the turmoil of the vandalism,
he'd forgotten. "What update?"


"Charlie called first thing this
morning. He thinks some hotels use those keys for safe deposit boxes, too."


"Great. Nothing like expanding the
search instead of narrowing it." He felt the beginnings of a tension
headache joining his heartburn. "All right, I'll start with the banks,
then move to hotels. I'll talk to Ken Hannibal, the county's lead on the case.
Maybe he has some ideas about division of labor. Meanwhile, Sarah's faxing me
her customer list. I'm going to cross reference them with customers of the
other places Garrigue sold his pottery. If any of them are Pine Hills locals, I'll
let you know."


"Works for me." There was
another period of silence. "Look, can we get together and hash this out?
Something's going on around here. The chief's been popping in, checking up,
looking like he's ready to spit nails. Lunch?"


Maybe by the end of the day, the chief
would have informed the force about the town council's rumors, if only to put
his own spin on them. Until then, he'd abide by the chief's request to keep
things quiet. He dug around in his briefcase for his Tums. "Let me get
back to you. Maybe a quick drink after work would be better. It'll be tough to spare
the time for a round trip in the middle of the day."


The silence on the line inched into an
uncomfortable length before Kovak replied. "Get back to me, then. I'll
have to see if I'm clear this evening." The line disconnected before Randy
could respond.


He popped two Tums. Might as well see
what he could find out about Hugh Garrigue. The potter's website provided a
picture of the man, but only a head shot. Right. The guy had his head shot, all
right.


He explored the site, comparing the
pottery to what he'd seen at Sarah's shop, finding a list of all the stores
where Garrigue's pottery had been exhibited or sold for the past five years. He
clicked the print icon and got an error message telling him he wasn't connected
to a printer. Something else he'd have to look into. Meanwhile, he flipped to a
clean sheet on his legal tablet.


He clicked through sites, taking notes,
trying to get an impression of who Hugh Garrigue was. Not a lot of biographical
information, but it looked like the man had quite a following for his wares,
down to a reservations list for pieces he hadn't even made yet. Randy made a
note to follow up with those, once he could reach someone at Garrigue's studio.
He hadn't made it past the answering machine yet. His stomach growled. Maybe he'd
grab some lunch.


He was debating vending machines versus a
local eatery when his cell rang. "Detweiler."


"Rachel Michaelis. Humboldt State
Campus Police."


Had she found something? "What can I
do for you?"


"It's more like what I can do for
you. We got the prints and compared them to ours."


"Already?" Randy looked at his
watch. It hadn't been two hours since he'd talked to her. "That was fast."


"High-profile case, folks take
interest. Besides, it was pretty obvious even to me that the prints didn't
match. I had it confirmed with our expert, but your dead guy isn't Hugh
Garrigue."


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah scanned the crowded café in
Cottonwood and found Janie Kovak at a small table toward the back. She smiled
and joined her. "Sorry I'm late. The insurance adjuster had a million
questions."


"No problem." Janie sipped her
iced tea. "I hope this isn't too out of your way."


Sarah shook her head as she draped her
purse over the back of the wooden chair. "The shop's closed and I was
going cross-eyed with the inventory spreadsheets. The drive over gave me some
mind-clearing time."


"I heard what happened. That's got
to suck big-time, especially after … your other problems."


"I'm all right—for now, anyway. I'm
afraid to think what my next insurance premium is going to be, if they'll even
renew my policy. Bob kept doing that horrible tsk tsk thing."


"Will the settlement cover the
losses?" Janie asked.


Sarah thought about her hours with the
spreadsheets. "Barely. It could have been worse. Most of the merchandise I
lost was mine to sell, not on consignment, so there are only a couple of
artists I'll have to pay in full. Not that there's going to be a lot left over
to build up an inventory."


"You'll bounce back." Janie
patted her arm. "You're a survivor."


Their waitress came by and took their
orders. Sarah waited until she'd gone, then leaned forward. "Okay, not to
change the subject—but to change the subject. How was your anniversary? Did the
dessert thing work?"


Janie flushed pink. "Oh, yeah. And
the kids were in Tillamook with relatives. Everyone had a great time."


"I'm so glad."


A flash of sympathy crossed Janie's face.
"I'm sorry. I shouldn't be so cheerful. Your weekend must have been rough."


Sarah pondered that one. "The
vandalism, yes. But I think my personal life might have turned a corner."


"Randy?"


"That's part of why I invited you to
lunch," Sarah confessed. "How do you deal with being married to a
cop? The hours, the interruptions—and you've got kids. And that doesn't begin
to address the danger factor. There are crazy people out there and when cops
hear gunfire, they run toward it. Aren't you scared all the time?"


Janie sipped her tea. "Not as much
as I used to be. When he first strapped on his gun, I admit it hit me hard. My
knees shook, literally, every time he left for work for the first six months.
But he knows his job, doesn't take unnecessary risks and there's not much
violent crime in Pine Hills. If we lived in New York City, or Chicago—I might
feel differently, but I know he's happy doing what he does and I couldn't make
him give it up. It's tough being married to a cop, but I think our marriage
would fall apart if I asked him to stop."


"I know the divorce rate is high."


"True. And we've had areas of
disagreement," Janie said. "But we were so young when we got married,
we practically grew up together. We didn't know anything different, so we took
whatever came at us."


"Does he talk about his job?"


"Not confidential stuff, but yes, we
share what we can." Janie looked at her as if she could read her thoughts.
Heck, she probably could. Sarah ducked her head and released the silverware
rolled up in her napkin, placing each utensil in its proper spot on the
tabletop.


"I've known Randy a long time,"
Janie said. "He builds walls. Peek and I have always talked. Or we'll go
camping in the mountains. I think having kids helped, too. A couple of toddlers
greet you at the door, smiling, laughing and grab you around the knees. 'Hi,
Daddy' kind of keeps things in perspective."


"You don't mind that he gets called
out in the middle of the night?"


She laughed. "Those are the good
call-outs. I can go back to sleep. The ones I hated were the Sunday afternoons
in the middle of a birthday party for one of the kids and I'd be stuck with a
houseful of four-year-olds. But as a detective, his hours are more regular."


Janie looked thoughtful. "He and
Randy have always been good about covering shifts. I'll admit, Randy's put in
more than his share of weekend duty so we could have family time." She
smiled. "Like tonight. Cammie's in the Youth Dance Club and they're
putting on a show at Saint Michael's. Peek's promised to be home in time."


Saint Michael's. That's right, it was
Monday. "Good grief, I almost forgot. I volunteered to help out. Thanks
for reminding me. Guess I'll see you there."


"I'll look for you. Cammie's a dragonfly.
The purple one."


"Can't wait."


The waitress returned with their
sandwiches and coffee for Sarah. They ate in silence for a few minutes. Sarah
wiped her mouth and set her napkin beside her plate. "Can I ask something
personal?"


Janie's eyebrows lifted. "You can
ask, yes. I can't promise I'll answer."


Sarah chose her words carefully. "Is
it hard to live on a cop's salary? I mean, my shop might not be in the black
for a while now and I wondered …"


Janie gave a wry laugh. "Well, if
you don't mind shopping at the discount stores or driving a twelve-year-old
car, it's not bad."


"Believe me, I'm an expert at
squeezing thirty cents out of a quarter."


"Why are you asking? Wait. Did Randy
ask—are you planning to—"


Sarah cut her off. "No, nothing like
that. Yet. But I've been thinking about it." She laughed. "Thinking's
probably not a good thing. It's just that life with Randy would be so
different. I don't want to rush into anything I might regret. Money shouldn't
matter. David and I started with nothing and I was right back there after he
died." She poured more coffee from the carafe on the table. "And, I'm
almost there again. That's probably why I'm thinking about it." She shook
her head as if Janie had already asked a question. "I'm not getting into a
relationship because money's tight. I can manage on my own."


Janie smiled. "I think you're
already in a relationship."


Sarah felt heat rise to her cheeks. "Well,
you know what I mean. Not one based on financial security. Must be a
combination of the vandalism added to the new no-overtime rule that triggered
all these thoughts."


Janie's face paled. "What … what
no-overtime rule? For cops? When?" The ice clinked in her glass as she
picked it up.


Had she mentioned something she wasn't
supposed to? Randy hadn't said it was confidential. "I'm sorry. I thought
you knew. Randy told me yesterday."


Janie set her glass down without
drinking. "We didn't talk much this weekend. But Peek was … really
attentive. He probably didn't want to spoil our anniversary celebration."
She wiped the condensation on the table with her napkin, then wadded it up into
a damp ball. "Maybe I take back everything I said before. A cop's salary
is lousy, but the overtime made it doable. You start taking it for granted. And
of course, the timing sucks."


Sarah hesitated, but Janie seemed to need
to talk. "Problems?"


"The usual. Car repairs. House needs
a new heating system. Cammie needs braces. And then—"


Sarah waited. Janie stared into space.
There was more, but Sarah couldn't bring herself to press. "Maybe the new
rule is temporary," she said.


"Maybe." Janie rubbed her
temples. "All sorts of things to think about. I guess I should get
started." She put her purse on the table and unzipped it. Her hands
trembled.


"I'll take care of the check,"
Sarah said. "I invited you, remember."


Janie gave a weak smile. "Thanks.
Next time will be on me." She plucked her cell phone from her purse and
pressed a button. Phone to her ear, she rushed out of the café.


 



Chapter Fourteen


 


Randy gripped the phone to keep from dropping
it. "You're positive?" Silence. "Sorry. Of course you are. I
didn't mean to imply you didn't know your job. But I was convinced Garrigue was
our vic."


"Sorry it didn't turn out the way
you expected. He's got a reputation as a temperamental artist, but he's
respected. Would be a shame if he was dead, especially like that."


"Of course. Occupational hazard. Too
much forest, not enough trees."


"If I see Garrigue, I'll let you
know," Rachel said.


"Thanks again. I'll see what the
county sheriffs have to say."


The Humboldt County Sheriff's Office
passed him from pillar to post, offering him many opportunities to leave voice
mails, but eventually he found a live deputy who took the time to search the
reports.


"Nothing on record. How long's he
been gone?"


Randy let his mind go back through time.
Sarah had tried to reach Garrigue on Thursday, he thought. "I don't know
exactly. An associate said he'd gone to visit family, but she didn't speak to
him directly."


"And why would you think he's not
where he said he'd be?"


"No reason anymore. But there was a
burglary in one of the shops where Garrigue's work was for sale and we're
trying to track him down to ask him a few questions."


"Without a missing persons report,
there's nothing we can do for you, Detective. Sorry. A burglary in Oregon isn't
exactly a biggie here."


"I understand." Which he did,
but he didn't have to like it. "Wait," he said to the deputy. "Do
you have a missing persons report with any relation to pottery or craft shops
or art galleries where they sell pottery? Anything. We've got a victim, male,
about six feet, two hundred pounds, with potter's clay under his nails. No
identifying marks, no hits on his prints. Shot. Blew his face off. I'm trying
to follow any leads while we're waiting to hear from CODIS, ViCAP and the rest
of the alphabet."


"I'll let you know."


Randy thanked him, hung up and unscrewed
the cap of his Tums bottle. Nothing like the helpless feeling of waiting on so
many agencies—busy agencies—to keep the acid flowing. He popped a couple in his
mouth and crunched as he opened the desk drawer and stared at the pile of
message slips. Not yet. Might as well see what he could do about the CSI
reports. He shoved the drawer closed and made another list. Time to visit
Lorinda.


He ripped the sheet from the tablet,
folded it and stuck it in his jacket pocket, then changed his mind, cramming it
into a back pocket of his trousers along with his Pine Hills badge case. He
loosened his tie and slipped it off, hung his sport coat on the back of his chair
and rolled up his shirtsleeves before heading for the lab. He stopped at a
vending machine and bought a pack of gum. Chewing two sticks, he sauntered to
the lab. A plump woman, in her twenties Randy estimated, sat at a desk.


"Like, hi," she said, flashing
a wide smile when he approached.


"Like, hi," he echoed, leaning
onto the counter. "Lorinda?" Up close, he added five years to her
age.


She nodded.


"I'm Randy. I'm new here. Just moved
from Portland."


"ID?"


He looked down at his shirt in mock
surprise. Patted his pockets. "Crap. I must have left it upstairs."
He gave her a pleading look. "If I go back up there empty-handed, I'm
toast."


She pursed her lips and narrowed her
eyes. "Don't forget it again."


"Thanks. The suits want some
reports." He pulled his list out of his pocket and made a show of reading
it. "John Doe on the city-county line. Wednesday night." He snapped
his gum. "Like, if I don't get them upstairs like yesterday, my ass is
fried, you know? Because they're sworn and I'm a civilian, they all think they
can give orders. No different from Portland. But after ten years, I know the
drill."


He offered her his pack of gum and she
took a stick, wiggling it in the air in front of him. "I hear you.
Everyone needs their stuff. No regard for the paperwork, but if something goes
missing, who gets the blame?" She unwrapped the gum and popped it into her
mouth. "Let me see what we have."


Randy waited while she studied her
computer, keeping a smile on his face.


"Got it," she said. "Okay,
that's Case 070824376. We've got shoe prints, tire tracks, autopsy, lots of
trace. Most of it went to the state for analysis."


"Any of it come back yet? Keep the
guys upstairs off my case?"


She looked some more. "Give me a
minute." She flashed a smile. "Shoe prints and tire tracks are
processed here. You can go back and talk to Dave or Cyndi if you want. Room
five. By the time you're done, I should have more for you."


"You might have saved my job,
Lorinda. Thanks." He glanced over his shoulder as he walked down the
hallway, giving her a thumbs up. She smiled again and went back to the
computer. Once her attention was occupied, he tore a scrap of paper from his
list and wrapped the gum in it, rolled down his shirtsleeves and adjusted his
collar. He clipped his badge case back on his belt and found a door numbered
five. He tapped gently, then walked in.


Two techs, one male, one female, both in
black cargo pants and gray uniform polo shirts, looked up from a central
counter.


"Randy Detweiler, Pine Hills Police,"
he said, gesturing to his badge. "Working on Wednesday night's John Doe.
Lieutenant Eldridge sent me down."


The woman, who Randy assumed was Cyndi,
sighed. "What do you need?"


"Anything," Randy said. "We
haven't got an ID, so any trace that could point us either to him or his killer
would be greatly appreciated. I worked the scene for a while and I know it was
a challenge."


"Ya' think? Over two hundred samples
collected. And that's one crime scene. It's not like your John Doe was the only
person involved in a crime last week."


Randy held his hands up in submission. "I
know, I know. Everyone's overworked."


"And underpaid," the man said. "But
we do what we can. I'm Dave. Don't mind Cyndi. She's a whiz at technology but
she's been stuck in the lab too long."


"Hey, I'm not looking for favors."
Randy grinned. "Okay, so maybe I am. But I've got people breathing down my
neck, too. All I know is the vic had some kind of clay under his nails. We're
guessing he has something to do with ceramics."


"Well, that narrows it down to about
half a kazillion possibilities." Cyndi had her back to him now, peering
into a microscope.


Dave touched his elbow. "Let me get
you what we have. Come into the office."


Randy followed him along the corridor to
a small workspace. Dave moved a pile of file folders and started digging
through them. "Cyndi's husband deployed overseas two weeks ago. She's
working too hard to compensate and she's a little on the cranky side, but her
work is exemplary. She likes to get everything together on a case before
turning the reports in." He stopped about halfway through the stack and
opened a green folder. "Here we are. Nothing terribly exciting or
conclusive. Clay under the fingernails is available in half the craft stores in
the country. Bloodwork's not back yet, other than he was O positive, which we
did here."


"The most common type."


"Yep. Oh, here's something you might
be able to use."


Randy leaned forward, his pulse kicking
up. "What?"


"Shoe print. It's a size ten,
nothing helpful like a boot or sneaker tread pattern, but there's a distinctive
mark—looks like there's a wiggly cut on the left heel. If you have a suspect,
this would put him at the scene." He handed the page to Randy.


Randy studied the print and tried to
ignore his disappointment. "Around here, someone not wearing
sneakers or boots is unusual. But we can't arrest someone for wearing dress
shoes. And there's the other picky detail. We have no suspects." He sifted
the facts through his brain. "Hell, for all we know, this could have been
the victim's shoe print. He was barefoot, but nobody found any prints from bare
feet."


Dave shrugged. "We don't catch 'em,
we just find clues for you. I stick things in machines."


"Anything at all to point us
somewhere? So we can start finding real people to compare all this evidence to?"


Dave leafed through the folder. He handed
Randy some more pages. "Here's a copy of the tox screen. Elevated alcohol
levels. Also looks like someone sedated your vic."


So he might have been drugged before he
was shot. That was something to add to the ViCAP search. "Can I have
these?" Randy asked.


Dave nodded. "Those are Homicide's
copies. Like I said, Cyndi likes to wait until she has everything and I should
have intervened and gotten these upstairs as they came in, but we've been
swamped."


"Understood. Ken Hannibal is lead on
the case, but he's been swamped, too." He waved the folder and stood. "I
appreciate this. I'll get it upstairs and see if I can make some pieces fit."


Head down, Randy breezed past Lorinda's
desk and went up to his own. He perused the reports, jotting notes, his
frustration rising. Finally, he called his chief.


"You have something for me?"
Laughlin asked. "Since we're back to square one with our vic."


"What I have is a problem. Look, I
understand the position you're in, but County's spread too thin and it's worse
at the state level. It could be weeks before all the reports are in and
meanwhile, there are gaps in what reports I have because some of it's here,
some's still in Pine Hills. I'd like to set up a meeting with Kovak, Connor and
the detective here, Ken Hannibal. Conference call would work, but a face to
face might be more productive."


Randy waited out the silence on the other
end of the line. 


"I'll talk to Eldridge," the chief
said.


So much for cutting red tape. "Right.
I take it there's no good news from the bean counters."


"Well, no news is supposed to be good
news, but it's still not looking promising."


"Chief, I can tell you firsthand,
there's not enough manpower here to cover what Pine Hills needs. They're
already further behind than we've ever been."


"My gut says the council will
counter that our contracting out to County will allow them to hire more
deputies."


"You know that's not going to
happen. They'd increase staff, but it wouldn't begin to cover what we need."
Randy's head throbbed in counterpoint to the acid churning in his gut.


"I'll see what I can do. You can
report what you've seen, but don't hold your breath."


From the tone of Laughlin's voice, Randy
suspected he'd already met with the council. And then it hit him. The chief
would be out of a job, too.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah lingered over coffee, contemplating
a plan of action before returning to her boutique. The front of the shop was
orderly, albeit a bit barren. Could she open tomorrow? Not likely. Bob from the
insurance company wasn't satisfied with her proof of what had been stolen and
wanted to go over her sales records for the past year. As if she'd try to sneak
an extra candlestick or picture frame into the claim. Still, he hadn't
threatened to cancel her policy, so she might as well jump through his hoops.
She paid the lunch bill and drove back to Pine Hills.


By four, after matching sales records to
spreadsheets to what had survived the fiasco, her brain was fried and her eyes
couldn't take any more. She might as well blow off the day—heck, the rest of
the week—and see if she could get some more consignment inventory.


Yeah, right. "Hi, it's Sarah. I was
robbed a few days ago and I wonder if you want to send some merchandise my way."
The reality of Saturday night settled in her gut like one of her Aunt Delia's
meatballs.


Shoving those thoughts aside, she locked
up and went home, thinking about her lunch with Janie. Maybe she should invite
the Kovaks over for dinner this weekend. Maybe something at Randy's house where
their kids could come too. Her apartment wasn't particularly child-friendly.
She'd have to ask him after he got back from work. Maybe he'd get home early
enough to join her at Saint Michael's.


And would he tell her what it was like
working out of the Sheriff's Office? Would he be an outsider over there? Low
man on the totem pole, not like his status in Pine Hills? Would he care? Would
he tell her if he did?


She had to stop thinking so much. At
least about the depressing stuff. The doorbell was a welcome interruption. Had
to be Maggie. Nobody else would drop by at a time Sarah would normally be at
work, and Maggie undoubtedly wanted the scoop on what had happened.


"Coming," she called and
hurried to open the door. Only when she saw the uniformed police officer
standing in front of her did she realize she hadn't checked the peephole.


"Officer Neville," she said.
She swallowed, trying to get some moisture into her suddenly dry mouth. "Is
something wrong?" Not her shop again. No.


He stood there, rotating his cap in his
hands. "Some routine questions, ma'am."


"I was told Detective Kovak was in
charge of the burglary," she said. "Did he send you?"


"He's got his hands full. This is
one small lead I'm trying to clean up for him. I need you to come with me."


"Where? Why?" Her heart
hammered in her chest. "Why can't you ask your questions here? I have to
be somewhere by seven."


"Needs to be official, ma'am. It
shouldn't take long. My car's out front."


"But—but where are we going?"


"To the station, ma'am. Like I said,
shouldn't take long."


"Why can't I meet you there?"
Her voice started to squeak and she struggled to control it. "I'm happy to
cooperate with the police, Officer Neville. Wouldn't it be easier if I took my
car? That way you wouldn't have to drive me back here."


"Against regulations, ma'am."
His tone was firm now. Definite cop.


Panic assailed her. "Am I under
arrest?"


Something more like a smirk than a smile
flitted across his lips. "No, not if you come with me."


She glanced at the time. A few minutes after
five. Too soon for Randy to be back. But maybe she could call him. She pasted a
smile on her face.


"All right, but I need to use the
bathroom before we go. And get a sweater."


He frowned.


"Do you honestly think I'm going to
run away?" she asked. She pointed toward the kitchen. "The only other
exit is through the back porch." She swung her hand toward the hall
doorway. "I'm going that way. I'll be back in two minutes."


He didn't try to stop her when she
pivoted toward the bedroom, but he did follow closely enough, leaning against
the hall archway wall, so she couldn't make a call from the phone in the
bedroom without him knowing. Her purse with her cell was on the kitchen
counter.


She lifted her eyebrows in his direction
and went into the bathroom, closing the door. Locking it. There were limits.


Even with the door closed, she felt his
eyes watching. Self-consciously, she turned on the water in the sink before she
could relax enough to pee. She finished, washed her hands and splashed cold
water on her face.


Okay, she could do this. Cooperate. Get
to the station, find Kovak. He'd know what was going on. He'd have been the one
at the door, or at least have phoned if there was a problem. Or Randy would
have called. She was blowing this whole thing out of proportion. Neville was
simply a creep. Doing his job, but a creep nevertheless. She dried off, then
unlocked the door and opened it. At least Neville wasn't in her bedroom. She
grabbed a sweater from the closet and dug up another smile. Neville was still
leaning against the wall, examining his fingernails.


She strode to the kitchen for her purse. "I'm
ready," she said. "Thanks for waiting."


He grunted and nodded her toward the
door. He followed her downstairs, just far enough behind her to make her
uncomfortable. Was he watching her rear end? She made certain it moved as
little as possible.


The black-and-white squad car parked in
front of the building seemed to scream its presence as if lit by a searchlight.
She kept her head down as Neville unlocked the back door. She almost protested
until she saw the clutter on the front passenger seat. Fast food wrappers,
coffee cups, bottles of water, some full, some empty. The car smelled like
French fries, which after thinking about it, she decided was better than some
of the alternatives that came to mind when she thought about who his normal
passengers were.


"Buckle up," he grunted, then
slammed the door.


Scrunched down in the seat, she didn't
pay attention to the drive. When they arrived, Neville parked behind the
Municipal Building. She scanned the lot for Randy's truck, but it wasn't there.


He escorted her through a side entrance,
down a corridor and into a tiny room with a square tabletop bolted to a wall
and two straight-back wooden chairs. The disinfectant didn't obliterate the
smells of urine, sweat and vomit.


"Have a seat," he said, pulling
out a chair as if they were sitting down to dinner in an elegant restaurant.


Almost afraid to come in contact with the
plastic chair seat, she gingerly lowered herself and clutched her purse in her
lap. No way was she going to touch that table.


"I'll be right back," he said.
He exited the room, closing the door behind him. She heard the snick of a lock.
The quiet hum of fluorescent lights. Waiting, wondering, she studied the room. Her
palms grew wet and blood pounded in her ears.


No windows, no mirror. Four walls painted
a pukey yellow-green. So nobody was watching. She lifted her eyes to the
ceiling in search of a hidden camera, but there was absolutely nothing but
acoustic tiles. That she could see, she reminded herself. She remembered a
security specialist who had tried to sell her a state of the art system and the
technology had been impressive. Too impressive for her meager budget,
unfortunately, or maybe they'd have caught whoever had robbed her by now. She
thought about calling Randy or Kovak, but was afraid someone was waiting for
her to do exactly that. She wiped her hands on her jeans, then sought her safe
zone, doing her breathing and visualization exercises. Or trying to, anyway.


Twenty minutes later, sweat dripped down
her neck. She'd hung her sweater over the back of the chair, planning to have
it dry-cleaned before she'd wear it again. Holding it in her lap added too much
heat.


Finally, the door opened and Neville came
back. Swiping his hand across his mouth, he plonked himself into the chair
opposite her. He leaned forward and she smelled coffee on his breath.


He was not going to intimidate
her. She lifted her chin. "All right, Officer. We're here. What do you
want to know?"


 



Chapter Fifteen


 


Randy opened the desk drawer, hoping by
some miracle that the phone slips had disappeared, or at least diminished in
number. No such luck. He grabbed the stacks, trying to decide which to tackle
first. Or maybe he'd alternate. But first, he'd check in with Kovak, fully
admitting he was procrastinating.


"Hey, big guy," Kovak said. "I
was about to leave. As long as they're watching my hours, I might as well take
advantage of family time. Cammie's got her kiddie dance group tonight. They're
doing a thing for the seniors at Saint Michael's. I think she's a butterfly."


Randy told him about the tox screen
results. "You get anything back from ViCAP?"


"You didn't get it? I faxed or
emailed everything I had related to the murder."


"No, but I haven't checked the fax
room recently. It's crazy in there. Next time, call and let me know so I can
stand there and grab them. What's your take?"


"There were a lot of
shooting-carvings. If you narrow them down to the same kind of head shot and
the same carving pattern, that should limit the field for starters."


"Well, let's hope our guy stuck to
his signature and didn't start variations on the theme." He leaned back in
his chair. The frame creaked ominously and he straightened. "Any leads on
Sarah's case?" Damn, he should call her. No way he was going to get back
in time for dinner.


"I've been beating the bushes for
witnesses."


"Anything hot?"


"The usual helpful citizens of Pine
Hills. Either saw nothing or saw strange people skulking. Everything from
arsonists to jewel thieves. Mrs. Rosenbaum swears it's terrorists. As always,
no two descriptions agree."


Randy fanned the corners of his message
slips. "Yeah, well multiply that by at least ten and that's what it's like
over here. I can send you the list of shops that sold the pottery before Sarah's.
I was going to search for commonalities when we thought our vic was Garrigue.
Guess it's more of a burglary lead now."


"I have a gut feeling these cases
are related, though." Kovak paused. "Hey, you think Garrigue might be
our murderer instead of the vic?"


"Whoa. That's a different approach.
Garrigue as a serial killer? Did you have the clay in your ViCAP request?"


"No, when I sent it in, we didn't
have the analysis. Does seem a stretch, but I could cross reference the pottery
shops with the ViCAP reports. See if Garrigue had his stuff for sale where any
of the other murders happened."


Randy pondered that. "Still a
stretch. No reason Garrigue has to go to the shops. According to Sarah, he
never came to Pine Hills. He shipped the stuff to her."


"If nothing else, maybe you can get
more cooperation, better service if you're looking for Garrigue as a murder
suspect instead of a missing person."


"I don't think anything will speed
up the labs. Meanwhile, I'll roll that idea around, see if it gets me anywhere.
Call if you have any other thoughts."


"I miss bouncing ideas off your
head, big guy. Even if it's up in the clouds."


Randy smiled. He missed the
brainstorming, too. "I tried to convince the chief we needed a
collaboration meeting, but he's sticking to the bureaucratic line. Gotta go
through channels."


"I'm not opposed to a few beers
after work."


"Which assumes my 'after work' is at
a decent hour. I have a feeling I'll be spending a good part of the night
talking to hookers, drunks and druggies."


"You picking up OT?"


"I have no clue how overtime works
here. County's supposed to be covering my salary while I'm working this case
with them. Nobody ever seems to go home."


"Maybe we could change assignments,"
Kovak said with a terse laugh.


"Trust me, you'll be better off
watching your kid be a butterfly."


A heavy silence. "You're right. And
speaking of which, I'd better run." He hung up.


Randy revisited Kovak's pregnant pause.
Something was bothering his partner. Once he had some breathing time, they'd
definitely have to talk. Kovak had seen him through his meltdown when Sarah had
been kidnapped, and they'd been partners longer than a lot of cop marriages.
Kovak and Janie breaking up? Seemed impossible. He considered what had triggered
Kovak's change in attitude. No overtime. Must be money, he surmised. Didn't
take much to slide a tight budget downhill. Gram's death had given him her
house, free and clear. Being single, he had few expenses. He'd rather have Gram
back, though.


Crap, he was way in left field.
Procrastinating was one thing, but this melancholy was pointless. He shifted
mental gears and searched his email for Kovak's messages. Damn, he needed a
printer hookup. He called Tech Support, then went on the prowl for the faxes.


The fax machine had been busy. He fished
through the overflowing output tray, the wire basket and papers on the floor,
searching for the Pine Hills Police's header on the pages. According to a cover
sheet, there should have been fifteen. He counted twelve, looked through the
stack again but couldn't find the missing three. He squared off the remaining
faxes and placed them in the basket. On his way back to his desk, he called
Kovak. Traffic noises in the background told him his partner was in the car.


"I'm missing three pages of faxes.
It'd probably take a miracle for whoever picked them up to either find me or
put them back in the fax room. Are your originals in the office?"


"Yeah, on my desk. You want me to
fax them again? I could go back."


"Don't bother. I'll stop in on my
way home and make copies. Say hi to Janie and the kids."


"You sure? I'm early."


"Not if it's going to cause a
problem with Janie. I've got plenty to do."


An unsettling sensation fluttered through
his belly. Going home to a wife and kids. He'd never given it much thought. He
sat down, swiveled his chair so it faced away from the corridor and dialed
Sarah's shop number. When he got the machine, he tried her at home with the
same result. He glanced at his watch. She was probably in transit. Her cell
kicked over into voice mail and the fluttering turned to concern.


He admonished himself for being too much
the cop. Assuming the worst. She could be driving, or in the bathroom, or she
forgot to charge her battery, or her phone was off. He left a message
apologizing for having to work late again. "Call me. Anytime."


He stared at his workspace. Instead of
his small, but comfortable office, he had a cubicle. The sterility taunted him.
He felt like an outsider, like someone marking time. An intruder. Lazy,
it shouted.


No, I'm not.


This assignment was genuine and he knew
his job. The surroundings should not make a difference in the way he did
it.


He opened his briefcase and transferred
papers and files. An exploratory trip through the desk drawers gave him
notepads, markers and push pins. Somewhere, he assumed, the detectives had a
workroom or an office with whiteboards, but for now, he was content to lose
himself in the case alone.


He got out his legal tablets and made
lists. Highlighted. Prioritized. Made charts. He started pinning notes and
diagrams to his fabric-covered walls, along with a timeline. He studied the lab
reports, but they wouldn't be useful unless they had a suspect to match them to.
They went into a file folder on the corner of his desk. Then, with a sigh, he
reached for a message slip. Away from the familiarity of the Pine Hills
citizenry, he had no way to prioritize the calls. Starting at the top seemed to
be the best approach. He picked up the phone and hoped for the best.


He'd eliminated the first five when his
cell rang. Thoughts of Sarah added to the pleasure of the interruption. A
glance at the unfamiliar number on the display dashed those feelings. "Detweiler."


"Randy? It's Maggie Cooper. I just
saw a policeman take Sarah away in a police car."


 


* * * * *


 


Neville's attempts at a friendly smile
did nothing to reassure Sarah. He cleared his throat. "Understand you've
had a lot of problems with your little gift shop."


Her stomach twisted. "Until the
other night, they were in the past. Do you think this burglary has anything to
do with what happened before?"


"I wouldn't know, ma'am. I'm not a
detective."


The sneering emphasis he placed on detective
let her know exactly who he was talking about. "Then what are we doing
here?" she asked.


"Doing my job, ma'am. We're a small
town, our duties overlap from time to time." His lips tilted upward. "I'm
helping out. I don't want to bother the detectives if it's not related to your
burglary."


More likely so you'll get the credit for
discovering an important clue if it is.


"You said you're missing some pots
from that fancy artist, right?" he continued.


Wondering if Neville could read her face
as well as Randy, she nodded warily. "Yes. There weren't any fragments of
his pottery. Someone stole them."


He reached into his shirt pocket for a
notebook. He uncapped a pen. "So you say. Why would they do that? And
break the other stuff. Why not take everything? Or break everything?"


She fixed her gaze on his eyes. They
flitted to his notebook and lingered there before meeting hers again. "Isn't
that the police's job, Officer Neville? I've already told this to Detective
Kovak and Detective Detweiler." This was getting too creepy. She should
have risked calling one of them.


"Please answer the question ma'am. Sometimes
repeating information jogs the memory. What was so special about that pottery?"


She forced herself to clear her mind. No
anger. Calm. Cooperative. "I don't know. It's high quality. One of a kind.
Hard to get while he's running an exclusive. People collect his pots. Maybe you
should check eBay."


He waggled his pen between his thumb and
forefinger but didn't make any notes. "That might be a good idea. You do a
lot of eBay shopping?"


"You actually think I took my own
merchandise and am selling it on eBay? That's ridiculous."


He leaned forward and the coffee on his
breath had gone sour. She stiffened, but refused to draw away as he spoke. "I
didn't say that, ma'am. But you could collect the insurance from the burglary
and sell the stuff again. Seems like a sweet scam."


Fury flooded her and she knew she must be
crimson. Would he think she was lying? She inhaled slowly, counted to ten and
exhaled even more slowly. "I don't like what you're implying, Officer."


"I'm not implying anything ma'am.
Just tossing ideas out there. Like, why did you go to your shop late at night?
And what did you and Detective Detweiler do after I left? Seems the two of you
would have had plenty of time to make those fancy pots disappear. Can't be bad
having a police detective for a boyfriend, if you know what I mean."


"Are you calling Randy—Detective
Detweiler—a thief? That's even more ridiculous than selling my pottery on eBay."


"Don't know, ma'am. It seems he hung
around an awful long time after I left. Plenty of time to pack up and hide
those pots."


She twisted the strap on her purse until
she thought she might break it. "How would you know? Were you watching
us?" She couldn't stop the shudder of revulsion.


Before Officer Neville could respond, the
door flew open. Sarah turned to see Randy commandeering the room.


"Don't say another word, Sarah."


"But I'm—"


"Not a word. I mean it." His
lips were a flat, white line.


She swallowed her indignation at the way
he spoke to her. A few minutes ago, she'd wanted him to be here. Now that he was,
why did she wish he wasn't? She'd been handling things in an adult and calm
manner. She didn't need a white knight.


Randy leaned on the table, dwarfing
Officer Neville. Randy's hands were clenched into fists and Sarah was afraid he
was going to punch the officer.


She reached for him, but withdrew her
hands before she made contact. "Randy, it's—"


He glared at her, his eyes cold and dark
in his anger-flushed face. "Later." He addressed Officer Neville. "Did
you Mirandize her?"


"Hey, chill, Detective." Officer
Neville's words dripped with scorn. "She's not under arrest. I just wanted
to ask her some questions."


"Did you tell her she was free to
go, or that she didn't have to answer your questions?" He looked at her. "Did
he?"


She shook her head. "He …" Her
voice quavered. Hating the show of fear, she swallowed. Regrouped. "He
told me I had to come down here with him."


"That's not how it works, Neville
and you know it. What the hell are you trying to pull?"


"You shouldn't even be here, Detective.
There's something fishy going on and you've got no business working a case when
your girlfriend is involved."


"Fishy? What's he talking about?"
Sarah asked. Incredulity replaced any fear and her voice was steady.


Randy chest expanded, then contracted, as
if he'd sucked in half the air in the room before exhaling. "I have no
idea. And for your information, Officer Neville, I'm not on this case.
It's Kovak's. However, that has absolutely no bearing on the fact that you're
crossing lines you have no business crossing. You think something's fishy, you
go to Kovak."


"Yeah, tell me the two of you aren't
like this." Officer Neville sneered and crossed his first two fingers into
an X.


"Then go to your commanding officer.
Or hell, take it to Laughlin. But you never—I repeat—never violate
a person's rights. Do I make myself clear?"


"Crystal."


"Good. Now get out of here before I
do something I might not regret."


Sarah clutched the strap of her purse,
trying not to stare as Officer Neville drew himself to his full height and
marched out of the room.


Randy paced the small room, clawing his
fingers through his hair. After five circuits, he crouched beside her chair,
his eyes level with hers. The anger was gone from his gaze, replaced by warm
pools with hazel flecks like autumn sunlight on a mountain pond. Worry suffused
his face. "Are you all right?" The huskiness in his voice dissolved
any remaining shreds of irritation into nothingness.


"I'm fine. You didn't have to come
thundering in here like a bellowing Neanderthal, you know."


"Neanderthal?" His lips
twitched. "Neanderthals were short. And I most certainly don't
bellow."


She dovetailed her fingers with his. "Can
we get out of here and talk about this? Or do you have to get to work?"


"Right now, I think you are
my work." He lifted her sweater from the back of the chair and held it
open for her. She draped it over her shoulders.


"How did you know I was here?"


"Maggie called. Said some cop had
come for you. She described Neville to a T and I—"


"Got on your charger and rode to
rescue the damsel in distress."


"I thought I was a Neanderthal."


"So sue me. I mix metaphors when I'm
stressed."


He winged his eyebrows. "Oh, so you
admit to being stressed."


"Look at this place." She
turned and swooped an arc with her arm. "It's enough to stress anyone,
innocent or guilty."


"Which is what it's designed for, so
good to know we got it right." He spun her around so she faced him and
rested his hands on her shoulders. "May I hug you, my independent Sarah
Tucker?"


"I think I could use that, yes."
She melted into him, let his heartbeat resonate through her. Slowly, like
summer waves on the beach, each one coming a little farther ashore, her
thoughts grew clearer. He'd come because he was worried about her. Not because
he didn't think she could handle herself. Not because he wanted to be in
charge. Because he wanted to help. Helping wasn't bad.


"Is there a hidden camera in here?"
she whispered. "Or a microphone?"


"No. We use the
hand-held-by-a-real-human varieties when we need to tape someone."


"Then will you kiss me? At least if
I'm going to have dreams about this room, there will be something good in them."
She tilted her head upward.


His hands swept from her shoulders to her
buttocks, cupped them and he lifted her to his waist. She wrapped her legs
around him, her sweater falling to the floor. Up close, Randy's scent masked
all others. His shampoo, his spicy aftershave. A faint trace of sweat. For a
fleeting instant, she wondered if he smelled the fear-induced sweat on her.
Then his lips pressed hers, his tongue tracing the seam of her lips. His arms
cradled her against him. She reached behind his head, threading her fingers
through his tousled hair, tipping her head so their mouths joined.


Gently, he nibbled her lower lip. She
parted her lips, ran her tongue along his teeth. He tasted like spearmint. With
the quiet buzz of the lights and the soft sounds of gentle kisses in her ears,
she deepened the kiss. Plunging, seeking, demanding. Erasing all memories of
Officer Neville. Obliterating doubts. When they were together, she felt whole.
For now, that was enough.


He returned her kisses, his tongue
delving for her soul. Quiet moans dominated her hearing. Hers, his, or both? It
didn't matter. She gripped his head tighter, drew him closer. His hands, big
and strong shifted her so she felt his arousal. She tightened her legs around
him, wriggled so her breasts rubbed his chest, flooding her core with desire.


He staggered backward, knocking over the
chair with a resounding thud. His grip on her loosened and she broke the kiss.
It took a moment to catch her breath. She ran her fingers along the back of his
ear, enjoying the velvety smooth feeling. "I think that should do it,"
she said, still breathing hard.


"Do what?"


"Change my associations with this
room."


"Right. That's what we were doing.
Yeah." He grinned. "Kind of a reconditioning."


"Pavlov would be proud."


"Woof," he said. "Can we
have dinner now?"


"Sounds good to me." She bent
to pick up her sweater and purse.


"I'll carry that," he said,
reaching for her sweater.


"It's not a problem."


"Not for you, maybe. But I've got
one and there's no way I'm walking out of here carrying your purse."


 



Chapter Sixteen


 


Randy swung his truck into the parking
lot behind Saint Michael's. Taking Sarah's hand as they walked around the
building to the main entrance, she gave him a gentle squeeze. She hadn't had to
do much arm-twisting to get him here, especially when she'd told him Kovak
would be here, too. Randy had faced his demons and nursing homes no longer
covered him in a blanket of memories of his grandmother or guilt that she might
be alive if he'd made it home sooner after her stroke. But he knew Sarah
worried. And that filled him with a warm glow. He squeezed back.


"I wish you'd let me go home and
change," she said. "I feel so … dirty … after being in that room with
that … creep. And everyone's dressed up."


"Only the residents," he said. "You're
fine."


"Sarah!" He looked across the
room at the sound of Maggie's worry-filled voice. He spied her crimson curls
bobbing among the people gathered in the reception area. She bustled over and
gripped Sarah's hands. "I didn't know you were coming."


"I promised to help out and I'm
here," Sarah said. "I suppose I should find out what they want me to
do."


"Child, how are you?" Maggie
said. "I was so worried."


"Fine, Maggie. No harm, no foul and
my white knight flew to my side after you called him."


Maggie tilted her head back and tossed
him an embarrassed glance before looking back at Sarah. "They didn't
arrest you or anything, did they?"


"No. And Randy explained to me"—she
shot him a withering glare—"in great detail, exactly what the cops can and
can't do and I've taken an oath not to utter another word to a cop without a
lawyer at my side for the rest of my life."


"With one exception, I hope,"
Randy said. There was a conspicuous pause and she looked at him, her expression
impossibly blank. She was kidding, wasn't she?


"All right, you two," Maggie
said. "I promised to help escort some of the residents to the rec center.
Have fun." She bustled away, her orange and pink caftan swirling around
her legs.


"And I should go see if I can find
Kovak," Randy said. "Maybe he can break away after the show."


"You might want to rethink that,"
Sarah said. "Cammie will be so excited after the show. Those are special
times a dad needs to share." Her eyes sparkled.


"You're speaking from experience,
aren't you?" He caressed her cheek.


"Those occasions were few and far
between with my dad. But when they happened, yes, they're memories I cherish.
They overshadow a lot of the not-so-nice ones."


He thought of building memories with a
child. A chill swept over him. Did men have biological clocks? If they did, was
his ticking? It didn't matter. This was not a time to be going there.


"Sarah!" Randy heard the
high-pitched voice, but couldn't find a body to connect it with. He scanned the
crowded lobby and watched bodies shift, creating a path that closed in again as
a petite woman wound her way toward them. Gray-haired, wearing a
red-and-white-striped apron over a pair of blue slacks and a white blouse, she
barely hit five feet. She wore an ID badge pinned to the apron, but he couldn't
read it from where he stood.


"That's my cue," Sarah said. "Save
me a seat." She turned and waved.


The woman joined them, breathing hard as
if she'd run an obstacle course. "Sorry I'm late," Sarah said. "Put
me to work."


Randy felt the woman's eyes slide from
his toes to his head and back again. Her smile widened and she and Sarah
exchanged one of those female looks he never understood.


"You're in the staff lounge,"
the woman said. "It's the girls' dressing room tonight."


He let his gaze linger on Sarah as she
walked away. Damn, he liked the view as much retreating as approaching. Things
stirred below his belt and he dragged his thoughts back to murderers and
burglars.


The rec room buzzed as people found
seats, greeted loved ones and tried to keep the youngsters from racing around
in the paths of elderly residents with walkers and wheelchairs. Any semblance
of orderly rows was lost as families shifted seats, making room for residents
with special needs. Wheelchairs sat amid the folding metal chairs, walkers
rested in front of and behind their users.


Randy spotted Kovak and Janie and wound
his way to their row. Janie's smile was guarded when she saw him.


"Don't worry," he said. "I'm
here for the show. But I'd like to borrow your husband for a few minutes. I
promise he'll be in his seat before they start."


Her brown eyes squinted enough to tell
him he was toast otherwise. Kovak kissed her forehead and ruffled Morgan's
hair. Blond, like his father's, but longer. Curly, too, although he'd never
seen Kovak with anything but a close-cropped cut, so who knew if the curls were
hereditary. Janie's deep auburn hair hung in loose waves. Why was he thinking
this now? He'd seen them countless times. Was he wondering what a child he and
Sarah created might look like? Once again, he buried the thoughts.


They made their way upstream against the
flow and exited the building. In the relative privacy of the parking lot, they
leaned on Kovak's SUV, where Randy related what Neville had done. The nearest
light was three cars away, but there was enough glow to read his partner's face
as it changed from curious to incredulous to furious.


"You're kidding. I mean, the guy's
an asshole, but what the hell did he think he was doing?"


"I don't know and since I'm not
around the station, I can't pick up the scuttlebutt."


"I'll definitely dig around. But you
didn't drag me out here to tell me that." He pressed a button at his
wrist, illuminating his watch. "You've got ten minutes, max, before Janie
has my head."


Randy took a breath and plunged in. "Tell
me what's wrong."


Kovak shoved his hands in his pockets and
studied the ground. "That obvious?"


"Only to me. Money?"


Kovak nodded. "Partly. We've always
hugged the line between being in the black and the red, but it's Janie's mom."
He scratched his head. "She's got a rare form of cancer. The treatments
weren't doing anything and she decided to go with an alternative, thinking it
would be covered by Medicare the way the other treatment had. But it wasn't.
Her folks are in debt over their eyeballs, losing their house, and there's not
much we can do to bail them out financially."


Kovak rubbed the back of his neck. "Moving
in with us—well, I love them, but—let's say I'm hoping to find an alternative.
Hell, the remodeling we'd have to do to take them in would put us in debt until
the devil wears a snowsuit."


"What about a place like this one?
Assisted living?"


"You think these places are cheap? Not
the good ones and Janie's parents are dead set against it for now. They keep
insisting everything will turn out all right and they're happy where they are."


"How's she doing, health-wise, after
the treatments?"


He snorted. "Ironic isn't it?
Apparently, the treatments did some good, because now they're saying she's got
a few years left, but there's no money. Janie's looking for work, but with the
kids and school—by the time we factor in all the extra expenses, most of
whatever she'd bring in would be eaten up. Losing my overtime's like taking a
pay cut."


Randy thought of what might happen to
Kovak's job beyond losing overtime pay. To all their jobs. His stomach burned.
Even if he hadn't promised to keep what Laughlin had told him confidential, he
couldn't have told Kovak. Not now. "Man, I'm sorry. If there's anything
you need …"


"We're still working things out,"
Kovak said. "Meanwhile, I have a daughter to watch."


"Wait a second," Randy said. "What
if I ask the chief to consider changing our shifts to four tens? Same forty
hours a week, but you'd get three days off to freelance. That's how the county
does it."


Kovak looked thoughtful. "Hell, we're
already working ten-hour days half the time. Janie might have to rearrange
scheduling, but three days off … yeah, I think that might solve a few problems.
Create a few new ones, of course, but that's life. Thanks, big guy."


"No promises. I'll propose it. Or
you can, for that matter."


They walked back to the rec room in
silence. "I'll sit in back," Randy said. "Don't need to block
everyone's view." He clapped Kovak on the shoulder. "Enjoy the family
moments. We'll find a way."


Randy settled into a too-small metal
folding chair against the far wall of the room, behind several rows of
wheelchairs filled with the elderly. Glad to see they were well-groomed and
apparently well cared for, he still felt sorry that they were here alone while
many of their fellow residents were interspersed with the rest of the crowd.
Then, one by one, a line of youngsters—none out of the middle school years, he
estimated—came up to a chair, smiled at its occupant and wheeled it into the
general seating area. The pride on the faces of the children and the beaming
faces on the elderly made his eyes burn.


He stood and approached a silver-haired woman,
her nails manicured an iridescent pink, her lips painted a deep red. "Hello,"
he said. "I'm Randy Detweiler. May I join you?"


She stared up at him with pale blue eyes.
Lines creased her face like wrinkled tissue paper. "My, but you are a tall
one, aren't you?"


"Only standing up." He dragged
his chair closer to hers and sat.


"You have any smokes?" she
asked, winking at him.


"Sorry. Do they let you smoke here?"


She huffed. "No. I smoked for over
seventy years and I didn't die. Then they stick me in here and say smoking will
kill me. Like at ninety-three I'm not going to drop dead soon enough anyway."


"Ninety-three? I would never have
guessed you're a day over eighty."


She reached over and slapped his thigh. "You're
a real charmer. You want to blow this joint and go have some real fun?"


Randy's jaw hurt from trying not to
laugh. "Sorry, ma'am, but I'm spoken for."


She cocked her head. "Can't handle
two women, hey?"


He patted the hand she hadn't moved from
his leg. "I'm thirty-five and I think you might be too much for me."


She cackled. He swiveled around looking
for Sarah, but she hadn't come into the room yet. He sighed. The woman's hand
crept up his thigh. Gently, he placed it in her lap.


"Can't blame a gal for trying,"
she whispered loud enough to be heard three rows away.


Sarah appeared beside him. "We have
a problem. Can you help?"


He jerked to his feet immediately
thinking of his off-duty weapon in his ankle holster. "What happened?"


She tugged his arm and pulled him out of
the room.


"Bye, my treetop lover!" echoed
after him.


"I see you've met Mrs. Simonson,"
Sarah said.


"You mean she's like that with all
the men? And here I thought I was special."


They were in the doorway now and she
stopped.


"Okay, what's the emergency?"
he asked.


"The dance group left their CDs at
the studio and it will take an hour to get them. There's a piano. Will you
play?"


"What? You want me to accompany a
bunch of kids dancing?"


"Please. They've worked so hard and
they'll be heartbroken if they don't get to dance. You must know the music—you
know everything. Please."


As if he could refuse those blue eyes. "Crap.
You know how long it's been since I've played in public?"


"Like anyone here's going to notice?
Most of the residents can barely hear and the parents will be watching their
kids, not listening."


"Do they have sheet music?"


"Um … no. They've rehearsed with
CDs. But it's classical piano and show tunes. The instructors know the pieces."


By now, he could sense the restlessness
in the rec room behind him. He sighed.


"All right." She was going to
owe him. Big-time. The look on her face said she knew it.


She hurried away. Soon afterward someone
announced the show would be starting shortly. A harried woman in black yoga
pants and a form-fitting red top rushed up to him with a sheet of paper. "Thank
you, thank you, Mr. Detweiler. You're a lifesaver. These are the pieces."
She thrust the sheet in his hands. He scanned the list. Nothing he didn't
recognize.


"You want me to do this? Not having
heard your CDs, I'm not going to be able to match the arrangements your kids
are used to hearing."


"They'll cope." She smiled. "Most
of the young ones don't even hear the music and the older ones are good enough
to adjust. I'll cue you for tempo."


Her eyes, while not as blue as Sarah's,
also couldn't be denied.


"Where's the piano?"


"They're bringing it in now."


Within minutes, he found himself seated
at an old baby grand. He ran through a few arpeggios, pleasantly surprised at
the tone. He looked to the dance director who gave him a nod. While "Flight
of the Bumblebee" wasn't his preferred piece to lead off with, he set his
fingers to the keys and began. From his vantage point on the floor facing the
raised platform that served as the stage, he watched a swarm of tiny dancers
dressed in black and yellow costumes flutter and flit across the floor.


An hour later, with the grand finale of
all the dancers doing a high-kick routine to "Chorus Line", he stood,
grinning and embarrassed as all the dancers applauded him. The director
insisted he come on stage. He trotted up the steps at the side of the platform.


"Ladies and gentlemen," the
director said. "The man who made tonight possible. Randy Detweiler. Let's
show him our appreciation." As one, the dancers bowed and curtsied, and a
little bumblebee gave him a plastic-wrapped bouquet of roses. He took her tiny
hand in his, bent low and kissed her fingertips. She giggled, flitting on
tiptoe back to her spot in line.


"That's my treetop lover,"
resounded from the back of the room.


He stood there, face burning, as the room
exploded in laughter. From the doorway, Sarah waved at him. He tipped the
flowers in her direction. She shook her head and waved at him again. Motioned
him toward her. Although he couldn't see her face, he caught the urgency.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah chewed her lip, pacing until the
crowd cleared and Randy started down the aisle.


It was probably nothing, she told
herself. But Randy should see what she'd found. He finally made it, after being
stopped and thanked by almost every person in the room. She looked more closely
at his smile, his flushed face. He was enjoying himself. She'd been amazed at
how quickly he adapted to the dancers, how he could adjust his playing to match
what they were doing. They probably looked better than if they'd had their
canned music.


Her chest swelled. She was proud of him.
She considered the feeling, savoring it, then he finally reached her side. "Here,"
he said, handing her the roses. He kissed her forehead. "What did you want
to tell me?"


"First, that you were fantastic. Second,
keep your hands off Mrs. Simonson. And third, come with me."


She took his hand and led him through the
thinning crowd, passing the reception counter and heading toward a sign marked "Restrooms".
She walked past it, then pushed open a set of glass-paned double doors halfway
down the corridor.


The room had reverted from dressing room
to staff lounge, although ribbons and glitter festooned the floor. The aroma of
coffee replaced the earlier scents of hairspray and makeup. She bent to
retrieve a sparkling tiara and set it on the round dining table in the middle
of the room.


"While I was in here, some of the
staff came in for coffee," she said. "They were using these."
She opened the drawer where she'd stashed the mugs behind some disposable
plates and tableware. Garrigue mugs. She handed one to him. He held in his
fingertips, by the edge of the base.


"If you're looking for fingerprints,
they washed them and dried them before putting them away," she said. "The
prints on there will be mine."


"One of your missing mugs?"
Randy asked.


"I can't be positive without
reviewing my inventory. But look at it. Do you notice anything?"


He turned it in his hands. Ran his
fingers along the handle, the rim and finally along the edge of the squat
pedestal bottom. Would he notice? He stopped, looked at it more closely.


"Feels like it's been repaired. Like
the base broke off and someone glued it back on. Otherwise, looks like an
ordinary coffee mug to me. Did I miss something?"


She shook her head. "No, that's
exactly what I think."


"Well, it broke and someone fixed
it. What's the deal?"


She pulled the other matching mug from
the shelf. "This has been repaired in exactly the same way. That seems too
much of a coincidence. You're always telling me you don't trust coincidences."


His brows drew together. "Maybe
these were—I don't know—like seconds. The stuff you see at outlet malls. Maybe
Garrigue sells his rejects."


"No way. The man's doing exclusives.
He wouldn't allow an inferior piece out of his studio." She hesitated. Her
ideas were totally off-the-wall. But maybe Randy could take them down, look at
them and see them with his detective eyes. "What if by mistake, he shipped
rejects. His assistant might have mixed up boxes or something, since he's away.
Maybe someone came in to get them back."


Spoken out loud, the words sounded
ludicrous. Not the way things had seemed when she thought maybe she could solve
Randy's case, or at least help him and they'd be working together.
Collaborating. Partners, of a sort. Which is why she'd decided to show him the
mugs here rather than try to sneak them out. Besides, she couldn't sneak
anything past him.


"Wait." She took the mug from
Randy's hands and set it on the table. "That was too stupid for words.
Even if he took his pots back, or sent someone to do it, why would they have
smashed all that other stuff? Wouldn't they have tried to replace the bad stuff
with good ones? But how would they know which ones? He'd have had to get all my
records, copy them and track down every sale trying to figure out who bought
his pottery. I had all the specific sales data with me.


"I told you it was a stupid idea."
She was talking to the coffee mugs, not wanting to see Randy laughing at her,
but she braved a peek in his direction. He looked … thoughtful. Like he was actually
considering her crazy idea.


"Did you ask where they came from?"
he said. "Who they belonged to?"


"I didn't want to say much. This
place is a gossip's paradise. People know you're a cop. If I was asking
questions, they might make a connection and I thought we should keep a low
profile. You know, so the bad guys didn't find out someone was on to them and—"
she searched for a term she'd heard Randy use—"rabbit. That is, assuming
there's any connection to these mugs and my shop." She took a breath. He must
think she was an idiot. "That sounds lame, doesn't it?"


He laughed, but the underlying warmth was
clear. He wasn't laughing at her. "Not at all. It sounds like you're
thinking like a cop. Not trusting anyone. Keeping things close to your chest."


The comparison didn't sit well. Wasn't
that what was bothering her about Randy in the first place? But she couldn't
deny the upwelling of pride.


He went on. "You haven't seen them
before tonight?"


She rolled that around in her mind. "No.
I've been in here a number of times. I'd recognize a Garrigue in a heartbeat. I'd
remember. I bet it's been here less than two weeks."


"Which could be before you got your
pottery."


"True, but until I check my records,
there's no way to tell."


"Would your records be accurate enough?
Don't a lot of pieces look alike?"


She nodded. "Unfortunately, yes. He
doesn't number them or anything. But if I sold a pair of mugs to someone
Saturday, I'd have a record and you could ask them, right? And it's possible if
I compared these to my inventory photos, I might be able to make out a slight
difference."


"I trust your eye. But I think the
most efficient approach would be to ask around here. Subtly, of course."
He grinned. "We don't want anyone to rabbit."


She accepted his teasing.


He picked up a mug, then set it down. He
cradled her face and, for that instant, his face was as transparent as hers had
ever been. His eyes shone with love. "But first I need to tell you I had a
good time tonight. It's been a long time since I've connected to a bigger
picture than my work." His voice was husky. She knew her eyes reflected
the same emotions.


He kissed her. Slow, gentle and
compassionate. Everything in his eyes was transmitted through the kiss. She
accepted it, returned it, then pulled away. "I had a good time, too. You
should let the non-cop side come out more often."


The non-cop side. She realized she'd
hardly ever seen it, other than their private moments, but those were primarily
sexual. Seeing him interact with the kids … Unconsciously, she rubbed her
belly. She and David had reached the, "it's time for a family" point
in their lives right before he was killed. Did her confusion about Randy stem
from that ticking clock inside her? The fear that with him, she might not have
a family? Or if they did have children, he wouldn't be around to be a father?


There she went, filling her mind with
unanswerable questions. She cleared them from her mind, although she knew they
were still in there, swarming around like the dancing bumblebees from tonight's
recital.


Randy gripped her hands, still gazing
into her eyes. Abruptly, he dropped them and straightened. His eyes were cop's
eyes again. She sensed the door opening behind her. Composing herself, she
turned to find a woman in a brightly patterned smock giving them a raised
eyebrow once-over.


"Hi," Sarah said, grabbing the
tiara from the table, twirling it in her fingers. "I was helping out with
the recital earlier. Looks like someone forgot this."


The woman seemed more interested in
Randy.


She gave Sarah a brusque nod, but gave
Randy a friendly smile. A very friendly smile, complete with the
hair-fluffing bit. "You played the piano tonight. You're quite good."


"Thanks." He gave a
noncommittal shrug.


Sarah grabbed the mugs and carried them
to the coffee maker. "We were going to have a quick cup of coffee before
we hit the road." She shot the woman a piercing "hands off my man"
look and filled both mugs. "Did you want some?" she said over her
shoulder. "There might be enough for a third cup."


The woman glanced at them before
returning her gaze to Randy. Her tongue flitted across her lips. Randy came
over and took one of the filled mugs, brought it to his mouth.


The woman's features regrouped into a
professional expression. "No, thanks." She went to the small fridge
and grabbed a soda. "I guess I'll be going."


Once the woman had gone, Randy gave her a
questioning look. "Since when do you drink real coffee? Or is this decaf?"


Sarah took his mug and dumped its
contents, along with hers, down the sink. "She's not a regular here. That
smock says she's from the nursing temp agency. I doubt she pays any attention
to the coffee mugs in the cabinet, but I didn't want her to get a good look at
these."


"And that would be because?"


"Because we're going to borrow them.
I'm going to take a closer look."


She ignored his raised eyebrows and
rummaged under the sink for a trash bag. She wrapped the mugs in paper towels
and put them in the bag. "I intend to bring them back. Is there a problem?
Do you have to arrest me if I walk out of here with them?"


"Walk out of here with what?"
he said, his eyes twinkling.


 



Chapter Seventeen


 


Randy eyed the plastic bag Sarah held on
her lap. She seemed to think there was something to learn from the mugs, and
maybe there was. Part of his mind dealt with the spin he'd have to put on
taking the mugs if they turned out to be evidence. Another part simply enjoyed
sitting in his truck with Sarah. A mantle of magic surrounded the night and he'd
do whatever he could to keep it alive awhile longer.


Sarah ran her fingers over the bag, as if
to reassure herself the contents hadn't vanished. The mugs took on a presence
of their own, as if there were two more bodies in here with them. He shifted in
his seat. There was that other annoying entity making itself known every time
he glanced at Sarah and saw the way her eyes gleamed with pleasure.


He'd enjoyed watching her mind work in
its convoluted way. Like when he and Kovak tossed ideas around. Brainstorming
meant nothing was too stupid to consider, especially when dealing with the
intelligence level of most of the people they arrested. Criminals, for the most
part, were stupid, so stupid ideas were often the ones that solved
cases. He caught himself before he said anything. Shit, if he used the word
stupid, he'd embarrass her. Or piss her off. Neither option was one he wanted
to deal with.


When they got to her shop, she swiveled
in her seat. "You can wait here if you want. I'll only be a few minutes."


Like hell. "I'll come with you."


He left the bag on the front seat, locked
the cab and followed her to the back door. Inside, she paused. Her breath
hitched.


"I forgot," she said.


"Forgot what? Do we need to go back
to Saint Michael's?"


She shook her head. "No. I forgot
how … different everything looks in here. So empty." He put his hand on
her shoulder. She shrugged it off. "Doesn't matter. I'll have to get used
to it until things pick up."


He waited, wandering through the
half-empty shelves while she went into her office. She'd done a good job of
displaying her stock. Someone who'd never been here before wouldn't know
anything was amiss. Sarah's artistic touch was evident. The merchandise was
arranged to showcase the pieces. Customers would assume there were lots more
tucked away in a stockroom.


He roamed to the counter, flipped through
the guest book. It went back through the years when she and her husband worked
here together. Names and comments freezing snapshots in time. Some scribbled,
some neatly printed. Some with mailing addresses, some with email, some merely
a city or state. He never paid much heed to where people were from unless he
had a reason to stop them for something. But how many total strangers came
through Pine Hills, never leaving more of a trace than a name in a guest book?
Was one of these names someone he should be hunting down?


"Ready," Sarah said.


She smiled and he was ready to take her,
right now, right here on the carpet of her gift shop. Marking his territory?
God, you'd think he was seventeen. He took the pile of file folders from Sarah,
adding the guest book to the top.


"You want to do this all tonight?"
he asked. "It's been a long day."


"I won't sleep until I check it out,"
she said. "You can drop me off. I don't think there's much you can do. My
notes and codes won't make any sense to you."


Like hell, he thought again. "I'm a
quick study," he said and walked her out to the truck.


In her apartment, she went straight to
her computer and turned it on, then unwrapped the mugs.


"Hot chocolate?" he asked even
as he filled her kettle for her nightly ritual drink. Someday she'd stop using
the instant packets. "We could drink it out of the Garrigue mugs."


She looked up, her eyes registering a
flash of shock until she realized he was teasing. "You know your way
around a spreadsheet?" she asked.


"Well enough, if you tell me what I'm
looking for."


He leaned over her shoulder as she opened
a file. The peach aroma from her hair was faint, masked by all the other scents
she'd picked up over the course of the day, but he thought even a single
molecule would register with him.


After she explained her data system, he
started sorting and searching. She disappeared through the kitchen to her back
porch and came back with a small red tool kit. He'd sorted the columns, first
by customers and then by her merchandise codes when he glanced up to see her
holding a hammer and putty knife to one of the mugs.


"Whoa," he said, jumping up and
grasping her wrist. "What are you doing?"


"I want to check this repair job."


"Hang on. We should photograph them
first, for reference. Let me get my camera."


Downstairs, he retrieved his evidence kit
from his truck. And his overnight tote. Slinging the canvas strap over his
shoulder was enough trigger a southward turn of his blood supply. From the
corner of his eye, he caught a flicker of movement from above. He shifted his
attention and saw the curtains pull back from the second floor apartment.
Maggie's apartment. He smiled to himself, then raised his fingers in a quick
salute. The curtain opened wider and she waved. The curtain dropped back into place
and he trotted up the stairs.


Sarah sat at the computer chair he'd
vacated, staring at the screen, a cup of hot chocolate by her side. A second
sat on the kitchen counter and he picked it up. The aroma of hot chocolate used
to recall winter evenings with Gram, but now it ranked right up there with
peaches as a reminder of Sarah.


"Find anything?" he asked,
joining her.


"Not much yet," she said. "We
were so busy, I didn't keep my usual records. I found a couple of sales of more
than one mug, but it's slow going."


"Maybe you need a break." He
kissed the back of her neck.


Her head dropped, giving him more room to
work. His lips migrated around to her earlobe, not missing any real estate
along the way.


"Stop," she whispered even as
she tilted her head giving him greater access to the place above her collarbone
she loved to be kissed.


He didn't. Couldn't. She had to feel the
magic of the night as much as he did. He set his mug next to hers and let his
hands stray to her breast. Gently touching. Asking. Not demanding. Okay, maybe
with a little praying that she'd postpone her pottery quest for half an hour or
so. "I need a shower," she whispered. "I feel like there's a
coating of that interrogation room all over me."


He didn't try to argue. If she felt
unclean, she wasn't going to enjoy herself and she was damn well going to enjoy
herself.


"I'll scrub your back," he
said.


"No." She twisted around in her
chair and snaked an arm around his neck. "I'd rather be alone."


"Being Sarah." Proving to
herself she didn't need his help to rid her of the stench of Neville. He kissed
her forehead. "I'll be waiting."


"Being Randy?" She stood and gripped
his hands.


"Not for long, I hope." He
stared at the spreadsheet after she left, looking at colored highlights Sarah
had added. Enough. He minimized the screen and finished his now lukewarm
chocolate. When he heard the shower running, he went into the bedroom.


Sarah had left the lamp on his side of
the bed on, adjusted to the lowest setting of the three-way bulb. He folded the
floral spread and placed it on the wooden rack at the other side of the room.
After stripping off his shirt and tie, he sat at the edge of the bed and
removed his shoes and socks. He eased out of his slacks and briefs and turned off
the light before crawling under the covers.


He lay on his back, hands folded behind
his head and stared into the darkness at the ceiling, his arousal growing as he
imagined Sarah standing under the shower spray, her hands massaging peach-scented
lather through her hair, the suds swirling in circles down the drain as she
rinsed. He envisioned her soaping her body, starting with her neck, then her
shoulders, arms and breasts. She'd move her hands in lazy circles down her
belly, her soapy fingers gliding over her slick skin. She'd balance one leg on
the inner edge of the tub as she worked her way down from thigh to calf to
ankle, then repeat it with the other. The sheet tented above his erection as he
thought of her hands floating down to wash her round buttocks, her curl-covered
mons.


The water stopped. He heard the shower
curtain slide along the metal pole. He pictured her stepping over the tub,
water dripping over her sleek legs. Her hand would reach for the towels. A
small one first, which she'd wrap around her hair and then the larger one to
wrap around herself.


The patterns had become familiar, yet
they filled him with anticipation. So much the same, yet every single time with
her was new. His chest ached. God, he loved her. What would it take for them to
make it work?


The bathroom door opened. Peach-scented
steam floated into the room. She lingered in the doorway. In the glow from the
light, she was more beautiful than in his imagination. He smiled and pulled
back the covers on her side of the bed. "Come to me, Sarah."


She rubbed her head and tossed the turban
away. She ruffled her fingers through her hair, then reached for her chest
where she'd tucked the bath towel together. She gave a quick tug and it slid to
the floor in a heap. One hand reached out and turned off the bathroom light.


She seemed to float across the floor,
comfortable in her nakedness. She slipped under the covers, still damp from her
shower, smelling like soap and peaches, curling into the crook of his arm. They
lay that way, sharing the warmth of their bodies. For a moment, he wondered if
she'd want him to shower too, but then her fingers roamed his chest, toying
with the hair, teasing his nipples and moving lower until she grasped his cock.


He moaned with pleasure as they began
their familiar journey through the layers of ancient delights. Together they
explored, enticed, entwined. Time ceased. Only sensation remained. Crisp
sheets. Lavender soap and peach shampoo. The smoothness of newly shaved legs.
Her wet, tight heat around him. The short, rapid pants of their breathing. The
creak of the headboard. And then nothing. Only ecstasy.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah rubbed her eyes. Sunlight streamed
in through the window. Morning. She lay there a minute with vague recollections
of Randy's goodbye in the pre-dawn hour. She'd meant to get up when he did—heck
she'd never meant to fall asleep, but their lovemaking had left her boneless
and her body had insisted on a total battery recharge. She flung her legs over
the edge of the bed and circled her neck, getting the kinks out.


Working her arms into her robe, she
padded to the kitchen and turned the burner on under the kettle. Her file
folders lay neatly stacked next to her computer and the two mugs were—gone? She
saw the note on the fridge. Randy had taken them. Wanted to shoot them under
lab conditions.


Lab conditions? What the— She knew how to
take a picture. She should never have given in to him last night.


Who was she kidding? She'd given in to
herself, not him. She'd wanted it and she'd enjoyed it. In spades.


She turned on her computer and popped a
bagel into the toaster before reaching for the phone. Randy answered on the
third ring. "Detweiler."


Brusque. Professional. "You're busy."


"Yes, ma'am. What can I do for you?"


"You can give me those mugs back,
for one." And make love to me again so the world disappears, for
another.


She heard papers rustle and his pen click
three times. A wisp of guilt swirled through her. She was interrupting a
meeting for all she knew.


"Is six o'clock all right?" he
said.


"I'll look forward to it." She
hung up. Okay, she had the rest of the day to go through her spreadsheets and
photos.


But the puzzle of the mugs wouldn't let
her concentrate. On a whim, she called the Pine Hills Police station. If Randy
wanted lab conditions, they'd be at the lab, right? She asked for Mike Connor.


"Sorry to bother you," she said
when he came on the line, "but did Randy drop off a couple of pottery mugs
this morning? He wanted them photographed."


"Hey, Sarah, I was going to call
you. The note said you needed them for insurance. I've been busy, but I can do
them now if you're in a hurry. I'm about to grab some lunch."


She hesitated. Insurance? Was Randy
sneaking around some rules? "That would be great. If it's not too much
trouble, that is. As a matter of fact, I'm about ready for lunch myself. I
could bring you a sandwich."


She waited, hoping she hadn't said the
wrong thing. Was she bribing a police officer? Then again, Mike Connor wasn't a
sworn police officer the way Randy was. He was in charge of the lab.


"No need. I've got my lunch. But if
you want to come down, that's fine. I'll be around."


She thanked him and threw on a pair of
slacks and a sweater. She grabbed her purse and trotted down the back stairs to
her car. At the station, she signed in at the front desk.


"Randy's not here," the clerk
said. "But you probably know that."


"I've got an appointment with Mike
Connor," she said and hurried down the hall before she and her transparent
face could get bogged down in small talk.


The lab door was open, as usual. She
tapped on the jamb and peeked inside. Rock music from a portable CD player
filled the room. "Mike? It's Sarah."


"Come on in." He sat behind his
desk at the far end of the room. A half-eaten sandwich lay on top of a brown
paper bag next to a huge dill pickle and a can of cola. She stepped inside, the
garlic and vinegar aroma getting stronger as she approached. He wiped his mouth
and stood.


"Don't let me interrupt you,"
she said. "As a matter of fact, I could probably shoot the pictures
myself. Save you some trouble."


He smiled. "No trouble. But I can
show you how we photograph evidence. Probably a little different from art
photography."


"Most of the photography I do is for
store inventory," she said. "But I'd love to see what goes on in
here."


She followed him to the back counter,
where there was what looked like a large three-sided box, painted a neutral
gray. No top or front. He pointed out a measuring tape on the floor of the box
and the other one along the back. The camera was set into a small tripod. After
turning down the music, he switched on a light clamped to a shelf above the
box, illuminating the interior.


"First, we confirm we can see both
sets of measurements, for scale. Then verify any identifying characteristics
are visible." He positioned the mug in the center of the box, turning it
so the pattern faced the front.


"I usually use my camera's flash and
a ruler," she said. "This looks impressive."


"Nothing like a defense lawyer
trying to prove your picture merely bears a resemblance to a piece of evidence.
The more we can pin down the details, the more likely it will stand up in
court. Normally, we'd have an entire series of photos, starting with evidence
the way we find it and then every time we move something, we photograph it
again. If this was evidence, it would have arrived in a sealed bag. We'd have
shot the bag, then opening the bag, the mug inside the bag, then next to the
bag and then in the box and so on."


"Sounds tedious," Sarah said. "I
snap one or two shots and that's it."


"Insurance adjusters aren't as picky
as defense attorneys."


"I don't know. They hate paying
claims." She watched as he set the camera in front of the box, peered into
the viewfinder and snapped the shutter. He checked the image, nodded and
switched mugs.


"That was painless," he said. "How
do you want the images?"


"If you can do a printout now, that
would be fantastic. Otherwise, email is fine."


"It's no big deal. I owe Randy a few
favors. This is nothing."


He unscrewed the camera from the tripod,
connected the cables to the computer and clicked some keys. In no time, she
heard a printer whirr. Mike went to a back room and returned with two sheets of
paper. "Here you go. Anything else?"


She'd debated that one all the way over
and she still hadn't decided. "I guess not. May I take the mugs?"


"Fine by me. It's not like we have
to maintain the chain of custody on these."


Yet. Randy had explained enough about that one. How evidence
had to be sealed and signed for every step of the way. She glanced around the
lab with bags and envelopes, all sealed with red tape. What if these mugs
turned out to be related to the robbery? Wouldn't it be better to look foolish
now if they weren't than to create legal problems down the road?


"I'll be right back," she said.
"Keep an eye on them, okay?"


He grinned. "Part of my job."


She left the lab and went straight to the
office Randy shared with Kovak. The door was closed. She took a deep breath and
knocked.


"Come." Kovak's voice sounded from
inside. She opened the door. Kovak paced behind his desk, anchored by the cord
of the phone. "We'll talk tonight. I'll be home for dinner." A pause.
"Right. Soccer practice. Okay, should I grab a pizza?" Another pause.
He flashed her a tense smile and tilted his head toward the chair. "Spaghetti's
fine. I'll pick up Morgan and we'll see you at six-thirty." He hung up the
phone and ran his palm over his close-cropped hair. "Sorry to make you
wait."


"I'm the one who's imposing. Sorry
to interrupt."


He sank into his chair. Dark circles
under his eyes. Tension creases in his brow. "What can I do for you?"


She automatically reached for her purse
strap, then realized she'd left it in the lab. Forcing her hands to be still,
she met Kovak's curious gaze. "Did you talk to Randy today?" she
asked.


"No, not yet. I've been trying to track
down possible witnesses to your burglary. He's got his hands full with the
murder case."


She nodded. "I know. Have you found
anything?"


"Nothing that's panned out yet. Any
of these look familiar?"


He flipped a stack of grainy, distorted
photos across the desk. Each had a number on the back. "What are these?"
she asked as she browsed through them.


"Pictures from the ATM at the bank
near your shop. People we haven't identified. I'm going to take them to all the
other merchants in the vicinity and see if anyone recognizes them. If they
remember anything that can help."


She brightened. "That's good, right?"
She studied his weary expression. "You don't look like this is a good
thing."


He gave a short laugh. "People see
what they want to see. I predict half the merchants will swear that someone in
this stack was acting suspicious and was up to no good. Trouble is, no two
people will pick out the same picture."


She studied the pictures again and pulled
three out. "These were in my shop on Saturday."


He smiled. "Thank you."


"But I can't tell you who they were,
not unless I know what they bought."


"Ah, but I can get the ATM records."
He jotted something in his notebook. "I'll be in touch." He seemed
energized now. What was Randy always saying? Ninety-five percent of police work
was eliminating useless data. No wonder Kovak looked happy to have found
something that might be in the remaining five percent.


"Can I ask you something?" she
said.


"Of course. I'm sorry. You didn't
come in here to look at these pictures. I hadn't called you about them yet.
What was it you wanted?"


She blurted out the story about
discovering the coffee mugs, the repair job and Randy's insisting they be
photographed properly, everything they'd done. Well, except for the sex part. "I
was going to check the mugs, but I realized it might be better to do it with
someone official watching. For that chain of custody thing."


She watched his face, trying to see if he
thought she was being silly. He seemed earnest. "Okay," he said. "What
do you want me to do?"


"Watch, mostly. If you think we need
all those evidence pictures Mike Connor was telling me about, then he can take
them. But right now, I'm totally curious about the repair job."


"Let's do it." He pushed away
from the desk and was holding the door for her almost before she could stand.


Mike looked up from a microscope and
scratched the stubble on his jaw. "Need something?"


She stared at Kovak, waiting for him to
answer. She'd taken the step to push this into police business and it was up to
him now.


"Grab a video camera, would you?"
Kovak said to Mike. He turned his attention to her. "What do you want to
do?"


She picked up a mug and pointed to the
seam where the squat pedestal joined the mug. "This is the glue joint."


"It's not where they glued the base
to the cup?"


She shook her head. "That's not how
you make a piece like this and definitely not a Garrigue piece."


"You think it's a forgery?"


"No." She ran her fingers down
the glazed surface of the mug. "I could tell. His glazes, his patterns are
distinctive. Nobody else knows his formula."


"We could test it," Mike said. "Do
a chemical analysis."


"If you want," she said. "But
I don't have any Garrigues left to compare it to. However, I'd bet my
reputation that this is a genuine Garrigue."


"We can deal with that later,"
Kovak said. "Keep going."


"Okay," Sarah said. "To
make one of these, you'd throw the mug on a wheel and make the whole cup at
once, except for the handle, which you'd make separately and attach later.
There's no point to making the pedestals separate from the mug. It would be
tricky to get it to fit right for the firing."


"So, these broke and someone glued
them together," Kovak said.


"That's what Randy thought, too. But
I doubt it. Think about it. If you broke a piece of pottery, what are the odds
it would break evenly?" She gestured to the other mug. "Twice."


"She's right," Mike said.


I want to see the actual break." She
looked at both men. "I was going to chisel it apart at the glue line. Any
suggestions?"


"A vertical cross section would help
too," Mike said.


"You're right," Sarah said. "I
should have thought of that." But then, she hadn't been thinking last
night. "What kind of a blade do you use to get a clean cut?"


"Abrasive cutter," Mike said. "However,
we don't have one."


"What about Lester's Rock Shop? He'll
have a rock cutter," Kovak said.


"Should work," Mike said. "Let's
go."


 



Chapter Eighteen


 


Randy sat at his desk, contemplating the
notes he'd pinned to the walls of his cubicle. He'd spent the morning
interviewing people who'd called in about the identity of his body if their
description held the remotest possibility of being their victim. He looked at
the dwindling stack of pink message slips with mixed emotions. One the one
hand, he was almost finished and could check the item off his list. On the
other, he had few possible leads.


He rifled the last stack. The night
people. He'd abandoned that chore when Maggie had called last night. He sighed.
Tonight, then, on the one-in-ten-million chance someone actually knew something
useful.


"Hey, Detweiler."


Randy glanced up at a weary-looking
Hannibal peering over the top of the cubicle. Rumpled shirt, loosened tie and a
stubble-covered jaw.


"Hannibal," Randy said, nodding
in acknowledgment.


"Got anything on our victim?"


"Eliminating leads is going well,"
he said. "At this rate, I'll be right where we started in a day or two.
Maybe sooner."


Hannibal guffawed. "I've never heard
'I've got zip' put quite like that. I like your positive attitude."


"It's about all I've got."


Hannibal stepped into the cubicle and
perused Randy's pinned-up notes. "How about our killer? ViCAP give you any
leads?"


Randy tapped the file folder where he'd
placed Kovak's faxes. "Too many, but I'm narrowing them down. I'm going to
share the information with Charlotte Russell. Maybe she can add something new.
So far, I've got possible connections to five murders."


Hannibal's eyes widened. "Around
here?"


Randy snorted. "Yeah, right. Make it
easy. The closest was in Kansas. One in DC, one in Florida, Chicago, some
one-horse town in Louisiana. I called the local law enforcement offices to
compare notes. I also added the pottery connection to see if that opens
anything new."


"Good work," Hannibal said. "You
get any lab results?"


Randy recapped what Dave had given him. "If
we have a suspect, we have exemplars for comparison, but nothing that gives us
much about who he is. I'm going to work on the vehicles reported at the scene next.
I've got the tire tracks. Maybe we'll get lucky and find something unique."


"Long shot."


"True." Randy pointed at
another file folder. "Missing persons reports are still our best bet. The
victim's blood has been sent to the National Missing Persons Database."


"Matching mitochondrial DNA to
family members. Longer shot."


"And it could take forever,"
Randy added.


Hannibal rubbed his eyes. "Yep. I
was hoping the bridgework would be a clincher, but nothing there either."


"We're at about a week from the
estimated time of death. Why no report that he's missing?"


Hannibal lowered a hip to Randy's desk. "How
far out have you gone?"


"I put out the request nationwide."


"Yeah, but that assumes there are
people who have time to compare what you sent to their records. How far have
you actually made personal contact?"


Randy detected a hint of skepticism in
Hannibal's tone. He looked through his notes. "Washington, Oregon, Idaho,
California, New Mexico, Colorado, Arizona, Utah—"


"Okay, okay. I get it. You've been
busy."


Damn right. He felt the burden of the
entire Pine Hills Police Department on his shoulders. He picked up a legal
tablet, flipped to a blank page and clicked his pen. "Back to our missing
person hypothesis. Why wouldn't there be a report?" He wrote "Report
filed, haven't found it" next to the numeral one. He wrote a two, then
looked at Hannibal. "He's supposed to be away?"


"Right," Hannibal said. "On
vacation, a business trip. Camping. Someplace where not checking in wouldn't
send up red flags. What else?"


Randy slid into brainstorm mode, feeling
more like part of a team. "No family? Homeless? Nobody to miss him?"


Hannibal nodded. "Another
possibility. Or maybe nobody gave a damn. Some people are just plain nasty."


"And sometimes I think we meet them
all."


"Too true." Hannibal gazed into
the distance. "Reminds me of a case in Florida. Took fifteen years to solve
that one."


Intrigued, Randy put down his pen. "Go
on."


"Wife killed her husband, shoved him
in the freezer for six months, then buried him under the garage. Her kids were
in on it. Guy was a scum and nobody reported him missing. Fifteen years later,
the kids killed the mother, but this time they got caught. Cops found out about
the missing father and dug him up."


Randy looked at the sea of notes pinned
to his walls. "I hope I don't have to spend fifteen years on this one. How'd
they break the case?"


"Apparently the mother told the kids
she was going to talk. They killed her, but someone did report the mother
missing. Detectives followed a money trail."


"Sounds like a real loving family,"
Randy said.


"Wonder what Christmas was like at
their place." Hannibal's cell phone rang. He pulled it from his belt,
checked the display and swore under his breath. "Gotta go. Keep it up."


Randy watched Hannibal trudge away, then
returned to his lists, letting his mind glide back into brainstorm mode. There
was a question he'd been meaning to look into, but it eluded him. He'd long
since learned that chasing after things that niggled at his brain merely sent
them deeper into hiding. He spent the next hours reviewing reports, making more
notes, adding notations to existing notes, pinning more bits to his wall,
moving them around and wondering when the missing piece would show up.


He returned from a fruitless trip to the
fax room as his desk phone rang. "Detweiler."


"Eldridge. My office. Now."


Eldridge's tone was far too reminiscent
of the chief's. Randy grabbed a couple of Tums to chew on the way.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah followed Kovak and Mike Conner into
the lab. Mike snapped still pictures of the interior of the mugs, one neatly
sliced in two by Lester's cutter. Sarah asked if they could try to pry the base
from the mug on the second one, without sawing it. A few deft taps of a hammer
and chisel had popped it right off.


"All right, Sarah," Kovak said.
"Tell us what we're looking at."


"I can touch them, right?"
Kovak and Mike took charge and she hung in the background, letting them do
their thing, almost like she wasn't there. Lester had barely acknowledged her
presence, either. If there was a cop around, everything else faded away. Maybe
it was a cop gene.


"Help yourself," Kovak said,
apparently content to let her lead for the time being.


She picked up each piece, confused at
what she saw. "It doesn't make sense," she said.


"What doesn't make sense?" Mike
asked.


"This," she said. She pointed
at the base end of one of the complete halves. "These were obviously made
in two pieces, then fitted together after the first firing. The repair makes it
hard to be certain, but I guess the parts were attached somehow, then glazed
and refired, but why?"


"That's not normal, I take it,"
Kovak said.


"Not at all. Makes the job much
harder. The join would be under the glaze, so it wouldn't be obvious at a
casual glance. Heck, probably not even if you were looking for it. If they hadn't
broken, I don't think I'd ever have noticed. But it explains the even break."


She ran her finger along the inner
contours where the pedestal joined the mug. "But this is weird."


"What?" Both men spoke in
unison.


"Give me a minute. I'm trying to
figure out how he made the mugs. He'd have thrown the whole thing. Then cut the
pedestal off with a clay cutter. It's either nylon or wire with wooden handles
at both ends." She raised her gaze to the men who were listening intently.
"Like the things in the movies they use to strangle people."


"Not just the movies," Kovak
muttered under his breath.


Right. Kovak probably saw a fair share of
death. She suppressed a shudder, then went on. "So, here, it seems they
cut the mug from the pedestal as well. But the base would be a solid piece of
clay. Now, if the clay's too thick, firing is tricky, so the potter will hollow
out the bottom of a base. But this is strange." She pointed at an
indentation at the top of the pedestal. "They hollowed out the top, too.
It still seems like it would make it harder to fit the two pieces together."


"Could it have something to do with
weight?" Kovak asked.


"Your guess is as good as mine,"
Sarah said. "I still wonder why he went to all that trouble. He's a superb
potter and knows what he's doing, but it's a lot of extra work and he would
have had to throw away a lot of bad ones. If the pieces don't dry exactly the
same size, it'd be almost impossible to join them so it wasn't obvious."


She held up the pedestals, examining the
edges where they'd been attached. "I'm willing to bet these were cut apart
after the mug was finished. Then glued together with household glue.
That would never hold up in firing."


"Maybe these are older pieces,"
Mike suggested. "Experiments?"


"Speculation is getting us nowhere."
Kovak picked up a mug half and tossed it in his hand. "I think I need to
find out how these mugs got to Saint Michael's. Find the owner and ask. Maybe
there's a simple explanation."


Sarah felt her face heat. "You don't
have to mention that I kind of walked off with them, do you? I can give you
replacements, but they won't be Garrigues."


Kovak's mouth twitched in an obvious
attempt to hold back a smile. "Works for me. I'll tell her one of the
workers broke them last night and wanted to replace them."


"I'll go get some," Sarah said.


"My treat," Kovak said. "I
could use a change of scenery. I'll pick up two mugs at Thriftway on my way
over." He turned to Mike. "You have a printout of the originals so I
can show them around?"


"I have them," Sarah said. "But
I'd like copies so I can try to match this mug to my inventory. Can I take the
mugs, too?"


"How about we keep one, you take
one?" Kovak said.


"Thank you." Sarah wrapped one
and put it in a plastic bag. She noticed Kovak putting the other into a bag and
sealing it with evidence tape.


"Do you think this is a real clue?"
she asked.


"No idea. But better to have it here
safe and toss it if we don't need it than need it and not be able to use it,"
Kovak said.


Randy always said most of his job was
paperwork. She was beginning to understand.


With Kovak off to Saint Michael's, Mike Connor
doing whatever he did, and the mug parts in a bag, Sarah went to her shop.


By four, she'd divided her customers into
three lists. Locals, out-of-areas who had provided contact information, and
what she called drop-ins. Some had left names in her guestbook, so she put a
star by those names. Others were simply names on receipts. Sometimes the items
they bought triggered a picture in her head, but even though it had only been a
few days, far too many names didn't hook up with faces. Nothing connected with
the photos Kovak had showed her. She picked up the phone and called Jennifer.


"Can't today," Jennifer said. "But
I don't have any classes after two tomorrow. How about then?"


"I'll be here, even though we're
closed. Use the back entrance."


She hung up and stretched, trying to ease
the tension in her neck and shoulders. Definitely, a hot bubble bath was on her
agenda. A gnawing in her stomach reminded her she'd had a late breakfast but no
lunch. She'd call it a day, go home and have an early dinner. Soak in a bubble
bath. She smiled. Randy had a huge tub. Maybe she'd take her bath over there
and surprise him. She could stop for groceries and make the steak dinner he'd
wanted to have the other night.


She put away her paperwork and
contemplated the mugs. Air pockets caused clay to explode in the kiln. Yet
these obviously hadn't. Maybe he'd fired them all separately and glued them
together afterward, although for the life of her, she couldn't come up with a
reason.


Someone knocked at the back door. She checked
her watch. A UPS delivery? She remembered an outstanding order for some
Halloween craft items. Spirits lifting at the thought of more merchandise to
display, she set the mug pieces on the counter and hurried to the door.


Two uniformed deputy sheriffs stood
there, polite smiles on their faces. "Sarah Tucker?"


"Yes?"


"Sorry to bother you, ma'am. Routine
check. We need to verify your business license, clear up a few things. Shouldn't
take long."


"Everything's in order," she
said. "I've paid all my fees." Had she? She must have. She always
did. They were due in June and if she'd missed it, someone would have notified
her.


"Part of the licensing agreement, ma'am.
You know that."


She couldn't recall anyone ever showing
up to inspect the store. But David had always handled that side of the business
and she might have simply ignored it. "I guess it's all right. What do you
need?"


"A look at your business license.
You have it displayed, as required by law, correct?"


She breathed a quick sigh of relief. "Of
course. It's right over here." She led them to the counter. "There it
is." She pointed to the framed certificate on the wall. One of the
deputies reached into his pocket for a piece of paper and unfolded it. He
fingered one of the mug halves.


"Interesting. New art form?" He
smiled.


"No," she said. "An
experiment, I guess you'd call it."


The deputy motioned to his partner, who
examined the pieces. They exchanged a hooded glance. Something about it made
sweat prickle at the base of her spine.


"Mrs. Tucker, we're going to need
you to come with us."


 



Chapter Nineteen


 


"You're what?" Randy bolted
upright. "On what grounds?"


"Sit," Eldridge said, as if
Randy were a recalcitrant puppy.


Glaring, Randy lowered himself into the
chair. He sucked in a breath from somewhere around his knees to regain his
composure. Hell, he didn't work for Eldridge. What was going on? He waited. So
did Eldridge. Deferring to the man's rank, Randy broke the silence.


"With all due respect, sir, I'm not
sure this is a legitimate course of action."


"Tell me about That Special
Something," Eldridge said. "You know the owner."


Apprehension washed over him. He kept his
face neutral. "Sarah Tucker. Yes, I know her. It's no secret."


"You got a thing going with her,
right?"


Randy bit back a caustic retort. Slowly,
it dawned on him that Eldridge was interrogating him, playing bad cop. "We're
involved, yes," he said.


"You don't want to see her get hurt,
do you?"


Memories of her kidnapping flooded him.
He gripped the arms of the chair. "What do you mean? Has something
happened to her?"


"Relax, Detweiler. It's not what you're
thinking. But I need to know about your interest in her boutique."


Survival instinct and his training took
over. "Are you questioning me about a case, sir? As a suspect? Should I
call a representative? Because I'm not going to answer any more questions
unless I know what it's about."


Eldridge raised his hand. "Let's
walk."


Clamping his jaw shut, Randy accompanied
Eldridge to the side stairwell. The man's cowboy boots clattered on the metal
stairs as they descended. At the base of the stairs, Eldridge pushed the steel
exit door open and wended his way through the parking lot to a blue Subaru. The
car gave a beep as Eldridge clicked the remote. "Let's roll."


Ten minutes later, they were parked at a
sandwich stop. Having given up on getting anything more from the lieutenant
until he was ready to talk, Randy followed the man inside. He perused the menu
above the counter and ordered an Italian combo and a soda. When he reached for
his wallet, Eldridge stopped him. "On me," he said.


"Thanks. I'm going to hit the head,"
Randy said.


He took his time, calming himself. He
would ride this out. Wait to see what was going on. But visions of Sarah in
trouble refused to disappear. Randy rejected the notion that she was in
physical danger. Eldridge would never keep that from him. So it had to do with
her shop. Had it been hit again? But if so, why leave him in the dark? So much
for calming himself. He was in worse shape now than when he'd come in. He
leaned over the sink, cupping handfuls of cold water and splashing his face. It
didn't do much.


He yanked a paper towel from the
dispenser, dried himself and threw it in the trash. The wadded towel plopped
into the receptacle. Randy wished it wasn't such a damn quiet process. He
resisted the urge to kick the plastic container. That wouldn't make enough
impact, either. Only a mess.


In the café, he found Eldridge seated at
a table against the far wall, one with a clear view of the entrance. Two large cups
sat on the table, condensation beading on their waxy surfaces. "I got you
a cola," Eldridge said.


Tempted to say he wanted root beer, not
cola, Randy begrudgingly accepted the drink. It's what he would have chosen,
but he didn't like the idea that Eldridge got it right. Eldridge had taken the
seat against the wall, leaving Randy little choice but to sit with his back to
incoming clientele.


Eldridge busied himself checking his cell
phone and his PDA while sipping his drink. And watching the door. He was
expecting someone. Randy repressed his desire to slide his chair around. His
gut ached. What had happened to Sarah? He concentrated on listening to the
numbers being called from behind the counter, watching customers get up and
retrieve their food.


More numbers blared from the loudspeaker.
Eldridge stood. "That's us." He went to the counter and returned with
a tray holding three platters. He set one in front of Randy and cast another
glance toward the entrance. From the slight tip of his head and a flicker of
the corner of Eldridge's mouth, Randy knew whoever he'd been expecting had
arrived. He waited, eyes focused on his sandwich. This was Eldridge's game and
Randy didn't want to play any more than he had to. Randy opened the bag of
chips and tipped them onto his plate.


He sensed the approach of someone. Male.
Not too tall. He tilted his head and wondered why he wasn't more surprised.


"Chief." He rose.


"Sit," Laughlin said.


There was that trained dog thing again.
He sat. Laughlin pulled a chair from the nearest table and Eldridge scooted
over to make room.


"Be right back," Laughlin said.


Randy followed him with his eyes as he
stepped to the counter, paid for a drink and sauntered over to the dispensers
to fill it. He returned and set the cup beside his plate, then sat down and
placed his napkin on his lap.


Randy's impatience grew as the two
exchanged pleasantries, which seemed to revolve around comparing budget issues.


"There's talk of privatizing the
county jail system," Eldridge said. "That's going to mean finding new
slots for an awful lot of deputies."


"I hear you," the chief said. "In
our case, there are rumors the entire police force will be cut and they'll
outsource it to you guys. Maybe that's where your folks will end up."


"Or your guys can go get jobs at the
jail. I hate the politics." Eldridge frowned. "Why can't we catch bad
guys? That's enough of a job."


"Agreed."


They glanced at Randy, as if only now
remembering he was at the table. Tension as thick as the mustard on his
sandwich hung in the air. He moved his chips around and waited. The couple at
the table behind him got up and left.


As if that were his cue to speak, the chief
cleared his throat and leaned toward him. "You're a good cop, Randy."
His tone was low, his voice even. "This is all going to be resolved
quickly, but until it is, we can't afford the slightest tinge of favoritism or
impropriety."


Randy snapped a chip. How many days since
he'd heard this speech? He'd already been kicked over to County. What more
could they do? Had Neville come up with more crap? Suddenly, he was all too aware
of his badge and his gun. He imagined the chief asking for them. That couldn't
be the next step. Could it?


The chief took a hearty bite of his
sandwich. "Sorry," he said around a mouthful. "First chance I've
had to eat all day." He chewed it slowly, swallowed, wiped his mouth and
took a sip of his drink. Wiped his mouth again. Randy's gut felt like it was
caught in a steel trap.


"What do you know about diamond
smuggling?" the chief asked. His tone was no different from before, but
his penetrating gaze said he was watching Randy's reaction.


Which, fortunately for him, was not to
spew cola all over his two superiors, or choke on the sandwich he'd been unable
to eat.


"What? Where did that one come from?"
he asked. He looked at Eldridge, to see if this was some kind of setup, even
though he knew these men would never pull something like this, especially on
the clock.


"Long story," the chief said.


"Well, I'm not going anywhere,"
Randy said. "Does this have something to do with our murder victim?"


"We don't know yet," Eldridge
said. "But it appears to have something to do with Sarah Tucker."


This was going beyond bizarre. "Sarah?
Involved in diamond smuggling? That's … impossible. Come on, Chief, you know
her. You've known her for years. She doesn't even get parking tickets."


Laughlin pointed to Randy's full plate. "Eat
your lunch, Randy. We're here, not in an interrogation room, for a reason. I
don't believe Sarah's into smuggling any more than I believe you're helping
her." He took another bite of his sandwich.


In deference to the chief's order, Randy
drank some of his cola. The thought of food in his stomach—well, he didn't want
to go there. He thought of his Tums, regrettably in his desk drawer. "Why
would anyone think I'm helping Sarah smuggle diamonds?"


Laughlin bobbed one of his fries back and
forth in a puddle of ketchup on his plate. "We got a call from the
Washington state cops," he said. "Cutting to the chase, they found
evidence of smuggled diamonds in someone's hotel room. That someone happened to
have a shipment of coffee mugs from a shop called That Special Something."


"All that says is Sarah sold
something to a probable crook," Randy said. "Which might be
unfortunate, but nobody demands background checks on customers. Crooks are free
to go shopping."


"Chill, Randy," Eldridge said. "It's
a little more complicated."


Randy tried to watch both men at once,
but he couldn't pick up the subtle nuances in facial expression on more than
one at a time. "Meaning?" he said, concentrating on Eldridge.


"Meaning the apparent method of
smuggling the diamonds was inside the coffee mugs."


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah stood there, staring at the deupties,
unable to speak. Her brain froze. Her mouth went desert dry. This wasn't about
her business license. But what? "Why?"


One of the deputies pulled out a piece of
paper. "We have a warrant to search the premises, ma'am. You'll need to
step outside."


"Am I under arrest?"


"No, ma'am. We have some questions
for you. About some pottery you shipped to the Bellevue Hilton in Washington."


"To Mr. Pemberton? Yes, I sent him a
set of coffee mugs. What about them?"


"Do you have any more?" he
asked.


She calmed enough to look at him more
closely. His eyes were a warm chocolate brown, but tired. He smiled, but there
was no matching warmth. Silver tinged his short brown hair at the temples. His
shirt was pressed, his tie knotted neatly. Claussen, his badge said.


"No, I don't. There was a burglary,"
she said, feeling a ridiculous burst of pride in knowing the difference between
that and a robbery. What did they care?


His partner said something into the radio
at his shoulder.


Within moments, a patrol car and a van
pulled into the alley. Suddenly, there were half a dozen people in her shop and
Claussen was keeping her out.


"My purse is in there," she
said.


"We'll have someone bring it to you."


Slowly, as if they were floating in
gelatin, her thoughts began to come together. She examined the warrant, her
knees wobbling at all the things they were going to look at. Or take, she
imagined. Her computer. Her records. Any pottery. Randy's words came back. "If
they don't let you walk away, don't say anything without a lawyer."


She met Claussen's eyes. "May I
leave?"


She detected a glimpse of sadness when he
answered. "I'm afraid not."


"Then I want a lawyer," she
said, wondering how the heck she was going to find one. Randy would know. Was
all that stuff about one phone call true or a television gimmick? If she called
Randy, would she be allowed to make another phone call to a lawyer?


"Are you sure, ma'am?" Claussen
asked. "That complicates things." One side of his mouth curled up. "Makes
it look like you have something to hide. You ask for a lawyer, we have to take
you to the station, book you, all sorts of legal hassles. It can take hours.
Answer a few questions and it'll probably be over before our guys finish
inside."


 



Chapter Twenty


 


Randy's ears buzzed as if a swarm of bees
filled his head. "Inside the coffee mugs? You're trying to tell me you
actually believe she packed diamonds inside these mugs and shipped them to
someone in Washington?"


"Not exactly," Eldridge said. "The
diamonds were in kind of a secret compartment in the mugs, between the base and
the mug itself. Apparently put there when the mugs were made."


"Then you need to be looking for
Hugh Garrigue," Randy said. "Not Sarah. Garrigue's the one who made
the mugs. Ask him."


Eldridge narrowed his eyes. "You
claim he's missing. Convenient if you don't want us to find him. You take over
that part of the investigation, tell us he's gone, when maybe he's right where
he belongs."


Randy seethed. "I claim he's
missing? Nobody knows where he is. According to Sarah, he's supposed to be with
family somewhere. I've been busting my ass trying to solve a murder, as
ordered. And why the fuck would I claim Garrigue is missing?" He
paused, suddenly aware they were in a public place and the room had gone
silent.


"You know where he is?"
Eldridge asked quietly. "Or did you simply take Mrs. Tucker's word for it
that he's missing?"


He struggled to keep his voice low. "Of
course I took her word for it. Why wouldn't I? She was the one who told me he
was called away, suggested him as our possible John Doe. But yes, I followed up
with the University police. And no, I don't know where he is because I haven't
been looking for him. I've put in a request to be alerted if anyone hears from
him, but he's not my case." His mouth had gone dry and he took a sip of
his cola.


"All right, we'll leave Garrigue's
whereabouts for now. Back to Sarah Tucker."


"I said it before. There is no way
on this earth that she would be involved in diamond smuggling. Or anything else
illegal."


Eldridge went on as if he hadn't heard. "It's
a perfect cover. She receives the mugs with the hidden contraband, ships them
to the customer and who would be the wiser? Sounds like a sweet setup."


Randy looked to Laughlin. He couldn't
possibly believe this. "Chief?"


Laughlin held his hands up and shook his
head. The buzzing in Randy's head grew louder.


"She's got motive, means and
opportunity," Eldridge said. He raised his thumb. "She's had a lot of
business trouble. A little extra income would come in handy." His index
finger lifted. "She ships and receives merchandise all the time." He
added his third finger. "Big showcase of Garrigue's work means she can
acquire the stuff, no one would give it a second thought."


Randy opened his mouth, but the chief cut
him off. "So we're going to conduct a thorough investigation. By the book,
which means you can't be involved."


"Why not?" Randy said. "Sarah's
not related to me. She's not my wife. We're not engaged. Hell, I know half the
people in town. If you pull cops off cases because we know the people involved,
you'd have to hire an entire new force every month."


"There's a difference between
knowing and knowing," the chief said. "If you get my meaning.
I think you and Sarah fall into the latter definition of the term."


Randy pressed his hand against his
flaming belly. He looked at Eldridge, then at the chief. "Even if I buy
that, why is County involved? Sarah's shop is in Pine Hills. Kovak's
investigating."


"Kovak's been your partner for
years. The decision was made to let the county handle the investigation,"
the chief said. "He's off the case as well. He's got enough work to do
without this one."


"Who made the decision?" Randy
asked. "Seems a bit harsh."


Laughlin scowled. "You're a
detective. I'm an administrator. We answer to different people."


"So, does this mean I'm back in Pine
Hills? Or am I still here, working the murder investigation? Eldridge seemed to
think I'm finished." He let his gaze move from one man to the other, but
he wasn't seeing them. He blinked them back into focus.


"Have you considered vacation time?"
the chief said. "You barely made a dent in it the last time I suggested
you use it."


Because vacation time meant sitting
around dwelling on things. Working kept him busy. The last thing he wanted was
to be somewhere, trusting others to do right by Sarah. "What's the
alternative?" he asked.


"Administrative leave. Paid, once we
clear up your involvement," the chief said.


"Involvement? In what?"
Randy demanded.


"I'll take it," Eldridge said.
He moved his empty plate aside and leaned his forearms on the table. "Our
preliminary investigation shows that Mrs. Tucker shipped the stuff to Washington
before it went on sale in her shop. Raises a few red flags. That, along
with the prints, ties the murder to the pots and back to Mrs. Tucker."


Randy felt like he'd studied the wrong
chapter for the algebra test. "What prints? We haven't had a single hit
from IAFIS."


"Remember the key from the murder
scene?" the chief said.


Randy nodded. "Connor said he had a
partial, but it didn't match anything in IAFIS. You got a new hit on it?"


"Not like that. But Connor had
enough to suspect it might match one he lifted at Sarah's shop. He sent them
both to the experts for confirmation. The report came back as a positive match.
Whoever's print is on that key has been in That Special Something. Which
connects the two cases and ties Sarah in even more."


"Shouldn't you ask her about it?"
Randy said. "She'll explain everything."


"We're working on that,"
Eldridge said, cutting his eyes to the chief before meeting Randy's. "But
we've also discovered that you were in That Special Something with
Mrs. Tucker on several occasions, during which you could have assisted her with
any part of the operation."


Randy looked at the chief. "Neville."
He'd like to know what had shoved a stick up the man's ass.


The chief inclined his head a fraction.


"Eldridge," Randy said. "For
some reason Officer Neville has a grudge against me." He turned his gaze
to the chief. "Why would you take his word for anything?"


"We don't," the chief said. "But
the facts are there and if we don't follow through, we're not doing our job. We
have only Sarah's word that all her Garrigue pots are missing. Neville has
suggested she had ample opportunity to pack them up and get them out of her
shop. And, hard as it might be for anyone who knows Sarah to believe, to any
other law enforcement agency it's a viable lead."


"Compounded by the fact that Neville
places you on the scene as a possible accomplice," Eldridge added.


"What about the burglary and
vandalism? She couldn't have done that. She was with me."


"Under the circumstances, I'm afraid
you're not much of an alibi. And since nobody saw anything, what's to say she
didn't do the damage herself? Or hire some punk to do it while she was with
you, giving her that alibi?"


"You didn't see her when she walked
into her shop," Randy said. "Nobody's that good an actor. Ask Brody.
Or Connor. They were there. They saw her reaction."


"None of us is a perfect judge of
character, Randy," Eldridge said. "And personal feelings make us
blind."


Randy rubbed his temples, tempted to walk
out. But he reminded himself stomping out like a child having a temper tantrum
would do nothing for his credibility. Instead, he got up, collected Eldridge's
and the chief's empty plates and took them, along with his full one, to the
trash receptacle.


He had to think this one through.
Logically, it was all wrong. But that assumed his and Sarah's innocence and
although he knew that to be the truth, a police investigator assumed everyone
was lying. Because they usually were.


Even though he knew this line of
investigation would be dropped eventually, how much time would be wasted? How
much further away would the real bad guys get? How much longer before the ache
in his belly wouldn't go away with a few Tums?


He returned to the table.


Eldridge stood, shook the chief's hand,
then offered his to Randy. "Nothing personal, here, Detective. I'm all for
a quick trip to the truth."


"Yes, sir."


"You want a ride back to the
station?"


"I'll take care of that," the chief
said. "Randy and I are going to talk about his upcoming vacation."


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah, Maggie on her heels, entered her
apartment and inhaled, calming herself. After what seemed like decades at the
police station, she was home.


"I wish you'd come home with me,"
Maggie said.


Sarah shook her head. "I want to be
in my own place."


"I understand. But I'm going to make
you some tea."


And make her relive everything. She
couldn't face it. Being in that interrogation room, alone for so long. Waiting.
Finally meeting with a lawyer. She'd spent enough time in a police station this
week to last her twelve lifetimes. "Maggie, I love you and I don't know
what I'd have done without you tonight, but—"


"But you want to be alone. And you
will. In half an hour after I make you some tea. Have you had dinner?"


Sarah shook her head. "I'm not
hungry."


Maggie eased Sarah's purse from her hand
and set it, along with hers, on the kitchen counter. "Go sit. I'll brew."


"I need a shower," Sarah said.
Where she could hide the tears that she wasn't going to be able to control much
longer.


"Go ahead."


Before she reached the bathroom, the
doorbell rang. Someone knocked, then rang the doorbell again. "I'll take
care of it," Maggie said.


"No, I will. It's my home."
Sarah wiped her eyes and went to the door. If it was another cop, she'd scream.
Or throw something. She stared through the peephole. For an instant, she didn't
want to make an exception for Randy. He knocked again and she reluctantly opened
the door.


"God, Sarah, how are you? I've been
going crazy." He grabbed her in his arms and carried her to the couch,
sitting her on his lap as if she were a child, clutching her to his chest, then
holding her away, studying her as if he couldn't believe she was real. He
caressed her cheek with a forefinger. "Did they do anything, anything at
all that wasn't appropriate? So help me, if they so much as looked at you
cross-eyed, I'll—"


"I'm fine, Randy. Honest. I did what
you said. I called Maggie and she called the Women's Center and got me a
lawyer. It was awful, but I'm fine. Maggie's making tea." She squirmed off
his lap and went to the kitchen. With the counter as a barrier, she studied
Randy's worried face. It was too hard to be strong when he held her, and until
she was alone, she needed to be strong.


He jumped to his feet. "Maggie. I'm
sorry. I didn't see you." He crossed to the kitchen and gave her neighbor
a hug that seemed as urgent as the one he'd given her. "Thank you."


"It's what friends do," Maggie
said. "Now, why don't you both sit and you can tell me what's been going
on." Sarah heard the unspoken, because someone didn't want to talk on
the way home.


Sarah shifted her eyes from one to the
other. Better to do it once and get it over with. She accepted Randy's arm
around her shoulders as they walked to the couch, but she tucked herself into a
corner. She'd had enough people in her face already. He seemed to understand,
because he planted a gentle kiss on her head and sat across from her in one of
the easy chairs.


Maggie brought a teapot and three cups on
a tray and set it on the coffee table. "It'll be ready in a few minutes."
She went over to the cabinet where Sarah kept her liquor and brought both the
brandy and the Jameson. She poured some brandy into two of the cups and winged
her eyebrows at Randy.


"Irish, please."


She glugged a generous shot into the
third cup. "There you go. You can start on that while the tea brews if you
want. I've always liked the way a little good booze blends with chamomile."


Sarah deliberated for two seconds before
picking up a cup. The brandy burned her throat and made her eyes water, but she
looked forward to its effects.


Uncharacteristically, Randy left his cup
on the tray. He normally drank his liquor straight, not mixed into herbal tea.
He winced and rubbed his belly. Sarah uncurled herself and stomped to the
kitchen and poured a tall glass of milk. As an afterthought, she found a box of
vanilla wafers and carried them with her. She set the cookies on the table and
handed Randy the glass.


They didn't speak, but the touch they
exchanged when he took it from her said enough.


Randy downed half the milk, then set the
glass on a coaster. "Whenever you're ready."


As if she'd ever be. But they weren't
going away and the sooner she got through it, the sooner she could crawl into a
hole for the night.


"They had a warrant," she
began. "They were looking for any of Garrigue's pottery. They took my
computer, my files and practically turned the place upside down. They had one
for my apartment, too." She looked around, seeing everything in order. "Maybe
they haven't been here yet."


"They were here, sweetie,"
Maggie said. "Mrs. Pentecost let them in."


"Did they take anything?" she
asked.


"She said they took your computer,"
Maggie said. "She has the paperwork."


Sarah looked at the empty spot on her
desk and wondered why she hadn't noticed. Was she that upset? Well, yes.


"But I straightened up," Maggie
continued. "I couldn't have you coming home to a mess."


Sarah's throat closed. She poured tea
into her mug atop the remaining brandy and forced a swallow. "Thank you,
Maggie."


"Like I said, it's what friends do."
Maggie looked at her patiently, but her curiosity was evident. She tipped a few
of the cookies onto the tray and took one.


"They think I'm involved in a
smuggling ring," Sarah said.


The cookie dropped from Maggie's fingers.
"You? Smuggling? They have got to be kidding."


"I tried to explain that,"
Randy said. "Unfortunately, off-the-wall as it seems, there was enough
evidence for them to check."


"I told everything to the lawyer,"
Sarah said. "He did whatever lawyers do and said I could come home."


"Why on earth did they think you were
smuggling? And what did they think you smuggled? Drugs?" Maggie asked.


Sarah shook her head. "Diamonds.
Hidden inside coffee mugs. Inside the pottery itself."


"Oh, my word," Maggie said. "Diamond
smuggling. Like blood diamonds? There was that movie about them."


She was too numb to care what kind of
diamonds they were. "I don't know, Maggie. I doubt it'll make much
difference."


"What do you think, Randy?"
Maggie said.


"Sarah's right. Not to condone blood
diamonds, but the smuggling charges are going to be the ones to disprove. The
feds or Interpol will follow up with where the diamonds originated. Right now,
we have to figure out who's behind this. Get Sarah out of the loop so the cops
can find the real crooks."


"You'll do that, won't you?"
Maggie said. "Can we help?"


Sarah sat up a little straighter. Maggie
was right. Crying in the shower wasn't going to solve anything. "Have you
talked to Kovak and Mike Connor?" she asked. "I brought the mug we
took from Saint Michael's to them. Nothing about the construction made sense,
but smuggling something inside the mugs never occurred to me."


Randy picked up his milk and drained the
glass. He shoved his hair off his forehead. "They're off the case."


"So, you're back on it?" Sarah
asked, hope growing inside. Not that she didn't think Kovak was a good cop, but
she knew Randy.


His fists clenched. His silence sent
ripples down her spine.


"Randy?" she said. "You're
not on the case? Who is?"


"Conflict of interest," he
said, more to the floor than to her or Maggie. "County Sheriffs are taking
over."


Like the deputies who'd come and
questioned her. Torn her shop apart. Assumed she was guilty. Why? Because it
would close the case for them? A quick solve instead of the truth?


The room swam. Her face grew hot, her
hands cold. Maggie was saying something, but her voice was so far away.


Then a cup was at her lips and the fiery
taste of whisky burned her tongue.


"Swallow, Sarah." Randy's
voice. Reflexively, she obeyed. The hazel flecks in his eyes swam in her
vision. She coughed, her eyes watering.


She managed to choke out an, "I'm
all right."


He sat beside her, his big, warm hand
holding both of her small ones. "Easy does it."


"I'm fine," she said.


"You're white," Maggie said. "And
shaking. Have you eaten?"


"Maggie," Randy said gently. "Would
you mind leaving us alone?"


Maggie crossed to the couch and stroked
Sarah's hair. "Of course not. I'll let myself out," Maggie said. She
retrieved her purse and went to the door. She turned, trapping both of them
with a schoolteacher stare that would have dropped any student dead in his
tracks. "I'm counting on you, Randy, to take care of things. And Sarah, I
expect you to accept help from him and anyone else who has something to offer.
This is no time to prove you can do everything by yourself."


"Yes, ma'am," she said meekly.
She knew about running a business and managing a household but after two
sessions with the cops, she knew better than to try this on her own.


"Call if you need anything,"
Maggie said. After she left, Randy locked the deadbolt.


The worry in his eyes when he came back
to the couch frightened her more than dealing with the cops. "What's
wrong? And if you say it's nothing, you are out of here."


"It's not nothing," he said. "I'm
a suspect, too."


"You? That's more ridiculous than me."


"Right. So we're going to prove them
wrong. There's one little hitch, though."


"What kind of hitch?"


"I'm on mandatory vacation. Any and
all official police work is off-limits."


She heard the way he emphasized "official".


"That's not going to stop you, is
it?"


 



Chapter Twenty-One


 


Randy leaned across the truck's cab and
rested his hand on Sarah's shoulder. "Wake up, sleeping beauty." She'd
insisted on showering before they left and her fresh scent had tantalized him
all the way down from Pine Hills.


She jerked awake, a bewildered expression
on her face. "Huh?" Her gaze fixed on him, then the truck.
Recognition set in. "Oh. What time is it?"


"About midnight."


"I guess I dozed off."


He tousled her hair. "Yeah, for
about three hours. We're at Grants Pass, which is as far as we're going
tonight. I need to crash."


She yawned and rubbed her eyes. "Mm-kay."


He wondered if she was going to fall back
to sleep, but she opened her door. He rounded the front of the truck and snaked
his arm around her waist as they strolled to the quaint motel's lobby. Her body
radiated warmth in the chill night air and he snugged her closer.


"How's your stomach?" she
asked.


"Fine. Thanks for the soup." He'd
eaten it more to ensure she ate something than because he'd been hungry, but it
had extinguished the fire in his belly. The lobby doors were wood, not glass
and they required that someone actually pull them open. Inside, the
registration counter was empty, but he heard a television playing from what
must have been the clerk's office. He cleared his throat, but no one appeared.


Sarah reached forward and dinged the
old-fashioned metal push bell with a firm slap. She smiled up at him. "Nice
to see something low-tech once in a while." She ambled over to a brochure
rack and started leafing through a display of area attractions.


A sleepy-looking clerk, probably barely
in his twenties, stumbled out scratching the sparse blond stubble on his jaw. "Welcome
to Grants," he mumbled. "Checking in?"


"Yes," Randy said. "Room
for two. We don't have a reservation."


"S'no prob." He reached into a
folder and pushed a card across the countertop. "Top five lines, sign at
the X. How ya' gonna pay?"


Randy slipped his credit card from his
wallet and handed it to the kid, who shoved it through a reader. "Guess
the important stuff is high-tech," he said to Sarah.


"How many keys?" the kid asked.


"One's fine," Randy said. "We'll
be checking out in the morning."


"Got breakfast in the lobby six to
nine." He handed Randy a metal door key on a red diamond-shaped plastic
holder with 26 printed in black. "Round back on the left."


Randy took the key. "Thanks."


The kid shuffled back to his lair. Randy
moved his truck to a slot in front of the room and pulled the two small
suitcases from the backseat. After he'd told Sarah his plan, he'd gone home to
pack and make arrangements for Wendy, his neighbor's daughter, to care for
Starsky and Hutch. Poor cats probably thought he'd abandoned them, although Wendy
undoubtedly lavished more attention on them than he did with his crazy
schedule.


"You paid by credit card,"
Sarah said. "Used your own name. Won't they be able to track you down?"


He unlocked the motel room door and held
it open for Sarah. She slid around him and flipped on the light. One queen bed
covered with a plaid spread dominated the small room. He set the cases on the
floor next to a small round table under the window. "I'm not hiding. I was
ordered to take vacation time. Nobody said where I could or couldn't go."
He took her in his arms. "Thanks for coming with me."


"Hey, I want to find out what's
going on. More than you, probably. It might be your job, but it's my life."
She narrowed her eyes at him. "I'm not in trouble for leaving Pine Hills?"


He chuckled. "That 'don't leave town'
makes for good television, but you're not under arrest. They have no authority
to make you stay. And your lawyer can get in touch with you."


"It feels kind of funny, though.
Leaving everything up to him."


"Trust me. Most of time, we get the information
we need to make a case because a suspect won't keep his mouth shut when a
lawyer tells him to."


She drew the drapes across the window. "I
thought I was a Person of Interest, not a suspect."


"True enough. But saying the wrong
thing can move you into the other category."


"What about that aiding and abetting
thing?" There was a hint of levity in her tone, but he sensed she was
concerned about his decision to pick up and go. He wished he could tell her
everything, but he'd have to settle for putting her at ease with near-truths
for now.


"Nope. That would be you poking
around or trying to hide and me helping. All I did was invite you to join me on
a little trip down the coast. See the redwoods, walk on the beach."


"I keep thinking this is a bad
dream." She gave a deep sigh, one that grabbed him around the heart. Then
she took her suitcase to the alcove that served as a closet, set it on the
stand and opened it. "But it's not. This is reality and I'm dealing with
it. Okay if I take first crack at the bathroom?"


"Be my guest." She disappeared
with her zippered toiletry pouch. He surveyed the room. Not too bad, he
thought. As a matter of fact, the whole room had a homey touch. Photographs of
the local landscapes on the walls, along with some framed newspaper articles of
events in the town's history instead of generic artwork. The expected coffee
maker, but ceramic mugs with mountain scenes on them instead of foam cups. Not
the cookie-cutter sterility of the chains. Past its prime perhaps, but clean.


He sat on the edge of the bed, bouncing
to test the mattress. He shifted his weight back and forth. The headboard
clunked against the wall. Ever the optimist, he got up and pulled the bed back a
few inches. Wouldn't want to wake the neighbors.


Toeing off his shoes, he gave a quick
check of his phone but neither the chief nor Kovak had left a message. Sarah
emerged from the bathroom. "All yours," she said. He snapped the
phone shut.


He stayed where he was, watching as she
undressed. She stood in profile, not facing him, but not hiding, either. First
her sneakers, which she placed neatly on the floor under the suitcase stand.
Then her socks, one stuffed inside each shoe. Seemingly unaware of his
presence, she unbuttoned her jeans, then lowered the zipper. That rasp of metal
had to be one of the top ten most erotic sounds on the planet. He stiffened in
his jeans and lowered his own zipper to ease the building pressure. Her jeans
slid over her bottom, down her thighs and she stepped out of them, holding them
by the waistband. She shook them out, folded them and draped them over one of
the hangers.


Bikini panties. Nylon. Beige. They
repeated the journey of her jeans, but ended up folded and tucked into her
suitcase. She crossed her arms and grabbed the hem of her sweatshirt and lifted
it over her head. Okay, he wasn't tired anymore.


Her bra matched her panties. She folded
her sweatshirt and stood on tiptoe to place it on the shelf above the closet
bar, defining the muscles of her calves and lifting her breasts.


He yanked off his socks, kicked off his
jeans and reached over his head to pull his shirt off. When he came out from
under, she wore—an oversize cotton t-shirt? That was not what he'd
envisioned. He blinked and looked again. Yep. Navy-blue cotton. Long-sleeved,
down almost to her knees. Damn, she still looked as sexy as hell, especially
with the way her headlights were on high beams.


She turned and smiled. "I said it's your
turn."


"Yeah. On my way." He got up
and followed his erection toward the bathroom.


"Randy?"


He stopped.


"Aren't you forgetting something?"


Her eyes twinkled. He folded her into his
arms and kissed her, hard and deep. Her mouth was cool against his tongue and
she tasted like toothpaste.


She returned his kiss, then pulled away. "Well,
that's not what I meant, but … not bad."


"What did you mean?" he asked.


She pointed at his suitcase. "Your
toothbrush."


Later, they lay side by side, her head in
the crook of his collarbone, her nightshirt and his briefs lost somewhere in
the sheets.


"What are you doing?" Sarah
asked. "And don't tell me you're on vacation."


"I am on vacation," he
said. "And I thought we could use some quality time together." He
stroked the rim of her ear. "How am I doing so far?"


"In that department, fine."


He felt her tense. "What's wrong?"


"Nothing."


Great. If there's one thing a woman didn't
mean when she said "nothing" it was nothing.


"Let's get some sleep," she
said. "I have a feeling it'll be another long day tomorrow." She
turned her back to him, curling onto her side. He stared into the blackness.
Every now and then, headlights from the highway shone through the gap in the
curtains, casting shimmers across the far wall, then disappearing so everything
was dark once again. Like the case. Clues would appear, but like the lights
outside, they'd fade into nothingness, never permitting a clear picture.


 


* * * * *


 


In the lobby the next morning, Sarah
helped herself to a second cup of coffee from the urn, then returned to a wing
chair. Between sips, she inhaled the rich aroma and gazed out the window
overlooking the motel courtyard. A light mist blurred the view of the
hedge-lined footpath. Randy's cell phone had blasted her awake shortly after
six and the adrenaline jolt had put an end to getting back to sleep. She'd
showered, dressed and repacked, but he was still on the phone, so she left him
to his cop stuff.


She'd fallen back into that comfortable
companionship with him yesterday once she'd put the police questioning behind
her. He'd been supportive, not demanding. But something was going on and he
still wouldn't talk about it. Or couldn't. They both knew this wasn't a getaway
vacation. She might even have something useful to add, if he'd let her in. They
might make a decent team.


"Would you like some muffins, Miss?
Fresh baked."


Sarah snapped out of her reverie and
stared into the plump, cheerful face of a salt-and-pepper-haired woman
extending a tray piled with assorted muffins with one hand, a stack of paper
napkins with the other. She wore black knit slacks, a white blouse and a red
and white checked apron. "Blueberry, apple, and bran," the woman
said.


"They smell delicious," Sarah
said. She helped herself to a blueberry one.


"Don't be shy, Miss. Take some for
the road." Her eyes disappeared into crinkles when she smiled. There was
enough resemblance to the kid who'd waited on them last night for Sarah to see
this was a family business. She thought about That Special Something, the way
she and David had considered it a part of their lives, not just a job.


"Thanks." She took an apple
muffin and wrapped it in a napkin, setting it aside on the table beside her
chair. The woman bustled off, offering her goods to the other couple in the
room.


The front door opened, admitting a damp
morning breeze. Randy followed, his long legs carrying him to her side. He
brushed water droplets from his shirt. "Let's go," he said, his lips
flattened into a grim line. "It's starting to rain. Truck's loaded."


"But you should eat something,"
she protested. "All you had for dinner last night was soup." She
motioned toward the table where their hostess was setting the muffins next to
the coffee urn. "The muffins are heavenly."


The woman turned. "You give me ten
seconds and I'll have a bag for you," she said.


Randy's jaw clenched. "That won't be
necessary. We have to be going."


"That will be wonderful," Sarah
said to the woman. "Won't it, dear?"


Randy blinked. "Yes. Thank you."


"There was no need to be rude,"
Sarah said. "That sweet woman must get up before dawn to bake. She's
treating us like guests, not customers. It wouldn't hurt to show a little
appreciation."


It was more like thirty seconds, but the
woman came back, all smiles and motherly clucking. "Here's a couple of
to-go cups, too. Coffee for the road."


Sarah took the proffered paper sack,
which was warm in her hands, and the two foam cups. She smiled at Randy. "Why
don't you check us out, dear, and I'll fix your coffee."


While he was at the counter, Sarah added
a liberal amount of what appeared to be real cream to Randy's cup. When they
got back to Pine Hills, she was going to insist he see a doctor.


She snapped the lids on the cups and
brought everything to him. "I've already had two cups of coffee," she
said. "I'm going to the ladies' room before we start driving."


"Meet you out front," he said,
scrawling his signature on the credit card receipt.


The contrary part of her nature surfaced
and she took her sweet time in the bathroom, fixing her hair, checking her
makeup. She wasn't someone who he could order around like a suspect. Or a
Person of Interest.


She screwed down her lipstick, capped it
and dropped it in her makeup pouch. On her way through the lobby, she paused at
the brochure rack. Maybe she could get together with the other Pine Hills
merchants and put together a flyer. This was a major route through Oregon and
there were enough shops in Pine Hills to entice people to stop if they'd
advertise. She perused the offerings, selecting several she thought might serve
as examples.


Clutching the brochures against her
chest, she left the motel in search of Randy. The parking lot was small, but
far from full, yet his truck wasn't there. She swore she'd heard him say "out
front". She was about to head to where they'd parked for the night when
she saw the black F-150 round the side of the motel.


He stopped alongside the motel entrance.
Not unexpected, he was on the phone. She climbed in, tossed her purse onto the
backseat, slipped the brochures in the door pocket and fastened her seatbelt. "Ready
whenever you are."


"In ten, then," he said into
the phone and closed it. He sipped some coffee, put the cup in a holder and
swung the truck out of the parking lot and down the highway. Ten minutes later
he was pulling into a coffee shop parking lot.


"Why are we stopping?" she
asked. Maybe he needed a pit stop. No, he reached for his briefcase.


"Breakfast."


"What about the muffins?" She
could still smell their spicy aroma.


"I need some protein. I'm a big guy.
We can save them for a snack later."


With a shrug, she unfastened her seatbelt
and retrieved her purse.


Inside, they waited at the hostess stand.
"I'm meeting some friends," Randy said. "They're here already."


Friends? What was going on? Curiosity
overpowered her irritation at being left out of yet another one of Randy's
loops. She looked through the restaurant for a familiar face.


Randy's hand at her back said he knew
where to look. She let him guide her to a small private room at the back of the
restaurant, dominated by a group of tables pushed together in the center. As
they entered, Kovak and Chief Laughlin rose from seats on opposite sides of the
table, close to the windows. Chief Laughlin was impeccably dressed, his suit
jacked draped neatly over the back of his chair. Kovak was more casual, in
black denims and a long-sleeved polo. Kovak held a chair for her, next to his.
The table was strewn with papers and each man had a laptop. A thermal coffee
carafe sat in the center of it all.


Puzzled, she sat and hooked her purse
strap over the back of the chair. It wasn't even eight a.m. and Pine Hills was
three hours away. "Hi," she said. "Fancy meeting you here?"


Kovak chuckled. "Glad you could join
us."


Randy sat next to Laughlin and set up his
laptop.


Okay, this was getting too far into James
Bond territory. For about a nanosecond she thought about excusing herself. No
way. This was obviously a police meeting and they were letting her sit in.
She caught Randy's eye and he winked at her. Damn her transparent face. She
tried to adjust her expression to that of a composed professional. Like heck.
The grin escaped. This was going to be exciting. She browsed the menu on the
table.


A waitress came by and set food in front
of Chief Laughlin and Kovak. "You need a few minutes?" she asked
Randy.


"No, I'm ready." He grabbed the
menu, glanced at it, pointed and handed it to her.


She nodded and jotted something on her
pad. "Southwestern omelet. Thank you." The waitress turned to Sarah. "And
for you?"


"Wheat toast with a side of berries,"
Sarah said. "And some orange juice." She looked at the menu again to
see what Randy was getting. She kept it in front of her face until she knew her
irritation had passed, then handed it to the waitress.


"Coming right up." The waitress
shuffled off, carrying the menus.


Smothered in salsa, it had said, with
three red peppers next to it. Hot. Well, it was his stomach and damned if she
was going to give him any sympathy.


Chief Laughlin was tackling a stack of
pancakes and Kovak had two fried eggs staring at him. Randy was doing something
on his computer. She couldn't stand the silence.


"Did you enjoy your anniversary?"
she asked Kovak. "I thought the bowls Janie picked out were perfect."


His ears turned bright pink. "Yes,
we had a nice weekend." He busied himself mopping up some yolk with a
piece of toast. "I understand you helped with the gift selection. Thank
you," he mumbled.


"I like to help my customers find something
special, you know. It goes with the territory."


She noticed Randy and Chief Laughlin
giving Kovak a questioning look. More than his ears were pink now.


"All right," Randy said. "Are
we ready to start?"


"Almost," Chief Laughlin said. "Sarah,
I guess you're wondering what this is all about?"


Ya think? "It does seem a little strange,
yes."


"We're going to review some police
cases and have a brainstorming session. One of the drawbacks to a small town,"
Chief Laughlin said, "is the lack of privacy. Not to mention the constant
interruptions. I had to be in this area for a cousin's wedding and I thought we'd
be able to work away from curious eyes and ears. Since you're involved and I
know I can trust you to keep things confidential, we're including you."


Delight filled her, then questions. What
was going on in Pine Hills that they didn't want to meet there? "Oh, yes,
sir. Thank you. I won't say anything." She toed Randy's leg under the
table to get his attention. "So, I'm thinking this wasn't really a trip to
walk on the beach and commune with the redwoods."


Kovak raised his eyebrows in Randy's
direction. "There will be time for that after we're done here. After all,
the big guy's still on vacation."


"All right, then," Chief
Laughlin said. "There are multiple jurisdictions involved, between the
Washington cops, the Oregon County Sheriffs and the Pine Hills PD. And if we
add Garrigue to the mix, that brings in California. Not to mention the
possibility of the feds on the smuggling end. Communication within agencies is
bad enough, never mind between them. Let's see if a few small-town cops can
untangle this mess."


 



Chapter Twenty-Two


 


Randy pulled a legal tablet from his
briefcase and wished for a whiteboard. But the chief's decision to keep this
under the radar precluded anything like that, especially in a public venue.
When Laughlin laid out his plan after the lunch meeting with Eldridge, Randy
couldn't believe the chief was venturing into such gray areas. Kovak had driven
down this morning and the chief had spent the night about an hour away. All he'd
said was he smelled a rat and so, for the time being, they were into the world
of cloak and dagger. Beat spinning his wheels.


"Sarah," he said. She looked at
him, a smile on her lips, her eyes sparkling. An eager puppy. "What we're
going to be doing here is brainstorming. That means we're going to toss out
ideas. Any ideas. Nothing's too off-the-wall."


Kovak put down his fork. "And we're
also going to play devil's advocate with everything we say. Doesn't mean an idea
is good, bad, right or wrong. We toss them all around."


"Feel free to jump in," the chief
said.


Sarah's eyes lit up even more, if that
was possible. "Me?"


The chief smiled. "Of course. You've
got a lot of information we don't have, especially when it comes to your
customers and what they purchased."


She nodded, her smile diminishing. Her
expression was solemn, businesslike. Randy knew she'd realized this was more
than a party game.


"Go for it." Randy nodded to
the chief.


"Okay. From the top. We have our dead
John Doe. We have a burglary. We have diamond smuggling." Laughlin drew
three circles on a page and set it in the center of the table. "How are
they connected?"


"If we knew that," Kovak said, "then
we'd probably have solved the case by now."


"Pottery," Randy said. "Clay
under the victim's nails, pottery in Sarah's shop, diamonds in the pottery."


"The mugs at Saint Michael's,"
Sarah said.


"Right." The chief drew another
circle and wrote "Saint Michael's" inside. He took a red pen and
surrounded the John Doe, burglary and Saint Michael's with a colored border. "These
three are all within our jurisdiction, even though they're spilling into
others. Let's start with Sarah's shop."


The chief stopped talking and Randy
sensed the waitress' approach. He moved things around, making enough room for
his plate. The heady aroma had his mouth watering. "Enjoy," she said.


"You're a glutton for punishment,
aren't you, big guy?" Kovak said.


"What are you talking about?"


"I know your stomach. Salsa. Hot
salsa, if I remember the menu correctly. Hope you brought your Tums."


Randy saw the sideward glance Sarah threw
at Kovak, as if thanking him for bringing it up. "I don't need you telling
me what I can or can't eat, okay. And I like salsa." Which he did, but if
he had bothered to read instead of picking the first egg dish on the
menu, he'd have chosen something else. Keeping his eyes on his plate, he forked
up a huge mouthful of his salsa-covered omelet. He swallowed it, refusing to
reach for his water glass when his tongue caught fire. Instead, he spread some
strawberry jam on a slice of toast and bit off a mouthful. The sweet jam
counteracted the spicy salsa and he went on eating.


"Back to work, children," the chief
said. "Sarah, the special pottery seems to be central in this case. Let's
think about it. Your potter—"


"Hugh Garrigue," she said.


"Right, Garrigue," the chief
continued. "He receives smuggled diamonds. Bakes them into pots, or
whatever he does. So he's a distributor, not a fence."


"Why?" Sarah asked. "And
how did I get the pots?" She chewed her lip. "You said to toss out
any ideas, right?"


"Right," Randy said. "You
have something?"


"I don't know. But Hugh Garrigue was
out of town. His associate shipped me the pottery. She said he's usually
particular about handling that himself. What if she sent me the pots with the
diamonds by mistake? What if they were supposed to go to his fences, or
smuggling ring, or whatever?"


"Good thought," Kovak said. The
chief wrote "mistake?" on the sheet. Randy started his own notes, noticing
Kovak doing the same.


"Looking at the other side,"
the chief said. "What if it wasn't a mistake? That Sarah is a distributor?"


She stopped drinking her juice and put
her glass on the table. Emphatically. "That's not true."


"Relax, Sarah," the chief said.
"While we don't consider you a knowing participant, to anyone else there's
enough evidence to investigate. It adds a layer of distance from Garrigue."


"But this is the first time I've had
more than a couple of Garrigues to sell," she said. "What about all
the other shops?"


"Right," Randy said. "A
sweet gimmick, if you ask me. He pops this stuff all over the country, a little
at a time. More layers."


"More complications," Kovak
said. "More people involved, more chances something will go wrong."


"Have we checked with the other
shops?" the chief asked.


"I was investigating," Randy
said. "I've been waiting on customer lists. Most of these businesses are
small, like Sarah's. They don't all keep records as detailed as hers. I can
call and hound them some more, but County's on it."


"Here's what I think," Sarah
said. "It doesn't make sense that someone would go to all the trouble of
hiding diamonds in pottery without a way of getting them to the right people. Constructing
the mugs is way beyond normal pottery making. So if the smuggler does all that,
why would he put the pottery for sale where anyone could buy it? Unless it's
not a smuggler at all. Some rich fruitcake's idea of a joke. You know, random
acts of kindness." She pulled a face. "Which is totally crazy."


"Especially since someone would have
to break the pot, yes, it's totally crazy. I think we can rule out an anonymous
philanthropist," Randy added.


"But wait," Sarah said. "People
came into the store requesting specific pieces. So maybe there's some way that
Garrigue—if he's the smuggler—tells them which pieces to buy."


"Risky," Kovak said. "What
guarantee does he have that the pots or mugs or whatever would still be in the
shop? That a totally innocent customer didn't buy them first?"


"Mr. Pemberton," Sarah said,
her hands fluttering like butterflies.


"What about him?"


"He came into the shop before
I got the shipment." She looked at Kovak. "That was one of the things
the cops used against me. That I shipped those mugs to Mr. Pemberton before
they were on sale to the public. But he knew exactly which ones he wanted. Even
had a sketch."


"So someone tipped him off,"
the chief said. "Kovak, find out if the other shops had advance orders and
if so, what they were for." He looked at Sarah. "I'm assuming he can't
bake these diamonds into any old piece of pottery."


She shook her head. "No, I'm amazed
he can do it at all. It's not the normal way to construct a mug."


"All right, Sarah," Randy said
around a bite of sausage. "What can you come up with as reasons Mr. Pemberton
came into your shop? Three for starters. Remember, nothing is too crazy to
consider."


She moved her berries around in their
bowl. "Okay. One, it was exactly what he said it was. His wife collects
Garrigues and he wanted to surprise her."


"Good. Two."


"You don't think that's true, do
you?" she asked.


"Doesn't matter," Kovak said. "We're
brainstorming. Ideas first. We'll analyze them later."


She forked a berry into her mouth and
chewed it, looking thoughtful.


"Two," she said. "He knows
about the diamonds and he gets to the store early to buy the pottery before it
goes on sale."


Randy nodded. "Keep it up."


She frowned. "Why doesn't someone
ask Mr. Pemberton?"


"He's disappeared. Nobody knows
where he is," the chief said. "Someone must have tipped him off."


Her lips curved upward. "Ah, but he
gave me his card. One of those fancy-sounding English addresses." She
knitted her brows. "Shropshire. Some kind of a tree. Larch? No, laurel.
The Laurels, Shropshire. There was something else in there, but that's a start.
I should have his address on my spreadsheet." She beamed with delight.


Randy took another bite of toast, washing
it down with coffee, avoiding Sarah's eyes when he spoke. "No such place."


"What?"


"The Washington cops have been
following up," the chief said. "Doesn't exist."


Her face fell. "I can't believe it.
I thought I was a pretty good judge of character, but I've been so wrong
lately."


Despite the fact he was sitting at a
table with two of his colleagues, one of whom was his direct superior, Randy took
her hand, small, warm and soft, in his. He loved the way it disappeared, as if
she'd become part of him. "It's your nature to believe people. To trust
them. Take them at face value. And until recently, there was no reason not to.
Most of Pine Hills' citizens are exactly what they seem to be. High-profile
crimes like these don't happen there."


"And you're all the opposite,"
she said, looking from one man to the next. "You don't trust anybody. You
assume everyone's lying."


"I think I like your outlook better,"
the chief said. "Unfortunately, it's one of the first things to go when
you become a cop."


"We need a third possibility,"
Randy said.


Kovak jumped in. "Pemberton is as
innocent as Sarah. Someone gets him to go ask for the mugs. Maybe pays him,
gives him some excuse why he can't do it himself."


"You think I shipped the mugs to
someone else in Washington?" Sarah asked.


"Another possibility," the chief
said, adding more notes to the page. "Let's think about this. Pemberton
had a sketch of a pattern. How would he know about it if Garrigue didn't send
it, unless he was a collector?"


"Garrigue has a catalog on his site,"
Randy said.


"Did anyone look to see if that
pattern is on his site?" the chief said.


Randy and Kovak exchanged a glance,
avoiding the chief's eyes. They shook their heads.


"Look it up," the chief said.


Randy opened his browser and found
Garrigue's site. "Sarah, you should do this." He slid his laptop
toward her. She flipped it around and started clicking. He suppressed an
unexpected surge of desire as he watched her working so intently, totally
engrossed in the task. Within minutes, she'd become a part of the team. An
active and productive part.


She chewed her lip. "It's not here."


"Bingo," Randy said. "That
helps explain how he kept the pots out of the hands of the general public. I'm
leaning toward the theory that something went wrong this time, probably the way
Sarah suggested. Garrigue wasn't around to do what he normally did to give his
cohorts advance notice."


"Are you hooked up to your police
network on your computers?" Sarah asked.


"Yeah, it's a satellite link,"
Randy said.


"If I give you names, can you find
people?"


"Within reason," he said.


She pulled her purse to her lap and
fished around. "Here," she said. She displayed a flash drive. "Some
of my records. Can you check something?"


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah dropped the flash drive into Randy's
waiting palm.


"I thought the cops took your
computer files," he said.


"They did. This was in the pocket of
my sweatshirt in the laundry. I forgot I put it there when I was working in the
shop." Heat rose to her face. Randy smiled, then plugged the drive into a
port on his laptop.


"All right, Sarah. What am I looking
for?"


She moved around to the chair next to
his. He pushed his plate out of the way and slid the laptop to her. His empty
plate, she noticed.


Stop it. He's a grown man and if he wants
a bellyache, that's his business.


"Why don't you have a regular mouse?"
she grumbled as she struggled with the touchpad. After a few moments to get
comfortable with it, she opened the right file. "Here," she said. "It's
not complete, though. I started my marketing spreadsheet before the cops took
the rest of my files."


Randy leaned over to look. Close enough
for her to feel the warmth he radiated. "It's not much, but maybe it'll
trigger something." She stared at the names, trying to place each with a
transaction, but failed miserably. It had been so busy and she'd barely had
time to get familiar with the stock. She highlighted a few names. "I
waited on these and I know they bought Garrigues, but there were a lot more."


Kovak grinned. "That's what we do.
Take way too much information and narrow it down. We can split the list. Why
don't you try to eliminate your regular customers."


"I thought you looked at everyone,"
she said, darting her eyes at Randy.


"We do," he said. "But we
prioritize, too. One question. Were all the Garrigue mugs like the ones we saw?"


"No. He sent several different
shapes and sizes. If these were going to be part of my regular stock, I'd have
codes for everything. But it was last-minute and we were swamped." She
felt like she was letting Randy—and the entire police force—down. "I'm
sorry."


"That's all right. There aren't that
many names here. If the three of us split the list, we should be able to run
them through the DMV for starters. I'll take the first ten." He jotted the
names on his tablet and passed the computer to Chief Laughlin.


"Nice to be playing detective,"
the chief said. He scribbled on his tablet and handed the laptop off to Kovak. "Makes
a good change from pencil-pushing and bean-counting."


"Am I allowed to watch?" Sarah
asked as Randy entered names into a database.


"For now, yes," he said. "We're
trying to match names to people. If you recognize any of them, that'll help."


He clicked, waited and the screen
displayed a picture. She looked at it, frowned and shook her head. "Can't
remember. Jennifer waited on so many customers."


He brought up a few more pictures. "The
problem is without anything to narrow the search, we're looking at everyone
with each name and some of these names are common enough to have multiple
results." He displayed another picture. She shook her head. Randy tried
again. And again.


"No. No. Not him," she said as
he brought up a series of bad driver's license pictures.


"Wait," Kovak said. "This
name rings a bell." He turned the screen toward her. "Walter Young
was on your guestbook list. Do you recognize this picture?"


She studied the image on the monitor. An
older man, creases and wrinkles surrounding hollow cheeks, lanky dark hair. "No.
And I think I'd remember if I saw this guy. Of course, he could have come and
gone while I was in the back."


"Hang on." Kovak pulled his
briefcase from the floor and opened it, searching through file folders. "Here
we go. Right. Walter Young. One of the people who used the bank's ATM." He
handed it to Sarah. "You mentioned he'd been in your shop. That's why the
name was familiar."


"Do you have the picture?"
Chief Laughlin asked.


"Getting there." Kovak rummaged
around a bit and handed her a stack of photos.


She leafed through them, looking for the
one she remembered. "This guy." She handed the picture to Kovak. "But
he's not the man in the driver's license picture."


"Walter Young's a common enough
name. I'll look for more of them." He passed the picture around the table.
"At least with this picture, we can narrow the search. I'd say he's twenty
to thirty years old."


Randy nodded. "But take it out five
years either way, to be safe."


Kovak starting working on his computer
again.


Sarah searched her memory, pleased when
it finally came though. "I remember now. Whatever his name is, I spoke to
him, but Jennifer handled the sale. He was waiting on a special piece. If your
theory is right, that might make him a suspect."


Randy's phone rang. "Detweiler."
His eyes widened as he listened. "Yes. Yes. Wait. Hang on." Sarah
watched him fill a page with cryptic notes. After several interminable minutes,
he snapped the phone shut and kept writing.


She quelled her curiosity and waited. If
the police chief wasn't going to interrupt, it certainly wasn't her place.


What seemed like hours later, he looked
up. "Charlotte Russell, the county M.E. Apparently she either doesn't know
I'm supposed to be out of the loop, or she doesn't care. Anyway, she gave me
the gist of her autopsy findings."


Autopsy. Sarah's stomach wobbled at the
word.


"Anything helpful?" Chief
Laughlin asked.


Randy faced him, an expression somewhere
between smug and perplexed on his face. "Our killer seems to be a copycat."


"Tell us more," Kovak said.


Randy pulled some papers out of his
briefcase. "Our victim was killed by a right-hander. The cuts on every
other victim were precise. They're willing to say the same knife was used on
all of them." He flipped pages and selected a few, tossing them on the
table. Pictures. Of a dead body. She saw enough to make her glad she hadn't
eaten more than toast and berries. She went back to the other side of the table
and let the two of them work. When they started discussing the depth and
patterns of cuts on the body, she pushed her chair away.


"If you'll excuse me, I'm
going to freshen up."


 



Chapter Twenty-Three


 


Randy raised his eyebrows. "You
okay?" Sarah's freckles stood out against her pale skin.


"Yeah, fine. But I think this would
be a good time to take a quick break and leave you to your cop stuff. Autopsies
and killer signatures aren't exactly my area of expertise."


She walked away. Steady, he noted with
relief. He should have thought before tossing those pictures around.


The chief waited until she'd rounded the
corner, then spoke. "I didn't want to say anything in front of her, but I
think one of our questions is answered. The rat I've been smelling might have
come to light."


Both men leaned forward.


"You've heard the rumors about the
jail going private, right?"


"Yes," Randy and Kovak said,
almost in unison.


"It's true. And it turns out that
one of our esteemed town council members is not only involved, but stands to
reap a small fortune if the deal goes through. One of the stumbling blocks was
that they can't fire the deputies who work the jail."


"So you and Eldridge actually got it
right the other day," Randy said. "Pine Hills dissolves its force,
contracts with County and the displaced jail deputies have new assignments in
Pine Hills."


"In a nutshell, yes," the chief
said. "However, I think it's going to hit the fan when the personal gain
angle is mentioned." He smirked. "Sometimes the media can work in our
favor. I think little Miss Penny might have some fun with this story."


"You going to tell us who the
backstabber is?" Kovak asked.


"My money's on Neville's sister,"
Randy said.


"No comment," the chief said
with a shit-eating grin. He reached for his pen. "Back to work, gentlemen.
Where were we?"


A mixture of satisfaction and relief
painted Kovak's expression. "Killer is a copycat."


"Good news is it means we don't have
to connect with those other five killings that nobody has been able to solve,"
Randy said. "Bad news is it means we don't have any leads."


"What about Christopher
Westmoreland?" Laughlin asked. "Any chance he's connected. He had a
thing for Sarah."


"Nope. I checked. His visitors in
prison have all been family."


Kovak looked up from his laptop. "That's
not the only way to get information in and out of prison. Email, phone calls,
letters."


"Agreed, but nothing in any of these
cases connects to anything he's ever done. Not his style." Randy thumbed
through his notes. "What about the prints on the key? The ones that
matched prints from her shop?"


"Without knowing which database to
search, it's not going to be easy. Nothing in IAFIS. For now, they're
examplars," the chief said.


The lack of anything more concrete dumped
more acid into Randy's already complaining stomach.


"Dental records?" the chief
asked, thumbing through notes. "Anything there?"


"Definite maybe on that one,"
Randy said. "I found a dentist who thought it rang a bell. It didn't match
anything in his current patient records, but he bought his practice about six
years ago and he said it could have been done by the guy before him."


"But?" Kovak said.


"But that guy retired to Mexico to
run fishing cruises. The records are all in storage with the new dentist, who might
be able to get to them in a few weeks. Last I heard, County was working on a warrant.
However, if we step in, red flags will go up."


The chief tapped his pen on the table. "Unless
we can get to the retired dentist first. See if he remembers the patient. Who
knows what makes a patient memorable." He looked at Randy. "You have
any contact information?"


Randy searched his notes. "Ingraham.
Albert."


"You have anything more helpful than
Mexico?" Kovak asked.


"Nope." Randy grinned. "But
you gotta figure it'll be near the water."


"Great." Kovak muttered
unintelligible sounds and addressed his keyboard. "Mexico. Fishing
charters. Water."


Randy's phone rang again. The chief
nodded, went back to his computer.


"Detweiler."


"Randy? Is this a bad time? I know
it's early but—"


"It's fine, Maggie. What do you
need?" He shoved his hair out of his eyes and turned to another page of
his tablet, doodling Xs.


"I saw two more of those mugs, like
the ones Sarah's been selling. At Saint Michael's. I volunteer there, you know,
and Sarah said they might be a clue."


He straightened, giving the call his full
attention. "Go on, Maggie." He drew a line under his row of Xs.


"One of the residents. Mrs.
Voorhees. I saw them in her room. She said her nephew gave them to her for her
birthday and she gave two to the nursing staff because she didn't need four."


"I don't suppose you know where he
got them?" He held his breath in anticipation, but didn't expect much.


"That's the thing. Her nephew is a
couple of sandwiches short of a picnic. He likes to bring her presents, but
most of the time they're secondhand. Used books. Thrift store stuff. Garage
sales. She said she wouldn't put it past him to dip into Dumpsters or trash.
She tosses most of what he gives her, but these mugs were nice. She could tell
they'd been repaired, but she didn't want to hurt his feelings and ask where he
got them."


"Thanks, Maggie. What's Mrs.
Voorhees' first name?"


"Valerie. Valerie Voorhees. Her
monogram looks like a W."


"Do you know the nephew's name?"
he asked before she went off on that tangent.


"Oh, sorry. Freddie. That's what she
calls him. Actually, she calls him her penny-pinching, drug-dealing nephew
Freddie. But I think she's joking about the drugs part. He visits every couple
of months and brings her tacky presents. Except for those mugs, I guess, which
would have been expensive. I think he lives in Portland."


"His last name?" Randy squeezed
the question in while Maggie stopped for breath.


"Oh, I didn't think about that. I
assumed he was a Voorhees, too, but there's no reason to assume that, is there?
He could be anything. Would you like me to ask? I can think up some kind of a
reason so she doesn't think I'm snooping. Then again, she doesn't remember
things for very long, so even if she did wonder why I'm asking, she—"


"Maggie. Whatever you decide will be
fine." He rubbed his forehead which now throbbed in counterpoint to his
belly. "Do you know when he gave his aunt the mugs?"


"Yes, that I know. They have a
celebration every month for the residents who have birthdays and I baked a
chocolate cake. The party was July fifteenth." She paused. "Although
that doesn't mean he came for the party, does it? Only that he probably brought
them some time in July."


"Do visitors sign in, Maggie?"


"Oh, of course. That's right. I didn't
think about that, because I'm there all the time as a volunteer, not a visitor.
But there should be a record. I could sneak a peek at the books. Staff is so
busy, they're always glad for help and I could, you know—"


"I get it, Maggie. Thanks for doing
this."


"Always glad to help our police
department. Are you enjoying your vacation?"


Yeah, right. "Yes, I am."


"Oh, my. I'm probably interrupting
you. Tell Sarah I said hello. Bye."


"Goodbye, Maggie." He
disconnected and lowered his head to his hands.


"Got something? Kovak said.


He groaned. "Freddie. Maybe
Voorhees. Maybe he lives in Portland. He brought the mugs to Saint Michael's.
Maggie said Mrs. Voohees refers to him as her penny-pinching, drug-dealing
nephew."


"Drugs?" Kovak's eyebrows
lifted. "I'll run some databases." He cracked his knuckles and bowed
his head over the keyboard again.


"Maggie Cooper," the chief
said. "Big heart. A bit on the talkative side."


Randy laughed. "A bit. But she did
give us another name to check." He scrolled through Sarah's customer
records, not expecting to find anything. Unlikely a drug dealer would be using
his own name.


"Damn, I'm good," Kovak
exclaimed.


"You found nephew Freddie?"
Randy asked. "That was fast."


"Not yet. Haven't started that one.
But someone else is going to be buying the beer for at least the next month."
He glanced at Laughlin. "Except you, Chief. Of course we'll pick up your
tab."


"Tell me what you have and I'll
decide," Laughlin said.


Kovak scribbled something on his notepad.
"Ta da.
Ingraham's Panga Fishing. Puerto
Peñasco, Mexico."


"Which is where?" Randy asked. "Enlighten
the geographically challenged."


"Sea of Cortez." Kovak studied
the screen. "Would you look at that. Al Capone used to go there."


"Stick to the here and now, Kovak,"
Laughlin said.


"You think I should go down there
and question this guy? Janie and the kids would love to come along." He
grinned. "It fits with my 'gone fishing' alibi for today."


"In your dreams, Kovak," Laughlin
said. "You've got a phone. Use it."


Kovak shrugged. "Can't blame a guy
for trying." He scribbled something and pulled out his cell.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah shook out her hair and smiled as
she approached the table. She prepared herself to deal with whatever the men
were doing. They were pictures. She wouldn't think about the real person behind
them. Only telling herself not to think about it made her think about it. Like
someone saying not to think of an elephant. She turned her thoughts to her
peaceful beach and took a chair across from Randy, leaving an empty between
herself and Kovak. All three men were working at their computers and jotting
down notes.


"Still busy, I see," she said.


Randy looked up from his laptop and
smiled, then gathered the papers spread over the table into a stack and turned
them face down. "Maggie says hello," he said.


Sarah grinned. "I'll bet she said
more than hello."


"Actually, she did. Have you ever
run into a Mrs. Voorhees at Saint Michael's? Valerie?"


"Staff or resident?" she asked.


"Resident," Randy said.


Sarah tried to place the name. "I
don't think so. Not in my ceramics class, anyway and I don't meet too many
others." Kovak and Chief Laughlin seemed totally involved in their
computers. She leaned sideways, trying to peek onto Kovak's screen to see what
doing real police work looked like. He must have sensed her prying eyes,
because he looked up and smiled. Her face heated. "Sorry. Sometimes I'm
too curious for my own good. If those are secret databases, I apologize."


He chuckled and pushed the computer
toward her. "We do have our own law enforcement sources, but sometimes it's
faster to start with Google."


She saw the familiar search engine logo
at the top of his screen and laughed. "So, have you found anything useful?"


Randy explained about the mugs and the
nephew, Freddie. "I was checking your sales records to see if you had
anyone named Voorhees." He twisted the laptop. "If you want, you can
do it."


"How far back should I look?"
she asked.


He shrugged. Looked at his colleagues. "Two
months?"


A nod and a grunt seemed to mean they
agreed.


His chair scraped against the floor and
he rose. "Be right back," he said, rubbing his stomach. And avoiding
her eyes.


"He's a big boy," Kovak said
after Randy left. "But not always smart."


"Sometimes you have to let people
learn for themselves," she said. "A little pain can be an excellent
teacher."


He seemed as adept at reading her face as
Randy. "But you don't like it when people you care about hurt, do you?"


She bit her lip, not pleased at the
direction the conversation was moving. "Can I ask you something personal?"


"Ask away," he said. "If I
can, I'll answer."


"Why does Janie call you Peek?"
Good grief what a way to change the subject. "I'm sorry. That was probably
too personal. Forget it."


His ears reddened, but he laughed. Chief
Laughlin's head was hidden behind his laptop. "It's my initials,"
Kovak said. "P. E. K."


"I'll accept that," she said,
knowing she'd go crazy trying to figure out what the P and the E stood for.
Obviously not something ordinary, or people would use his first name.


"Might as well tell her," Chief
Laughlin said. "Considering how helpful she's being."


"No, that's not necessary," she
said.


"You've earned the right to know,"
Kovak said. "But it doesn't leave this room."


She mimed zipping her lips. "Never."


He took a sheet of paper, scribbled
something on it, folded it and handed to her. She raised her eyebrows and
unfolded it. "Oh. Yeah, I can see why."


"After my grandfathers," he
said. "Apparently those names were common enough in England two
generations ago, but they don't cut it here."


No, she could see how he wouldn't want to
go by Percival Elwood. She tore the paper into tiny bits and put it in her
bowl, where it soaked up the last remnants of berry juices. "I'll keep calling
you Kovak, then," she said.


"Works for me," he said,
getting back to his keyboard.


She took Randy's computer and searched,
trying a few alternative spellings, but nothing popped. "Not here. Guess I
should do more advertising at Saint Michael's," she said to herself.
Actually, she thought, that might not be a bad idea. Maybe get together with
some of the other merchants, arrange for the residents to take a field trip to
their business district. Lunch at Sadie's. No, not lunch. Afternoon tea.


She realized her mind had wandered too
far afield and returned to her search, going back six months. Still nothing.


Randy returned, dropping a newspaper with
the sports section exposed onto the table. "Any luck?"


"I'm assuming you mean the good
kind, in which case the answer is no," she said.


"Never you mind. I've got enough for
both of us," Kovak said. "The wizard strikes again." He tapped
his chest. "I am the all-powerful silverback gorilla. Your friend over
there," he said, pointing to Randy, "despite his excessive height, is
a mere organ grinder monkey."


"That beer you expect me to buy is
going to be in your lap, buster," Randy said, glaring at Kovak. But she
recognized the affection underlying the insults.


Kovak sat there, a smirk on his face.


"I trust you're not waiting for me
to grovel," Randy said. "Spill."


"I think I found nephew Freddie on a
genealogy site," Kovak said. "Odds are against there being two
Valerie Voorheeses with Fredericks in their family tree. And there's an address
outside of Portland." He looked at Sarah with a conspiratorial grin. "Now
I'll start with our secret databases."


She giggled and made a show of covering
her eyes with her hands. "No peeking. I promise."


Kovak laughed and she left him to his
keyboard. His eyebrows came together and his lips pursed in and out as he
worked.


"May I ask a question?" she
said.


"Ask away," Randy said.


"How did the cops find the diamonds?
I'm still trying to work out how they could be fired inside those mugs."


Chief Laughlin's lips tilted upward. "Sometimes
you're good and sometimes you just get lucky. This was the latter, I'm afraid.
There was a bomb scare at the hotel. During the mandatory evacuation, a K-9
knocked over the mug during the search. It snapped at the seam and the cop went
to put the pieces back on the table when he noticed the diamonds on the floor."


"But how were they hidden? I know I'd
have heard something rattle, even if I was in a hurry to get them shipped."


"Some kind of packing material, I
think," Kovak said. "Like fiberglass."


That made more sense. "Kiln
insulation, I'll bet. It would withstand the heat of firing and they could pack
it tight enough so there wouldn't be air pockets." She was still impressed
at the lengths someone had gone to in devising the hiding system.


"Wait," Randy said. "How
did Mr. Pemberton, or whoever he is, get away?"


"Sometimes the crooks get lucky,
too," Chief Laughlin said. "The theory is he overheard the broadcast
on a radio. Cops were all over the place because of the bomb scare—some
Middle-Eastern big shot was staying at the hotel—and our man must have cut his
losses and run."


Chief Laughlin looked at his watch. "Sorry
to bug out, but I have to get to the wedding." He stood, slipped into his
jacket and straightened his tie. "Glad you joined us, Sarah. Thanks again.
Your information was helpful." He reached across the table and offered his
hand. She shook it, unable to wipe the grin off her face. Or suppress the blush
she knew was spreading across her cheeks.


He turned to Randy. "You are not
to be back in the office before Monday. If you have anything for me, use my
personal cell or home email." He wrote something on a business card and
handed it to Randy. "You take care." The gaze they exchanged said
there was something going on, more James Bond stuff.


"Yes, sir." They gripped hands
briefly and Chief Laughlin clapped Randy's arm. He squared his shoulders and
strode out of the room, leaving a vacancy three times his size. It was easy to see
how he'd moved up to become Chief of Police. Although he was nowhere near Randy's
height, and shorter than Kovak as well, the man radiated authority.


The atmosphere seemed more casual now.
She found the courage to voice the question that had been bugging her since
they arrived. "Are you allowed to tell me more about why you're having
this meeting here? It can't be because Chief Laughlin had to attend a wedding."


Randy and Kovak glanced out the window,
as if they thought Chief Laughlin might be listening.


"He was getting some strange vibes,"
Kovak said. "Seemed every time we'd start to make a little headway,
someone would remind him we were in over our heads. That the bigger agencies
should handle the big cases and we should take care of our normal Pine Hills
problems."


"Like a man getting murdered in Pine
Hills isn't a Pine Hills problem?" she said. "Who's making those
calls?"


"They come from the town council,"
Randy said. "The chief thinks someone has his or her own reasons for
wanting us off the murder case beyond us needing support from county for the
forensics. Whoever he or she is, they seem to know when we've been working on
the case and they've been less than subtle about telling the chief to pull us
off."


Kovak nodded in agreement. "And, for
the record, the chief does have a wedding to go to. Randy's on vacation
and I'm taking comp time for the overtime I wasn't supposed to be working last
week. Gone fishing, if anyone asks. But we get to work more or less
uninterrupted and we're not going to run into other LEOs."


"Leos? Like lions?" she asked.


"Law enforcement officers,"
Kovak explained. He rolled his eyes in Randy's direction. "Shi—sheesh big
guy, don't you tell her anything?"


Sarah rolled her eyes, mimicking Kovak's
expression. "He thinks keeping me in the dark about his job is protecting
me, although it doesn't seem to be working, does it?"


Randy shot her an exasperated look. "You're
here, aren't you?"


She found his leg under the table and
rubbed it gently with her foot. "Yes. And except for your unorthodox taste
in pictures, it's been fascinating."


The men attacked their computers again.
She chewed her lip, trying to make some sense of what she'd seen and heard.
Everything was as tangled as the skeins of yarn in Maggie's knitting basket
after Othello, her cat, got into it. "So you think if you work on the
murder, you might find something that connects it to the town council? That's way
out there."


Randy slipped one hand under the table
and put her leg in his lap. "It might be the smuggling. We think they're
tied together."


"Murder and smuggling in the Pine
Hills town council," she mused. "That's … really out there,
all right."


"Does seem farfetched," Randy
said, massaging her calf through her jeans. "How are you doing, Mister
Gorilla?"


"Got a machine at the number for
Ingraham's charter company. Left a message that I'm interested in a trip. Found
a Freddie Voorhees. He's a drug dealer, all right."


"Drugs and diamonds? This is
getting crazy," Sarah said.


Kovak gave a huge grin. "Voorhees
sells pharmaceuticals. Legal drug dealer. He's worked for half a dozen
companies over the last ten years. Moves around a lot. No wants, no warrants,
no record. I think I'll pay the guy a call on the way back. Ask a few
questions." He shot Randy a knowing look. "Let you two get back to
having fun."


Randy slid her leg to the floor and gave
her a sheepish grin. The one that made her want to jump into his arms. She
inched her head forward, her mouth going dry. In response, his eyelids went to
half mast, pure bedroom.


"Sounds good," Randy said, not
taking his eyes off her. "We should probably get out of here before they
make us buy lunch."


She licked her lips. "Are we still
going down the coast?" she asked.


"Later," he said, his voice
rough.


"Take it easy, you two," Kovak
said. "Or do I need a bucket of ice water?"


In her peripheral vision, she saw Kovak
packing his papers and laptop. "And I'm on my way," he said.


 



Chapter Twenty-Four


 


Randy turned off the road into a pullout
overlooking the Pacific Ocean. Trying to navigate the coast highway and enjoy
the view were mutually exclusive and he was ready for a break. He stepped out,
sucking the briny smell of the ocean into his lungs. He leaned against the
hood, watching the surf crash over the rocks, instantly transfixed by the rhythm
of the waves. Sarah sidled up beside him, sliding her arm around his waist. She
leaned her head against his chest.


"You feeling all right?" she
asked.


"Fine," he said.


"You wouldn't admit it if you weren't,
would you? The way you had to eat every bit of that salsa at breakfast. You had
to know it would aggravate your stomach."


"Doesn't bother me that much,"
he said. "A little heartburn. No big deal." He stared out to sea. "When
a cop transfers to a new division, guess what's the first thing he asks."


She looked up at him. "I don't know.
Where do you keep the bullets?"


He tousled her hair. "No, it's 'Where
do you keep the antacids?' It's an occupational hazard."


"Will you promise me one thing?"
she asked.


The moon if she asked. "Name it."


"See a doctor when we get back."


He pinched the bridge of his nose. "All
right. But it's a waste of time."


They stood awhile longer. The smells of
the sea and of Sarah blended, relaxing him.


"You're quiet," she said.


"Thinking." A pelican plunged into
the surf. Randy waited, watching until it bobbed to the surface. At the water's
edge, shorebirds darted back and forth along the beach.


"About?"


"It's complicated."


She pulled away. "Which is your way
of avoiding a conversation. I thought we were going to talk more." She stuffed
her hands in the back pockets of her jeans and stared out to sea.


"I know. But I have to sort things
out in my head before they come out my mouth. That habit's too ingrained to
break easily, at least when it's job-related."


She tilted her head and looked up at him,
a half-smile on her lips. "Good to know you're more spontaneous with your
words in other departments."


"And sometimes I don't think you
need words." He whirled her around, hoisted her onto the hood of his truck
and kissed her. Toenail-deep kisses. Delving for answers to questions as old
and unfathomable as the ocean behind him. As if his life depended on the
answers. And while he was drowning in the kiss, he wondered if it did.


"I love you, Sarah," he
whispered when he finally needed to breathe. "I'm new to this … this
balancing of job and life. Until I met you, my life was my job."


She blinked those stone blue eyes at him.
"So you understand how important my job, my shop, is to me."


He nodded. "But you know how to
shift gears from one to the other. I don't know if I can do that. There's
always a part of me that's going to be on duty."


"And I understand that. It's part of
the package." Her eyes saddened. "The part I'm trying to come to
grips with."


"Sounds like we each have something
to work on. I'm game. You?"


"Kiss me like that again and I'll
think about it."


He did.


The atmosphere in the truck lightened as
they continued south.


"Do you and Kovak work like you did
this morning all the time?" Sarah asked. "He takes a lot of pot
shots, doesn't he?"


Randy laughed. "He was being kind,
probably in deference to you and the chief being there."


"And you?"


"Oh, I was being very kind."


She smiled. "Good. Because I'd hate
to think you can't give as good as you get."


What would she think if she was present
at a crime scene and heard the way cops talked? Would she accept that they
needed humor to see them through the darkness? Or would she think they were
cold, uncaring brutes? "No need to worry there. I can hold my own."


She shifted in her seat, twisting to face
him. "I had fun," she said softly, as if it embarrassed her to admit
it. "It was fascinating to see you all in action. And I felt like I fit
in, kind of."


"You more than fit in, Sarah. You
were an asset to the team." He punched her playfully on the arm. "But
don't go getting ideas about stealing my job."


"No danger of that," she said
with a laugh. "But I like sharing, even if it's only a part of what you
do."


"We'll be in Arcata in half an hour,"
he said. "I'm going to stop on campus. If you want to come along, you're
welcome. Or I can stop at the motel first and you can relax while I do my
thing."


"I'll stay with you," she said.
"The school has a great art department with an extensive ceramics program.
Maybe I can poke around, ask questions. See their gallery. I might find a clue
or two."


"Slow down, woman. A couple of hours
brainstorming doesn't make you a detective."


She glared at him. "But that's my
area of expertise."


"We'll see," he said.


Her gaze grew wary. "Now that your
meeting is over, are you vacationing, or vacationing with work on the side, or
just plain working?"


"Depends where this afternoon takes
me," he said. And for the first time in as long as he'd been a cop, he
wished it would be a dead end. That he could shove the whole mess onto all the
other departments and let them do their jobs, which would let him spend four
more days with nothing but Sarah to think about.


"All right." Her smile
surprised him.


"I didn't expect you to accept that
so easily," he admitted.


"The way I see it, if you're
vacationing, we'll have a great time. If you're doing the vacation with an
investigation on the side, I can be part of it. And if this ends up being four
days of work for you, I can scout artists for my shop, do some sightseeing. As
a matter of fact, the school has another gallery in Eureka. Old Town should be
fun."


"You're okay with being on your own?"


She lifted her eyebrows. "Why
shouldn't I be?"


Right. What was he thinking? Her big
thing was independence. She probably didn't feel like half the lights in the
world went out when they were apart, the way he did.


"We're sharing a room, right?"
she said. "You're not going to work 24/7 like in Pine Hills, are you? It'll
be a test. What it's like to share you with your job, but not all at once."


His spirits lifted as his brain finally
clicked into gear. Here, outside his jurisdiction, even if he was working, it
wouldn't be official and definitely not around the clock. He'd be done in time
for dinner at a decent hour every evening. And nights … his body responded to
that thought with a dramatic shift in blood flow.


Business first. He steered the truck along the edge of
campus onto Harpst Street and found the Student and Business Services Building.
After parking in a lot that said "General Parking", he headed for the
structure.


Sarah tugged on his sleeve. "Wait a
second." She pointed to a cluster of buildings behind them. "The
sculpture and ceramics labs are right over there. You can do your cop stuff and
I can look around."


Much as he liked having Sarah nearby,
logic said he'd get more information from Rachel Michaelis in the campus police
department if he kept it cop to cop, so he agreed.


"Call when you're ready," she
said. "I have a feeling there will be enough to hold my interest while you're
working." She tilted her face up, an open invitation to a lingering
goodbye. He brushed his lips across her forehead instead.


"If I kiss you for real, I'm not
going to be able to walk into that building," he said.


"Suit yourself. See you later."


He hung back, watching her walk away, her
stride purposeful, her hips swinging enough to make him want to get through his
meeting with Rachel Michaelis and into the vacation portion of the trip.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah changed from jeans to a long green
skirt and added a coordinating jungle print faux-wrap top. She caught Randy's
eye in the mirror as she adjusted the top. His eyes weren't on hers, though. A
bit too low for that. "I swore I packed my green scarf," she said,
turning and pushing past him to check her suitcase.


"I like it better without,"
Randy said, running his fingers along the deep V of the neckline, along the
tops of her breasts.


She slapped his hand away. "You
would. You're a man." She dumped the contents of the bag on the bed. "Ha!
Here you are, you sneaky thing." She stuffed everything else in the
dresser drawer, then went back to the mirror and wrapped the silk scarf around
her neck.


"I still like it better without,"
he said.


"Image is everything," she
said. "I'm representing a classy boutique. I have to look the part."


"What part? You are the owner
of a classy boutique. What's wrong with looking the way you looked all day? You
look fine in jeans."


"You're grumbling because I asked
you to change into slacks. And think positive. If the person on duty at the
gallery is a man, the scarf goes back in my purse."


"Ah, there's hope, then. I don't see
why we have to go to this gallery tonight. Didn't you see enough on campus? You
had almost three hours. We could go tomorrow."


"You are—"


"Waiting until we get back here,"
he interrupted. He raised his hands in surrender. "You sure we don't have
time?"


"Honestly, Randy, just because the
campus cops couldn't give you any useful information is no reason to get all
testy. What's so wrong about giving my plan a chance?"


"I wouldn't call what I am testy,"
he said, waggling his eyebrows. "And I didn't say I wasn't going to give
your plan a chance. Only that it could wait until tomorrow."


"For your information, tomorrow I
have an appointment to see the head of the ceramics department. Suck it up,
mister. Another hour won't kill you." Inside, she smiled. Randy hadn't
seen the nightie she'd packed. The one she'd bought for his welcome home from
San Francisco and still hadn't worn.


"Ready. Let's go."


She took his hand as they strolled the
waterfront in Old Town in Eureka. "There's the gallery," she said.
She picked up the pace, eager to see the ceramics. The campus exhibits had a
variety of works of students and faculty, including a display of Garrigue
pottery. Although there had been a few tea sets and mugs, most of the work was
more sculpture than functional.


However none of the mugs had the pedestal
base design she was looking for. The staff at the campus gallery said they were
showcasing pottery this month at the First Street Gallery, and she hoped she'd
have better luck there.


Sarah peeked through the window. A woman
with long, straight black hair sat behind the desk.


"Sorry," Sarah said to Randy
with an evil grin. She fingered the scarf at her neck. "You lose. For now,
anyway."


The woman greeted them as they entered.
Sarah marched up to her and smiled. "Hi. I'm Sarah Tucker, owner of That
Special Something in Pine Hills, Oregon." She handed the woman her
business card. "I'd like to browse, please. I sell a lot of ceramics in my
shop. It's primarily household, but as you might guess from the name of the
store, I offer a wide assortment of one-of-a-kind pieces. I thought I might
find a promising artist here."


"We showcase student art from the
university in Arcata," the woman said. "If you see anything to your
liking, I'll be happy to connect you with the artist." She paused, her
eyes flitting from piece to piece around the room, as if trying to find
something she thought Sarah might like. Was she trying to push the wares of her
friends? Or herself, for that matter?


"Are any of your pieces here?"
Sarah asked. The woman seemed to be in her mid-thirties, but that didn't mean
she wasn't a student.


"I don't work with clay," she
said. "But the orange and red tapestry in the case at the back is mine."


"I'll check it out." She and
Randy made a quick circuit of the gallery, looking at the ceramics, pausing
from time to time. She sensed the woman's eyes following them. There were glass
cases mounted on one wall at the back showcasing faculty and student work. She
recognized a large vase and an abstract piece as Garrigues.


"I think even I can pick out a
Garrigue now," Randy said.


"Then maybe we both learned
something today." She moved along the wall, stopping at a display of
samples of other media representing the various offerings of the university's
art department as a whole. The tapestry in question was quite good. "Nadine",
the placard underneath said.


"Wait here," she said to Randy.
She strode back to the desk. "Do you have more pieces similar to the one here?"
she asked.


The woman beamed. "Yes, yes I do."


"If you're interested," she
said, "I can take one or two on consignment."


The woman's eyes lit up. "That would
be great." She extended her hand. "I'm Nadine."


"All right, Nadine. You have my
card. I'll be back in Pine Hills next week. Call me."


"I will."


"Oh, and one question. I noticed the
Garrigue pieces in back. I was on campus today, but his studio was closed. I'd
love to study his technique. I used to throw pots, but I've never come close to
what he can do."


Nadine's eyes darted around the room,
although aside from Randy, there was nobody else in the gallery. She leaned
forward and lowered her voice. "I think he farms a lot of it out these
days. He's trained his apprentices until they can create an almost perfect
piece. He still does all the glazing and the larger art pieces, but his
household stuff—that's something he doesn't bother with anymore. He's aloof,
but that's sort of the artistic temperament, I guess. And on top of that, he's
always disappearing. Drives his students nuts."


"Do you know where he goes?"


She shook her head. "Maybe some of
his students do. Or his apprentices." Her face colored. "I probably
shouldn't have told you. It's all rumor. I'm not in his department, so I don't
deal with him."


Sarah gave her a conspiratorial smile. "I
remember what it's like on campus. Rumors fly, don't they?"


"All the time. Wait." She
opened a desk drawer. "There's a list of emergency contact numbers here. I
think Mr. Garrigue is listed as someone to call if anything happens." She
extracted a sheet of paper and ran her finger down a list of names. "Yes,
here it is. Would you like it? I have to say, it's a pretty old list and he's
not a primary contact."


"It's a start, though. That would be
great. Thanks." She tried to keep from looking too excited as Nadine wrote
it on a gallery business card.


"Good luck," Nadine said.


"Don't forget to call me."
Sarah turned to the back and motioned for Randy to join her, then started for
the door.


"Apparently Hugh disappears
regularly. I have an emergency contact number for him." She handed Randy
the card. "How did I do?"


"Your technique was superb," he
said. "But the campus police have already tried his emergency contact
number."


"Oh," she said, feeling like a
deflated balloon. "Well, I might have picked up a new artist. It wasn't a
total waste of time."


"How about some ice cream? I saw a
shop down the block."


She remembered how their first night
together had started with bowls of ice cream. From the look in Randy's eyes, he
was thinking the same thing. Besides, it would probably be good for his
stomach. "Sounds good."


They ordered cones and strolled the
waterfront. She swirled her tongue around the creamy scoop of chocolate,
savoring the rich taste. Randy's hand snaked around her waist.


"I like that technique," he
murmured.


She gazed up at him. "Really? How
about this?" She took the top of the ice cream into her mouth, then slowly
withdrew it, drawing the softening scoop out in an elongated shape. She
repeated the move, her eyes half closed.


"Now that's not bad," he said. "Not
bad at all." His voice rasped.


She used her tongue again, circling the
peak, then working down to the cone. She smiled. "You're dripping."


"Your fault."


"No, silly." She pointed at his
ice cream. "Your cone. Lick." Rivulets of ice cream trickled down his
fingers.


He cleaned the drips from his cone, his
tongue flicking around the edge.


"Your action's not so bad yourself,"
she said. She grabbed his hand and sucked the ice cream from each of his
fingers in turn. Slowly.


When she finished, he pulled his hand
free and scarfed the rest of his ice cream, then tossed the cone into a trash
can. "Eat," he said. "Now. Fast." He shifted gears from
stroll to haul ass and took her hand. "Hotel. You. Me. Bed."


 



Chapter Twenty-Five


 


Randy stood on the balcony of the hotel
room, staring at the lights shimmering from the waterfront. Behind him, Sarah
slept. Content, he hoped. He turned and leaned against the rail, shifting his
attention to her. She lay curled on her side, her hands folded under her
pillow. The lights from outside illuminated her face. A smile played around her
lips. Dreaming of what they'd done tonight? In the hotel, different beds,
different shadows, different sounds added a new level of pleasure to lovemaking.
And her nightgown. He looked at the silk and lace draped over the chair beside
the bed. Nothing like the woman she'd been at breakfast, sitting with three
cops, fitting in. Or this evening, being part professional boutique owner, part
detective.


Lately, she seemed to be doing a better
job of straddling their two worlds than he was.


Because she understands they are two worlds, idiot. He'd fallen
in love with Sarah, assuming she would move into his personal life, completing
it the way the last piece of a jigsaw puzzle finished the picture. He'd never
given much thought to how many sacrifices it would take for her to buy into the
whole package.


And what sacrifices had he made? Would he
make? That familiar ache threatened his belly and he remembered his promise to
Sarah to see a doctor. He could start with that one, for whatever good it would
do. Watch the stress, cut back on caffeine. Right.


She'd been so proud, so excited to have
uncovered a phone number for Garrigue. So what if it was a duplication of information?
His skeptical detective's mind returned. He took his notebook and briefcase and
crept across the room to the bathroom, closing the door behind him before
turning on the light. Lowering the lid on the toilet, he sat and leafed through
pages until he found what Rachel Michaelis had given him this afternoon. He
found the numbers she'd given him for Hugh Garrigue. Campus studio and an
emergency contact. Which did not match the number on the card Heather
had given Sarah at the gallery.


Once he thought about it, it made sense.
The emergency contact number he gave when he filled out forms was his sister's.
She's the one they'd call if the worst happened. He had a fleeting thought of
Sarah's number going into that slot on his own forms, but shoved it aside for
now. He looked at the number from Rachel Michaelis again. A totally different
area code. This was probably the "in case of personal emergency"
number. The one Sarah had was likely the "in case something happens to the
gallery" number.


First thing in the morning, he'd check it
against a reverse directory and see where it led. Meanwhile, lying beside Sarah
was better medicine than a giant-economy-size bottle of Tums. He packed
everything away and shut off the light. He waited until his eyes adjusted to the
dim room, listening to her even breathing. Emotion swamped him, filling his
chest.


Slipping into the bed behind her, he drew
her to him. As she snuggled against him, transferring her warmth, he knew he'd
do whatever necessary to keep her in his life.


 


The next morning, he laced his sneakers
as he waited for Sarah to finish in the bathroom.


"I can't believe we slept this late,"
she said when she emerged. "My appointment's at ten-thirty." She
grabbed the hair dryer and bent over, blowing the air over her hair with one
hand, ruffling it with her fingers with the other. "That'll have to do.
Let's go."


She wore jeans again, with a blue and
white t-shirt. With her clean-scrubbed face and damp hair she looked no older
than an average university student.


"Is it okay if I drop you off?"
he asked. "It turns out you picked up a good lead last night." He
shut the hotel room door behind them, making sure it was locked.


"I did? Really? What?" Her eyes
sparkled.


He explained his late-night discovery
about the other phone number. Since he didn't get so much as an answering
machine when he'd called earlier, he thought a personal visit might be a better
approach. "I'll drop by the campus police department and get an address to
go with it. I'll check it out and meet you … where? The ceramics lab?"


"Call my cell to find me. No telling
where I'll end up."


By now, they were on the highway. "Relax,"
he said after he caught her looking at her watch for the third time in three
minutes. "We'll be there in plenty of time."


She opened the truck's window, frowned,
fluffed her hair again, then put on some lip gloss.


"You look fine, Sarah. You're not
going in as the classy boutique owner today. You'll probably get a better
response from students if you look like one. Heck, you could pass as someone
thinking about transferring here."


"You think?" The worry lines
disappeared. "That's a great idea. My cover, right?"


"Right. We can hook up for lunch. Or
brunch, I suppose, since we didn't have breakfast."


She twisted around to the backseat. "Muffins,"
she said, putting the bag on the console. "Maybe a little stale, but they
should tide you over."


"Thanks." He swung through the
parking lot and stopped at the bottom of the path leading to the Art buildings.
Sarah jumped out of the truck and took off at a rapid clip, waving over her
shoulder.


He got that twinge of emptiness again. He
shook his head in wonder and drove down B Street, finding a slot behind the
Business Service Building.


Fifteen minutes later, thanks to Rachel
Michaelis, he had the address he needed, plus a few more owned by the same person.
He figured he'd be back in under an hour, plenty of time to catch up with
Sarah.


He plugged the first address into his GPS
and headed out, ending up in a lower-middle-class residential neighborhood. According
to the Rachel, a Gloria Osgood owned the house. Whether she lived here or not
remained to be seen. She owned three other properties in Eureka as well, one of
which was the listed address Kovak had found for Walter Young, who was employed
by the University as a janitor.


The third property, about a mile away,
was rented to a Trent Wallace, who also had a university job. The one on this
street and the fourth came up with Gloria Osgood's name. He guessed she lived
in one of them. What he didn't have was an ID on whoever was using Walter Young's
ATM card.


He circled the block. Behind the house
was a detached double garage, butting up to a vacant lot. Returning to the
street where the house sat, he parked a few doors down and strapped on his
ankle holster with his off-duty weapon. He opened the back of the truck, took a
clipboard from his kit and tucked a pen behind his ear. Sarah was pretending to
be a potential student. He'd be inspecting something. Or taking a survey, he
decided. He'd play it by ear. From the house next door, a dog barked and a
curtain moved aside in a front window.


He stopped at the sidewalk, faked making
notes and approached Gloria Osgood's house. The knee-high lawn was as much
weeds as grass. One of the windows was boarded up, the wooden porch steps
sagged. He dismissed this as the current residence of Gloria Osgood, or anyone
else, for that matter, but he'd go through the motions.


Like someone who had every reason to be
there, he strode up the cracked concrete walkway toward the porch and rapped on
the door. When there was no answer, he knocked once more, then walked around
back, still scribbling on his clipboard. The ever diligent survey-inspector
man. He punched the telephone number for the house into his cell. After listening
to an out of service recording, he disconnected and turned toward the garage
behind him.


He paused. Listened. Strains of the
Grateful Dead filtered from that direction. A weed-infested brick walkway led
from the back porch of the house to the structure. Hairs on his neck stood up.
Glancing around to make sure no one could see him, he slipped his off-duty gun
from his ankle holster into the waistband of his jeans and pulled his jersey
over it.


The music stopped. Randy crept forward,
moving around the padlocked garage door. The side wall had a small window,
curtained, but he crouched low, staying beneath it. Beyond the window was an
entry door. He debated his options and decided to stick with his cover. Too
much trouble explaining being a cop this far out of his jurisdiction. Rising,
he gripped his clipboard, arranged his features into bored friendliness and
raised his hand to knock.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah took a calming breath and found the
office of Bradley Quinn, head of the ceramics department. She paused in the
open doorway. He glanced up from a mound of paperwork on his desk. Bushy black
eyebrows jutted over dark eyes. "You must be Sarah Tucker. Come in. I'll
be with you in a minute."


When she'd made the appointment
yesterday, nobody had asked for a reason and she hadn't given one. Randy's idea
of being a prospective student made sense. Returning to school after a life
crisis. Certainly David's death qualified for that.


She took a seat in one of the two wooden
chairs facing his desk. "Thank you for being willing to see me on such
short notice. I'm not normally this impulsive, but I decided it was time to get
on with my life and, well … here I am, getting on with it."


"So, what is it I can do for you?"
he asked. His blue oxford cloth shirt was unbuttoned at the neck and his
sleeves were rolled up.


"I have a bachelor's in Art."
She dived into her rehearsed speech. "I've worked in a variety of media,
but ceramics has always been a favorite. I managed a gift boutique with my
husband until he died about two years ago. I woke up one morning and realized I
missed the creative end of things. Selling pottery wasn't as fulfilling as
making it." She gave him what she hoped was a prospective graduate student
smile and waited.


"You know you'd have to go through
the formal application process," he said. "We don't exactly sign up
grad students off the street." His bushy eyebrows met over the bridge of
his nose. He rummaged in his desk drawer and came up with a manila envelope. "All
the information's in here."


"Oh, of course. I didn't mean I was
expecting to enroll today. I've been taking a trip down the coast with a friend
who had business in town. I've seen some great things come out of Humboldt, so
I thought I'd stop by, maybe take a tour, talk to some students, get a feel for
the atmosphere. I'd hoped to talk with Hugh Garrigue—I'm a big fan of his
work—but the woman I spoke with yesterday said he wasn't available. Do you know
if he'll be back soon?"


The man's eyebrows bunched again and he
looked at the papers on his desk. He frowned. "Only the renowned Hugh
Garrigue knows. He's adjunct faculty. Some of us real faculty actually teach
for a living."


He clawed his fingers through his thick,
black hair. "Sorry. That was uncalled for and I apologize. The man's
gifted with clay, but he sometimes forgets about the day-to-day
responsibilities. I've been left in the lurch here and I'm taking it out on
him." He smiled. "Obviously, the man has brought recognition to our
little campus."


"I understand your frustration. I'm
happy to fend for myself if you're busy." A little time to snoop on
her own would be perfect.


He glanced at his watch, rested his hand
on the stack of papers and looked at the ceiling as if searching for a message
in the stains on the acoustic tiles. He smoothed his eyebrows and put one hand
on his phone, giving Sarah a half-smile that said she ought to be grateful for
the service he was about to do for her. "Tell you what. I'll see if I can
get in touch with one of Hugh's teaching assistants. If she's free, she can
show you around."


A few minutes later, she was walking
through campus to the ceramics lab building with Nikki, a twenty-something
throwback to the Sixties wearing torn jeans, Birkenstocks and a tie-dye
t-shirt. Come to think of it, the entire town of Arcata was a throwback to the Sixties.
They even had an eatery called Alice's Restaurant. Maybe she and Randy could go
there for lunch.


"So, like what are you looking for?"
Nikki asked, pulling the door open. "I've got a lab to supervise at
eleven-thirty."


"Nothing in particular." They
turned a corner and the drone of potters' wheels floated through the space,
along with the smell of wet clay. "How long have you studied with Hugh
Garrigue? His work is getting harder to come by, it seems. Must be nice to be
able to be exclusive."


"Whatever. He's good for the basics,
but nobody gets to see him mix glazes or load the kiln when he's firing his
personal stuff. His secret formulas are locked up somewhere and he doesn't work
here when he's creating one of his collections."


"I heard he has apprentices doing
some of the basic household pieces he sells. You know, his coffee and tea sets.
I can understand him not wanting to crank out a thousand coffee mugs." She
tried to keep her tone casual, her face mildly curious. Surely it would be normal
for a prospective student to try to get the inside skinny on the workings of
the school.


"If he does, it's not here,"
Nikki said. "He teaches the undergrads throwing and sculpting techniques."
She huffed. "That is, for about one out of four lectures and labs. It's
us—the grad students—who do most of it."


"What about the advanced work? Like
what you're doing. Is he helpful?"


She looked away before answering, as if she
was afraid someone would hear. "Overall, yes. He's not always accessible,
but I guess you've figured that out for yourself."


"That doesn't sound fair,"
Sarah said.


"Maybe not, but we come out of this
place with an advanced degree and we can say we studied under the magnificent
Hugh Garrigue. It's an entry ticket to gallery showings."


Sarah tried to remember if she'd seen any
of Nikki's work last night, if it might be something she could sell. But that
would mean admitting she owned That Special Something and she didn't want to
take a chance someone would make the Garrigue connection.


Nikki led her into one of the studio
rooms where eight students sat at wheels and others worked at benches along the
perimeter of two walls. She thought of the seniors she worked with at Saint
Michael's. She roamed from wheel to wheel. Most students gave her a cursory
once-over and continued creating. Trays of clay figures stood on racks along
another wall, drying until they could be fired. Nowhere in the room could she
see pedestal-based mugs.


"How many workrooms like this do you
have?" she asked.


"Six," Nikki said.


"I don't see a kiln in here. Where
do you fire?"


"The kilns are down in the basement,
near the loading dock."


Under what she hoped was the guise of
legitimate questions, Sarah followed Nikki through the department until she had
to teach her class.


"Good to meet you," Nikki said.
"Hope I didn't put you off. This is a great campus."


"I'll wander a bit," Sarah
said. "If that's all right."


"Enjoy."


Sarah went through the studios, searching
for anything she could report to Randy, stopping here and there to chat with
the occasional student. Most seemed quite pleased with the program, but
consensus was Hugh Garrigue carried around a surplus of ego. He wasn't usually
gone as long has he had been this time, but nobody seemed to think it out of
character.


When noon came and went and she hadn't
heard from Randy, she tried not to let it get under her skin. He might be on
vacation, but he was following a lead. Probably lost track of time. Hunger
gnawed at her stomach and she thought of the muffins in Randy's truck. He'd
undoubtedly eaten them by now. She glanced at her phone. The signal was weak,
but not so low that a call wouldn't come through. At least she didn't think so.
Or had she missed one? She checked the log. Nothing since she'd used it last.
Maybe she'd go outside and try from there. Meanwhile, she set it to vibrate and
shoved it in her pocket where she'd notice a call.


Irritation mounted. They'd discussed
this. He'd promised to stay in touch and this was vacation, or so he kept
saying. Not official police business. Had he been honest?


She stormed down the corridor. A bell
rang. Doors opened. People filled the narrow hallway and she played human
pinball dodging them while looking for an exit.


"Sorry," she repeated as she
made her way toward a door with a red illuminated exit sign above it. She found
herself in a stairwell. Remembering Nikki said the kilns were on the lower
level, she went in that direction.


At the bottom of the stairwell, she
pushed on the metal bar of the steel exit door and found herself in a dimly lit
corridor. She aimed for the red exit sign above a door to her left. On the way,
a door labeled "Kiln Room" roused her curiosity. She twisted the
knob. When it opened, she stepped inside.


A maze of kilns of varying ages, sizes
and shapes filled the room. Wooden shelves held pieces waiting to be fired—some
bisque, some glazed. She picked her way through the room for a closer look.
Nothing resembled the kind of work Hugh Garrigue sold on his website or had
sent her for her shop. Although much of it was quite good, it still had a
student quality overall. Still no pedestal-based mugs. Not surprising, considering.
After all, if they were being used for smuggling, he'd probably make them
somewhere else.


Like wherever he was? And what good was
she doing here? Play-acting. She was no detective. She glanced at her watch.
Twelve-thirty. So much for Randy's promise of an hour. It had been two.


The door opened. A couple walked in
pushing a cart laden with greenware, voices hushed but from the tone,
definitely arguing. Sarah froze for an instant, then ducked behind the nearest
pottery-filled shelf unit, peering between a row of bisque-fired vases.


The woman walked over to one of the
kilns. "This one's free."


"Relax, baby," the man said. "No
worries. Everything's going to be cool. The term's almost over and we'll be out
of this dump." He loaded pottery into the open kiln. "I can hear the
surf, smell the sunscreen and taste the rum. Until then, it's business as
usual." He pushed the empty cart aside. "Okay?" His voice softened.


"Okay," she whispered.


They definitely weren't arguing anymore.
They were also between her and the door. Sarah made herself as invisible as
possible, hoping they wouldn't go much further. Heat radiated against her back.
She ignored it as she tried to ignore the sounds of growing ardor from the
couple. Neither showed signs of abating and sweat trickled from her scalp down
her neck. Soon, her shirt was damp and clung to her. Her leg muscles protested
the position. She shifted, nudging the pottery rack enough to jiggle the vases.


She froze. The couple was still
lip-locked. Had they heard?


"You hear that?" the man asked,
still kissing the woman.


Sarah held her breath.


"Mmm. Hear what?" the woman
murmured.


"Sounded like pots moving. I should
check."


"Geez," the woman said. "You're
more paranoid than I am. Things settle in here all the time. Someone slams a
door down the hall and everything rattles." She gave a throaty laugh. "Besides,
I've always said I can make the earth move for you." From the shadows,
Sarah saw the woman adjust her blouse and finger-comb her hair. "We should
be going anyway. I've got a class in ten minutes. You can take up where you
left off tonight."


Sarah peeked between the shelves and bit
her lip to keep from crying out when she realized who they were. She cowered
behind the pottery, willing them to move faster, to leave already. When the
door finally closed, she grabbed her phone and punched in Randy's number.


Answer. Where are you?


The ringing stopped, but she heard
nothing from the other end. "Hello? Randy?" she said in a loud stage
whisper.


Some faint static, then nothing. She
pushed the door open a crack, looking in both directions down the hall. Empty.
She hurried to the exit door and crept onto the loading dock. With a full-strength
signal on her phone at last, she ducked behind a stack of cartons and called
Randy again.


"They're here," she said as
soon as she heard him answer. "Both of them. I was wrong again. I didn't
think they were together, but they were and it sounded like they're involved
like we thought he might be only it's both of them." She paused, gasping
for breath.


"Slow down, Sarah. Deep breath.
Count to ten."


"Ten, shmen. It was them. You have
to get here. Fast."


"What are you talking about?"


"Saturday. Two customers, waiting
for Jennifer to get their stuff. First I thought they were together, but they
didn't match. He was in jeans, not sloppy, but a notch below casual. She was
all elegant. They separated and I remember thinking I was right that they weren't
a couple. That they simply happened to be standing next to each other when I
came out. He went off to browse and she stood near the counter, but then I had
customers to deal with."


"So two of your customers are on
campus. Did you find out who they are?"


She clenched the phone in her fist. "Not
her, but he's the ATM guy. My customer. The one who wasn't really Walter Young."
She paused. "I didn't mention that part, did I?"


"No, you didn't. All right. Where
are you and where is he?" The concern in his tone made her shudder.


"I'm outside the ceramics lab
building, at the loading dock. Behind a pile of cartons," she added. "Kind
of hiding."


"Good move. Stay exactly where you
are. I should be there in ten minutes, tops."


Automatically, she checked her watch. She
hoped his estimate wasn't like his one-hour prediction. "All right."


Seconds ticked by, each one taking
several minutes. She watched the entrance to the loading area for Randy's black
pickup, ears tuned for the return of the man who wasn't Walter Young and his companion.


 



Chapter Twenty-Six


 


Randy wheeled the F-150 through town and
strove to keep his pulse under control. The sound of Sarah's voice when she
called sent his pulse racing, sweat dripping and nausea roiling. It also gave
him a good excuse to leave Gloria Osgood's parlor and her disgusting lemonade.


His encounter at the garage had yielded
nothing more than a squatter who Kovak would have pegged as a taco short of a
combination plate. The real Walter Young's house was locked tight and deserted,
but well maintained. Curtains or shades on all the windows. No car in the
carport.


From there, he'd tracked down Gloria
Osgood, the property owner who made Maggie Cooper seem reticent. However, in
exchange for some information and what was turning into a killer headache, he'd
endured three glasses of her homemade lemonade. Apparently the concept of sweet
was foreign to her.


Wearing black slacks and a long-sleeved
tunic-length shirt with flowers appliquéd across her ample chest, the woman had
greeted him warmly and insisted he come in and sit if she was going to answer
his questions. "It's so nice to have someone to talk to," she'd said.
"I recently retired from nursing. I'm still getting used to all the free
time. Maybe I'll pick up some part-time hours."


Her steel-gray hair was cut short, her
gray eyes magnified by black-framed glasses. She'd confirmed Hugh Garrigue had
rented from her years ago, when he was newly arrived in town. Although she was
aware of his current standing in the art community, she hadn't seen or heard
from him since he paid his last rent check.


"He has family in Alabama, I think
he said. Or was it Arkansas? One of those redneck states. I remember that much,
because he seemed so westernized," she'd said. "No Southern accent at
all." If the man had managed to get a word in edgewise. He wondered if she'd
heard him speak enough to discern an accent.


She'd had nothing negative to say about
Walter Young. A perfect tenant. That in itself sent Randy's cop antennae
twitching. Nobody was perfect unless they were trying to be invisible. Paid his
rent on time, kept the yard looking nice. Worked at the University. She knew
nothing about his family. Those details didn't matter to her. When someone
filled out a rental application, she merely verified they were employed where
they said they were and the University had vouched for him. Likewise for Trent
Wallace, her other renter, although Randy hadn't had a chance to check out that
property.


Randy would have liked a peek at the
rental agreements, but couldn't figure a way to ask for them within the boundaries
of his quickly fabricated cover story. As it was, she'd kept the conversation
bouncing around like a tennis match and he didn't think his questions were
beyond the scope of his make-believe survey about rental property owners. The
vacant house, she said, was going to be renovated in the spring and she'd
thanked him for letting her know someone had been living in the garage.


The campus came into view at last and he
passed the playing field, crossed Harpst Street and wound his way through the
cluster of buildings Sarah had visited yesterday. Behind the ceramics lab, she'd
said. He hadn't seen this side of the buildings. He searched for a loading dock
and yanked the wheel hard when he spotted it. He'd barely pulled into the lot
when a flash of Sarah's chestnut hair, followed by the rest of her, popped up
from beside the loading platform.


He stopped the truck and she yanked the
door open. Seeing her, hearing the seatbelt click shut as she settled into her
seat, filled him with relief. He suppressed his desire to touch her. And even
more, he refrained from saying anything about how worried he'd been. A lesson
he'd finally learned. She didn't like visible protection.


"Go," she said.


"Where? Do you know where they went?"


"Oh," she said in a small
voice. "Guess not."


He pushed his sunglasses up and pressed
his fingers to his temples. "They could be anywhere. You said they were in
the ceramics lab?"


"Yes, both of them. I don't know her
name, but she's slinky with salon-induced red hair. I'd know her if I saw her."


"So they were both in your store and
both here. How do you know they were pretending not to know each other before?
Maybe they're acquaintances, or business associates and were interested in
different things."


She nibbled at her lip. "A feeling I
guess. In the shop they were … pointedly casual. But here, they definitely know
each other. Well. Very well. As in I was afraid they were going to have jungle
monkey sex right then and there. That well."


"I get it."


She pulled out her phone. "Let me
try to reach Jennifer. See if she remembers what they bought."


He waited, half-listening to her side of
the conversation, trying not to think about the way Gloria Osgood's lemonade
was churning in his stomach.


Sarah put the phone down, grinning like
the canary-eating cat. "She remembers. The man bought a set of four
pedestal coffee mugs. She remembers the cash payment and that he signed the
guest book, said he was a Garrigue collector."


"The mug purchase moves him higher
on our suspect list. What about the woman?"


"She didn't buy pottery at all. She
wanted Jennifer to check on some napkin rings to see if we had enough for a set
of twelve."


"All right," he said. "No
need for them both to buy the mugs if they're together. But what's their
connection to the university? Students? Staff? Faculty?"


"I don't know. They were loading a
kiln. Can't you check with your campus cop friend?"


"About what?"


"I don't know. You're the cop. Find
out where he works, or if he's a student. Or her. They wouldn't have been
loading a kiln without a reason."


"Okay, start at the beginning. One
step at a time."


She recounted what she'd heard, but
nothing tracked. All he heard was Gloria Osgood's yammering. His head throbbed
in rhythm to her remembered words.


"You all right?" Sarah asked. "You
look pale. Your stomach?"


"Headache," he said. The world
went out of focus for a minute and he rubbed his eyes. "There's aspirin in
the glove box."


She found them and handed him the bottle.
He popped the cap and dry-swallowed two.


"How can you stand that?" she
asked.


"One of my many talents."


"So what now? Do we drive around
looking for them? Or—" she looked at her watch. "Come back here
tomorrow morning at nine."


"How do you know that? Did you hear
them?"


"No, but figure greenware will take
nine hours to fire and twelve to cool. They'll have to unload it or risk
someone messing with it."


"Sounds good. I'm going to give
Rachel Michaelis the information, update Kovak and the chief and then you and I
are going to drive up the coast and commune with the redwoods for a couple of
hours. I'm not a cop in California. I have no authority here. Everyone has been
cooperative, but bottom line is it's their job, not mine."


"But don't you want to break the
case? Be the one to provide the missing piece?"


He considered it through the twisted mat
of thoughts in his brain. "I want the case to be solved. Nobody should get
away with murder, or smuggling, or breaking up someone's livelihood. But right
here, right now, I'm happy to hand the efforts off for a few hours to have some
time with you."


Her smile eased some of his pain. So did
knowing he wasn't going to panic worrying about her being caught in the middle
of a police investigation that might get ugly. A walk through the redwoods
would do them both a lot of good.


He backed away from the loading dock and
drove between the buildings and across the parking lot. "I need to call in
what I have," he said. "See if Kovak can send me a copy of the ATM
picture of your customer. Then I'm going to talk to Rachel Michaelis."


She furrowed her brows. "Are you
telling me to go somewhere where I can't hear?"


"No, not at all." He tried for
a smile, but the aspirin hadn't kicked in yet and his face hurt. "I'm letting
you know what I'm doing. Like I said I would."


"That's good enough for me. I could
use a ladies' room as long as you'll be busy."


She left for the building and he punched
in Kovak's number. "Can you trace Walter Young's car?" he asked.


"Hang on. Find something?"


"Just a hunch." He waited,
wishing the aspirin would take effect. Kovak came back on the line. "A '97
Nissan Altima. Black."


"Plate?"


Kovak recited the information.


"I was by his place. It's locked up
tight, no car in the carport. Things are starting to connect. Call County, ask
for Hannibal or Eldridge. One of them should have the witness reports and the
CSI skinny on tire tracks. A partial of that plate rings a bell. It might have
been at our crime scene." He rubbed his temples. "You have anything?"


"Maybe. How does a lead on our
killer sound?"


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah stared at herself in the mirror.
Between the heat of the kiln and nerves, she'd sweated enough to wish she could
shower and wash her stringy hair. She settled for washing her face and finger-wetting
her hair, then aimed the air from the hand dryer at her head. More like a
hair-don't, she decided after viewing the results, but there wasn't much else
she could do. Besides, Randy'd seen her looking worse than this and she didn't
think the redwoods would mind.


As a matter of fact, he looked worse than
she did right now. Between his hours and his stubbornness, he wasn't eating
properly and it was going to catch up with him. She caught herself planning
mental menus. Apparently her subconscious had accepted the idea of taking the
relationship forward.


Trying to wrap her conscious mind around
that one, she exited and looked for a directory. Randy would be going to the
campus police when he finished his calls, so she might as well meet him there.


She found the office, but Randy hadn't
arrived. She retraced her steps to the foyer. A stack of magazines lay on an
end table. She picked up a dog-eared copy of Good Housekeeping and
flipped to the decorating section. An article about merging households caught
her eye. She settled onto a bench as questions flooded her.


Would she move to Randy's house? It would
be a longer commute to work, but doable. Her apartment was so much smaller. And
no equity. Plus, she always got the feeling David's ghost haunted him at her
place, even though he denied it. Randy's house was his, free and clear. He
loved living where he'd grown up. Would he let her change things? Bring in a
few of her favorite pieces?


Maybe she should read the article instead
of daydreaming. Absorbed in ways to blend two existing lives, she jerked with a
start when something poked her in the back of the neck. Hot breath fanned her
ear.


"Not a sound, woman, or bad things
will happen to a certain tall friend of yours. Stand up, nice and easy, smile,
and we're going to walk to the door like old friends. Got it?" An arm
gripped her elbow and the object at her neck moved to the side of her rib cage.
She couldn't see it, but it didn't take much to figure out it had to be a gun.


All her self-defense lessons played
through her head. But even if she could remember what to do and if she could
actually do it in real life, Randy was in trouble. She couldn't risk someone
harming him because she wanted to play hero. If she'd learned anything from her
experiences with Chris, it was to wait for the right moment.


She turned her head to see her captor.


"Don't turn around," he
growled.


She caught a glimpse of a black nylon
windbreaker and a baseball cap, but nothing more. He opened the door and shoved
her outside ahead of him. They crossed the street and were in the parking lot.
She scanned the lot but couldn't see Randy's black pickup anywhere. Her heart
pounded against her ribs. Her pulse roared in her ears. Struggling to control
her breathing, she looked for an escape route.


A silver-haired woman approached from
between two cars. She seemed preoccupied with finding something in her
oversized purse. Would she go for help if Sarah called to her? Or was someone
watching, listening? Someone who had Randy? Before she could debate the finer
points of flight, fight or following directions, the woman looked up and
smiled.


"Nice day, isn't it?" she said.
"So wonderful to see the sun for a change. I was going to see if I could
get a jump. My car won't start and I think it's the battery. The campus police
are so nice about things like that."


Sarah fixed her eyes on the woman, trying
to communicate her plight.


Help me, she mouthed. Gun.


The woman didn't seem to notice. If she'd
shown up five minutes ago, there would be cops in the parking lot. To Sarah's
surprise, instead of ignoring the woman, or giving her a cursory response, the
man holding her stopped. Sarah's hopes soared. She watched for a chance to make
a move.


"I've got jumper cables," he
said. "I can help."


His voice. The one in the kiln room. Her
customer, the man who wasn't Walter Young. New panic filled her.


The woman stepped in closer. "Oh,
that would be so kind. People nowadays don't like to get involved, do they?"
She adjusted her glasses. "It's the green Focus. Right over there."
She lifted her hand to point. Sarah felt a sting in her arm above where the man
held her.


"Let's go," he said, pushing
her forward. Everything got bright, then fuzzy, then dark.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah's head pounded. Her stomach
churned. Something pressed against her back. Then her front. She was moving. Bumping?
Falling? Rolling? She tried to brace herself, but her hands wouldn't move. She
heard voices. Far away voices. Fading in and out, like a tape recording played
at the wrong speed while someone messed with the volume. Then everything got
dark again.


The next time the world came back, the
fog thinned. She tried to move. Everything throbbed. Sleep was better. Easier.
She settled back into oblivion until the fog lifted again.


Someone was tugging at her shoes. She
tried to struggle, but her muscles weren't listening to the messages her brain
was sending.


"Leave her," a voice said.
Male.


"Why not make it look like the other
one?" someone else said.


"Idiot. That's all we need. Your stupid
idea to make it look like that serial killer was bad enough, but we don't need
half the cops in the country looking for us."


"Shut up, dammit. She might be
awake."


"Gloria said the stuff was good for
a couple hours." A new voice?


"They're out. We'll be long gone
before they come around."


Car sounds. Doors slamming. Engine noises,
loud at first, then quieter. Loud noises, rumbling, crashing. Then more
silence.


When the world came back, she opened her
eyes, then immediately closed them against the sharp, stabbing pain as light
penetrated from above. She squinted through slitted lids. The pain wasn't as
bad this time and she opened them a little wider. She stared up into the
branches of a tree. A gigantic tree. A redwood. Something about hiking through
the redwoods teased her memory. With Randy? She whipped her head around, looking
for him and regretted it as blackness descended once more.


This time, she awoke with a clearer head.
The pain had dwindled to a dull throb and her stomach had settled. Fury built
inside her. She'd been abducted once before and that was one time too many.


She held her breath, listening. Her heart
drummed against her chest. Branches rustling, birdsong, but nothing else.
Tentatively, she opened her eyes. She was alone. Voices. She remembered voices.
Had she dreamt it?


No, too vivid for a dream. She'd been able
to hear, but not respond. Careful to move slowly, she tested her muscles.
Flexed her fingers, wiggled her feet. Everything seemed to work. She propped
herself up on her elbows. A wave of dizziness came, then subsided. She moved to
a sitting position, scooting backward to lean against a tree trunk, riding out
the disorientation.


Carefully, she turned her head, trying to
get her bearings. To her left, a denim-clad leg protruded from a clump of
foliage. Her eyes moved upward along the body, stopping when she recognized the
shirt Randy had been wearing this morning. Her heart raced. Forgetting her own
aches, she rushed to his side. He lay on his stomach, his head covered with
blood, motionless.


"Randy?" She touched his leg.
He didn't stir. She watched his torso. It moved with his breathing. Slowly, but
he was alive. "Randy. Wake up. It's me. Sarah. Please. Wake up."


Nothing. Wait. Did his eyelids flutter? "Randy.
Can you hear me?"


A barely audible moan answered her.


 



Chapter Twenty-Seven


 


Someone called his name, demanding he
wake up. Not yet. Too tired. Later. Randy tried to slip back into the
comforting cocoon of oblivion, but the voice got louder. More insistent.


"Mmright. Up." The words caught
behind his thick tongue.


"Randy, please. Wake up."


A gentle touch on his shoulder. Rougher.
Harder. He lifted weighted eyelids. A blurred face hovered above him, half
obscured by leaves and branches. An angel? "Sarah?"


"Thank God, Randy. Can you move?
Wait, don't try. Something might be broken."


"Sarah?" He blinked. "Sarah?"
No wait, he'd said that. Then again, there were two of her.


"Don't talk. Let me try to get you
free."


A gasp escaped as pain shot through his
head. "Stop. Wait." He took a few shaky breaths. Slowly, memories
returned. "Lem. Mon. Ade."


"You're thirsty? I don't have
anything to drink," Sarah said. Her fingers caressed his face. "We'll
get you something later."


"No. Drugged. Kovak."


"Kovak drugged you? Randy you're not
making sense. You've got a nasty bump on your head. I think you hit a tree
trunk. There's blood on it and on you. All over you. You've probably got a
concussion."


From the pain in his head, he agreed.


"Can you move your arms and legs?"
Sarah asked. "Do you think anything's broken?"


He did a check. Fingers wiggled. Wrists
moved. Shoulders shrugged. He tightened his abs. No severe pain. He worked his
way up from his toes. "Think it's okay," he said.


"Can you scoot backward?" Her
hands wrapped around his thigh and tugged.


"Shit. Take it easy," he
gasped.


"I'm sorry. You're all tangled up.
Your leg is trapped. Let me try to move some of these branches."


She pulled and twisted. Pain shot through
him. "Sarah?"


"I'm here." Worry lines creased
her brow.


"I'm going to pass out now, okay?"


"No! Stay with me. Just a little
more. You're almost free."


He clenched his teeth. Concentrated on
where his body parts should be. Suddenly, the pressure on his leg eased. Sarah
tugged some more and he used his elbows to move away from the vegetation that
had imprisoned him. He flopped onto his back, hissing with pain.


"Lie still. I want to see if you're
bleeding anywhere else." Sarah's hands lifted his shirt. He closed his
eyes. He could sleep until she finished. If she'd be quiet.


"I think most of the blood came from
your head," she said. "Those kinds of wounds bleed a lot."


"Blood makes you faint," he
said, surprised the thought registered.


"Don't remind me," she
muttered. "But we don't have time for both of us to pass out and you seem
to have dibs on that one."


"I love you, Sarah."


"And I love you, too. But let's
figure out how we're going to get out of here. Are you feeling any better?"


He had to think about that one. "Yeah."
He struggled to sit.


"Hold it, mister." She pushed
him down. "Let me check your legs." She ran her hands along his
thighs, over his knees, down his calves. "Does this hurt?"


Damn, everything hurt. But
bearable. Mostly. He shivered. He patted his pockets. Nothing. No wallet, no
keys, no phone. His gun? "Ankle," he whispered.


"What? Does it hurt? Do you think it's
broken?"


"No. Holster. Backup gun. Is it
there?"


"I didn't feel anything." Her
hands returned, clenching each of his ankles in turn. "Nothing there."


He had vague recollections of someone
else groping him. Not nearly as gentle as Sarah. His head would clear, he knew.
Meanwhile, nothing was being accomplished by him lying on his back. "Help
me up," he said, holding out his hand.


"Are you sure?" That worried
look was back. "Can you walk?"


"One way to find out," he
muttered. He gripped Sarah's hand in his and pulled himself to a sitting position.
The world spun. He squeezed his eyes shut. Sarah's hand pushed his head to his
knees. He counted to ten, then opened his eyes. The merry-go-round had slowed.
He sucked in air. "Let's blow this joint."


Sarah leaned in and wrapped her arms
around his chest. "Take it slowly," she said.


"No problem with that one." He
fought his way to his feet, using Sarah for balance, but trying not to let her
take his weight. Outweighing her by a hundred pounds, he'd send her straight to
the ground if he did.


"You know where we are?" she
asked.


He shook his head. Whoa. There went the
merry-go-round again. Dumb, dumb, dumb. "No. I kind of hoped you did,
seeing how you found me."


"I didn't wake up until a few
minutes ago. I remember I was waiting for you. That man—the one who isn't
Walter Young—came up and stuck a gun in my neck."


Randy staggered and not from dizziness. "What?
My God, Sarah, did he hurt you?"


"No, but this lady came up and
talked to him then everything went black. That's all I remember until I woke
up."


His own memories came back. He'd been
talking to Kovak.


"I was drugged, too," he said. "The
lemonade. Gloria Osgood, the landlady gave me three glasses of the stuff. Slow-acting,
I guess. I remember feeling like crap and—" He stumbled as a wave of
dizziness and nausea crashed over him.


"What," she said. "Do you
need to sit down? There's a log over there."


He staggered over and lowered himself to
the fallen tree and took in the surroundings in more detail. "Where's my
truck?" he said. "How did we get here?"


"I don't know. I think we were in a
car. Maybe the trunk. It seemed like I rolled around a lot." She touched
his knee. "You don't look so hot."


"Good, because I feel like hell."
He rubbed his temples. His hands came away sticky with blood. "Let me
think. They drove us here." He glanced at his watch, grateful they'd left
him that much. "So where's the road?"


"Wait here," Sarah said. "I'll
scout around a little." She darted off.


He rested his elbows on his knees and
lowered his aching head into his palms. Nausea roiled in his gut. Bile rose to
his throat. He fought it, knowing how much his head would hurt if he threw up.
Seconds later, he had no choice.


He was aware of Sarah behind him, holding
his head. When he finally stopped heaving, he pulled her hand away. He got to
his feet and walked a few paces, feeling stronger. Must have had remnants of
that vile brew in his stomach and he was the better for having rid himself of
it. Even his head didn't throb as badly. He regrouped, then faced Sarah.


"I think the road must be up there,"
she said, pointing behind him. "It looks like someone—or two someones—fell
from there to here." She gripped his hand. "I can't believe we didn't
both end up with broken necks. It's way up there." Rather than move
his head, he took her word for it.


"Fire road," he muttered.


"How do you know?"


"When I talked with Rachel the first
time, I picked up a bunch of maps of the hiking trails around campus. There are
at least half a dozen of them. There was a fire road on the map. I don't think
there's any other way a vehicle could get here."


Her face brightened. "So we should
get to a trail and maybe some hikers will find us?"


She sounded so hopeful he didn't have the
heart to tell her he thought the odds were slim. "We should get moving
instead of waiting." He stood and looked up the hill. The path of their
downward tumble was clear. He shuddered. Sarah had been right about their luck.
Much in the way drunks seemed to walk away from accidents, being unconscious had
quite likely saved them from serious injury. That was the good news. The bad
news was it was going to be next to impossible to climb up.


"We'll never make it up to the road,"
she said, echoing his thoughts. "But if we slide down a little farther,
there's what looks like a real trail. Probably one of the ones from your map."


"Let's do it," he said.


Slide had been the right word choice. The
hillside was steep and footing was precarious, so he swallowed his macho pride
and traversed much of the distance on his ass. Thankfully, it was less than
thirty yards to the trail.


Sarah brushed her hands off on her jeans.
"Which way?"


"The hiking trails are all above the
University, so down is the way we should go." He listened. "You hear
that?"


"What?"


"Sounds like water. Over there."
He pointed in the direction of the sound.


"That's good, right?"


He smiled. "Yes. Water flows
downstream and according to the maps, there's a stream that runs close to
campus."


"Then what are we waiting for?"
She slid her arm around his waist as if to offer support.


A shot rang out. Fire burned his leg. He
dropped, pulling Sarah to the ground beneath him.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah squirmed under Randy's weight,
trying to get her breath back. "Was that a gunshot?" she whispered.


"Yes. Stay down," he whispered.
"Crawl. Use the vegetation for cover. Get to the stream, follow it to
campus."


"Alone? What are you going to be
doing?"


"I'll slow you down. You can move
faster. Bring help." His weight lifted and she crawled out from under him.


She looked down at his hand pressed
against his thigh. Blood oozed between his fingers. "They shot you. Oh,
God, let me see."


"It's just a graze," he said. "No
big deal." The pain in his face said otherwise.


"I'm not leaving you."


"Sarah—"


"Shut up, Randy. We're in this
together." She twisted her head around, searching for someplace to hide.
Three large trees stood close together, looking like a fortress wall. "Over
there," she said. "Those trees. Will we be safe behind them?"


He lifted himself onto one elbow. "For
a while." A hand patted her bottom. "Go. I'm right behind you."


"I want to feel your hand on me,
mister. No staying behind to play hero."


The undergrowth made it impossible to
crawl on her belly. Crouched as low as she could, zigzagging, she plowed
through bushes and around tree trunks, her eyes on the rugged trees she'd set
as her goal. Randy's labored breathing and hisses of pain confirmed his
presence.


Panting, she reached her mark and sank
down, leaning against one of the rough trunks. Randy followed, dragging his
injured leg. He lowered himself to the ground.


She heard another shot, then three more.
She had no idea how close they were, but they were loud.


"Don't move," Randy said. "They
probably … can't … see us."


"Let me see your leg," she
whispered.


"It's all right," he said. "The
bleeding's slowed down. Better to leave it alone."


She noticed his hand was still bloody,
but there didn't seem to be much fresh blood. She'd trust him for now. They
waited in silence for several eternal minutes.


"You think they're going to come
down after us?" she asked.


Randy leaned against the tree next to
her, his eyes closed. "Don't know. So far, they've been nothing but
stupid, like most crooks." His lips twitched upward. "That's how we
catch 'em in the first place."


His words were labored, but she was
relieved to see he was thinking clearly. "And we're catching these guys
how?" she asked. "They're up there with guns and we're hiding behind
the trees."


"Your idea," he said. "I
told you to go for help."


"And leave you to face them alone? I
can't." And she knew then she could never leave him. No matter how
dangerous his job, no matter how exasperating his reluctance to share, no
matter what, he'd become part of her and would be as long as she drew breath.
The us she'd feared had sneaked in when she wasn't looking and entwined
itself around her heart.


She rested her hand on his good thigh. He
interlaced his fingers with hers. A feeling of calm wove its way through her
fear.


Another gunshot made her jerk her hand
free. Instinctively, she curled forward into a ball. Crashing sounds
interspersed with profanity hurtled down the mountain.


"Guess they're coming after us,"
Randy said.


"What do we do?"


"You stay right there." He
leaned onto his good knee and turned, peering around the tree.


Another gunshot. "What?" she
demanded.


"Good news. I see one guy. He's not
talking to anyone, so he's probably working on his own."


"But he's got a gun. We don't."


"True. He's also got a temper."


"Is that a good thing or a bad
thing?" Someone's temper had likely ruined half her shop merchandise.


"Could go either way. Means he's not
thinking, which means he's going to make mistakes."


"Mistakes are good, though. Isn't
that what you said? That's how you catch the crooks."


"Part of it." His tone was
guarded. He was hiding his thoughts again. She tried to follow his logic.


The dots connected. "But he could
shoot us first, think later. That's what you're trying to say, isn't it?"


Two more gunshots resounded. She climbed
to her knees and inched forward enough to see beyond their tree wall. "That's
the guy," she said. "Mister Not Walter Young."


"His name is Trent Wallace,"
Randy said. "He has a temper."


He shoved his hair off his forehead and
the familiar gesture filled her with comfort. "Not to mention he's wasting
bullets," she said.


"Good observation. There's also good
chance he's almost out."


"How can you know that?"


"Because, unless I'm mistaken, he's
using my backup piece and there was only one magazine in it."


"He had a gun when he found me,"
she said. "Do you think it was yours? Or does he have two now?"


"Did you see it?"


She shook her head. "No, I felt it.
First he had it at the back of my neck and then in my side." She tried to
replay the events. "You were on the phone in the parking lot when I left
you. It's possible, I suppose. Is that where you passed out? He could have
taken it from you, then used it on me." She pondered that. "Or, he
could have been using a piece of pipe and telling me it was a gun to scare me.
Which worked, if you want to know."


He gripped her arm and brought a finger
to his lips.


"I'm talking too much, aren't I?"


He nodded, then winced and rubbed his
forehead.


Stupid. He probably had a concussion and she was blathering away.
But she didn't feel as helpless if she was talking. Maybe she should blather in
her thoughts instead. Maybe she should think about how to get out of this mess.
No wheels, no weapons … no way, at least not until that man—Trent Wallace—left.
And even if he gave up on finding them, would Randy be able to walk out of here
with his injuries?


As her thoughts whirled, so did her
nerves. She reached for Randy's hand, seeking the calm it provided, even just
hooking her fingers around his pinkie.


"You've got nowhere to go,"
Wallace said. "Might as well come out."


Sarah looked at Randy in alarm. He shook
his head. "He's bluffing. He can't see us." His voice was
sub-whisper, but she understood and froze, barely allowing herself to breathe.


Leave rustled, branches cracked and
curses echoed. All getting closer. She pulled her head behind the trees like a
turtle disappearing into its shell and closed her eyes the way she used to when
she played hide and seek. Almost laughing, she opened them. Not seeing him didn't
mean he couldn't see her. She'd learned that when she was four.


And then the sounds moved away. She dared
not speak, but looked at Randy to see if he'd noticed. His eyes were closed,
but his grip on her hand was solid. Sweat beaded on his upper lip. After what
seemed like a lifetime, he shifted. Glanced at his watch. "He's gone. I
think we can get moving now."


The sooner they got away from here, the
better. She stood and offered her hand.


 



Chapter Twenty-Eight


 


Using the tree for support, Randy worked
his way to his feet, testing how much weight his injured leg could handle. Not
much, but better than having to hop back to campus.


He took a tentative step. It was going to
be a long hike. "Keep your eyes open for something to use as a walking
stick."


"For now, lean on me," she
said.


"I'm too heavy."


"I'll let you know when I can't
handle it," she said. "Should we follow the stream?"


He hobbled alongside her, dragging his
injured leg. Every step sent another arrow of pain through him. When they
reached the stream, he pulled off his jersey, then the t-shirt underneath and
extended it to Sarah. "Wet it, please."


She soaked it and handed it back.


"Wrap it around my leg," he
said. "The cold will slow the bleeding and help numb the pain." He
shrugged back into his jersey.


She did as he asked, then crouched by the
rushing water and splashed her face. Aware of a growing thirst, he tried to
lower his body enough to drink.


"Let me," she said. She seemed
to be saying that a lot. She cupped her hands and brought water to his lips.
Most of it dripped away, but after several tries they found a system and he
swallowed enough to get the foul taste out of his mouth and replace at least
some of his fluids. If they followed the stream, he wouldn't dehydrate. Shock
was another issue. He blocked the possibility.


It wasn't long before he knew there was
no way he'd get down the mountain before dark. They stopped again and Sarah
re-wet his dressing. He tilted her chin up. The fading sunlight reflected off
her worried blue eyes. "You have to go on ahead, Sarah. I'll be fine here
until you get back."


Her lips narrowed into a thin line. She
crossed her arms across her chest. "I will not leave you. What if
something happens to me? I could fall, or get lost. Then we're both in trouble.
We go until we can't go any farther, then wait for daylight. Together."


Her tone brooked no argument. In silence,
they continued following the stream. Talking was too much of an effort. Dusk
fell and it became harder to pick stable footing.


"We'd better find a place to spend
the night before it's too dark," he said. "Off the trail, in case
Wallace comes back."


"Wait here." She jogged off,
stopped, turned around and jogged back. "I think we can stay over there."
She took his hand.


He hobbled along and decided it was as
good as anything they could expect. Close to the stream, sheltered by tall
trees, there was a clear spot about the size of a double bed. A small double
bed. Sarah was already moving rocks out of the way.


"Were you a Girl Scout?" he
asked. "Looks like you know what you're doing."


"Discovery Channel," she said. "Maybe
I should have watched Survivor instead."


"I'm going to avail myself of the
facilities," he said, gesturing toward a large tree. He stopped her before
she could say anything. "I don't need your help."


"I'll be right here," she said.
As he relieved himself, he tried not to think that she was probably listening in
case he collapsed in the process.


He managed to finish the job without
mishap and made his way the short distance to their accommodations for the
night, where Sarah waited. "Told you I could handle it," he said. "Years
of practice."


His remarks didn't erase the worry from
her face. She bent over his leg. "Let me wet this again," she said.
He let her untie it, then lowered himself to the ground. Blood still oozed from
the wound. He was tempted to slide his jeans down for a better look, then decided
against it. Leaning against a tree, he closed his eyes. Vaguely aware of Sarah's
return, replacing the makeshift bandage on his leg and settling in beside him,
he allowed himself to drift off.


A cry ripped Randy from the edge of
unconsciousness. He raised his head and saw a man holding Sarah. Trent Wallace.
He tried to rise, but his leg refused to respond. Then, in a blur, Sarah's
hands spun down and around. Trent Wallace's arms flew apart. A stomp, a whoosh
of expelled air and Wallace lay doubled over on the ground.


Sarah rushed to his side and snatched the
gun from Wallace's waist. She hurried back. "I think we'd better leave.
Can you walk at all?"


"What happened?" he asked.
Using Sarah's supporting hand and the tree for leverage, he struggled to a standing
position.


"You showed me the first move,
remember? How to break out of a wrist hold? The other part was from the classes
at the Women's Center. Step on his instep, then a knee to the groin." She
grinned. "I never thought I'd use it, but it did seem to work, didn't it?"


On the ground, Wallace clutched his
crotch and moaned.


"That it did," Randy said. "Gun?"
He held out his hand. Sarah handed him his gun. Its weight in his palm sent
renewed strength through him. Bracing himself against the tree, he dropped the
magazine. Two shots plus one in the chamber. So, Wallace had been shooting
something else before. He replaced the magazine and pointed the gun at the
fallen man. "Don't move, Wallace."


He got a muffled groan in response.


"Sarah, check him for another
weapon. Empty his pockets." His vision blurred and he sucked air.


She was at his side. "Sit, damn it.
You can shoot that thing sitting down, can't you?"


He pushed her away. "Don't."


"Don't what?"


"Line of fire," he muttered,
fighting to stay conscious. Then he was on his ass on the ground with every bit
of his strength focused on holding the gun steady and making sure Sarah wasn't
in the way if Wallace tried anything.


Sarah hovered over the body, tentative at
first, but her moves became more confident as she searched Wallace. "I can't
find another gun, but he has a phone," she said.


"Toss it to me," Randy said.
She did and he only missed it by half a mile. He picked it up from where it had
landed. No signal. Of course not. That would be too easy.


"Come back here, Sarah," Randy
said. His world was drifting again and he didn't want to worry about her being
so close to Wallace, even if the man was incapacitated.


She looked his way. He motioned to his
side. From the worried look on her face, she probably thought he needed help.
Before she got there, his world faded out, taking Sarah with it.


Something cold pressed against his neck.
Pain shot through from his leg to his head and everywhere in between. Everything
was dark. After a second or two of panic, he forced his eyelids open and the
world came back. Sarah knelt at his side, tying something around his leg.


"Ouch!" He pulled his leg back,
but she held it down.


"Welcome back, mister," she
said. "I'm almost done."


"How long was I out?" he asked.


"A few minutes." She sat back. "There."


He looked at his leg, which now sported a
black wrapping. Moving his gaze over the area, he noted a bare-chested Wallace
lying curled up on the ground. His arms and legs were bound in strips of black
nylon.


He reached to his neck, now wrapped in a
wet cloth. "Instant replay," he said.


She sat beside him and held his hand. "He
had a Swiss Army knife. I cut his windbreaker apart to tie him up and used his
t-shirt for a compress." She took the cloth from his neck and wiped his
face. "How do you feel?"


"Better." No need to go into
all the other feelings fighting for dominance. Helplessness. Gratitude.
Embarrassment. Admiration. Guilt. And the biggie. Sarah had made it clear
enough she had problems with his job. What was she going to think now that she'd
seen the worst of it? Probably want no part of him anymore. She said she
worried about the danger and he'd not only dragged her into the middle of more
danger than he'd seen in all his years on the Pine Hills force, but she'd been
the one to come to his rescue.


Wallace hadn't moved. "You must have
kicked him one good one if he's still out."


She ducked her head and scraped the toe
of her sneaker in the dirt. "I kind of conked him on the head with a
branch. He wasn't being nice." She looked up at him. "I didn't hit
him all that hard."


"He'll be fine." He shivered.


"You're cold," she said. She
grabbed the cell phone. "No signal. And it'll be dark soon."


"Don't suppose Wallace had a lighter
in his pocket?"


"Nope. Wallet, the knife and some
change. Think you can rub two quarters together and make a fire?"


"Sorry. Too bad we didn't carry some
burning embers or whatever they did before they invented matches."


"You're not a Neanderthal, remember?"
She patted his hand.


Wallace groaned. Sarah got up and ran
toward him. "Don't move, you scumbag. Or should I kick you again?"


Despite his misery, Randy held back a
laugh at Sarah's attempts to appear tough. Then again, Wallace had an entirely
different impression of her than he did. He'd seen a woman who'd escaped his
grasp and kicked him in the balls. And tied him up.


Something howled in the distance. Sarah
jerked back. "Are there wild animals out here?" The sound grew
closer. The last glimmers of daylight reflected fear in her wide-open eyes.


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah ignored the man moaning at her feet
and went to Randy's side. If there was a wild animal out here, Randy was the
one with the gun. She had Wallace's Swiss Army knife but didn't want to deal
with anything up close and personal enough to use it.


What did she remember from all those
television shows she'd watched? Or half-watched, more for background noise than
anything else. Wild animals didn't want to mess with you. The danger came from
surprising one. Let them know you were there.


All right. She drew the line at stomping
around in the near-dark, but there was no need to cower, either.


"So, Mr. Wallace," she said in
a loud voice. "Why were you pretending to be Walter Young?"


Silence.


"Answer the woman, scum," Randy
said. "She's got kicking power and I've got firepower." He raised his
pistol. "Either way, it's going to hurt."


"All right, all right. But can I sit
up? I'm sick of breathing dirt."


"If you can manage, fine,"
Randy said. "But you shot me, so I'm not going to help you."


Sarah watched Wallace squirm and
eventually, with some contortionist moves, work his way into a seated position.


"You didn't answer my question,"
she said.


"Better yet," Randy said. "Start
at the beginning. You're a teaching assistant at the University. Walter Young
is a janitor. How did you two get connected with diamond smuggling? Through
Gloria Osgood?"


Sarah's mouth dropped open. She grabbed
Randy's leg. He hissed.


"Sorry. I forgot." She got up
and moved to his other side where she was less likely to hurt him accidentally.
"How do you know that?"


"There have been a lot of cops
working on this one," he said, staring at Wallace. "We do talk
to each other, you know."


But not to her, apparently. She backed
down before she said anything. It wasn't like there'd been a lot of time for
Randy to bring her up to speed. "Well, I want to know where Hugh Garrigue
is," she said. His pottery had dumped her into this mess.


"Dead," Wallace muttered. "This
whole thing is his fault." He struggled against his bonds and Sarah
tensed, afraid she hadn't tied him tightly enough.


"Dead? But how? When? Where?"


"Probably a heart attack. He didn't
show up for work. I went to his private studio to look for him."


"So why didn't you report it?"
Sarah asked. "Call a doctor? Do something?"


"Because I was sick of all the
hoopla over his pottery. I'm a good potter, but it's always Garrigue this,
Garrigue that. With his glazes, I could be just as rich and famous."


"The body?" Randy said.


Wallace gave a humorless laugh. "Let's
say it wasn't a problem."


Sarah's stomach churned. "A kiln,"
she whispered. "You cremated him."


"Seemed fitting. His remains are in
one of his vases."


"Walter Young?" Randy's voice
was hoarse. "You killed him?"


"No, no way. I didn't kill anybody.
That was Sebastian. Young found out about the diamonds and thought he could cut
himself in."


"Wait. Who's Sebastian?" Sarah
asked.


"Someone else who's too big for his
britches," Wallace said. "He had to go and kill Young and try to make
it look like a serial killer did it. Fool. All he did was bring in the media
and a shitload of cops. Gloria should never have recruited him or any of his
buddies."


Okay, this was going too fast for her.
She turned to Randy to see if he was following what Wallace was saying.


His gun rested in his lap. She ran her
fingers along his face. His stubble-covered jaw felt clammy to the touch.


"Are you all right?" she
whispered. "You can lie down. He's not going anywhere." He slumped to
the side.


"Randy?" She leaned her head
against his chest. Relief coursed through her when she heard his heart thumping
in her ear. She checked his leg. The shirt had soaked through. Her fingers came
away sticky with fresh blood.


In the distance, lights bounced through
the forest. Someone, or some thing, crashed through the brush. Voices shouted.
She grabbed Randy's gun. Her hands trembled, but she clutched the grip in both
hands and pointed the barrel in the direction of the noise, trying to remember
what few pointers Randy had given her.


Don't put your finger on the trigger
until you're ready to shoot. And don't shoot unless you're ready to kill.


Could she kill someone?


Seconds later, she heard a growl and a
blurred form leaped on top of Wallace, followed by furious barking sounds. And
screaming. She recognized the barking as being definitely dog. The screaming,
she realized, was hers.


Hands wrapped around the gun and pried it
from her hands. "Don't move," a male voice said. A bright light in
her eyes blinded her.


"We got 'em," a man said.


She raised her hands. It took three
tries, but she finally managed to squeak, "Don't shoot."


The light left her eyes. She blinked,
trying to see past the rainbow of afterimages. A crowd gathered around Wallace,
along with three huge dogs that seemed intent on pulling him apart.


The people wore uniforms. Jackets with reflective
lettering. Police. A woman knelt at Randy's side. Her jacket said EMS. A
paramedic. Sarah almost collapsed with relief.


"Help him," Sarah said. "He
was shot."


"How long has he been unconscious?"
the woman said.


"A few minutes. But he needs a doctor.
He was shot. In the leg."


The woman nodded, her attention focused
on Randy. She shrugged a backpack off her shoulders. "Light," she
called.


A man came over, also in uniform. He set
a battery-operated lantern beside Randy. "Do you need medical attention,
ma'am?"


"No. No, I'm fine. But Randy—"


"We'll have him out of here and to
the hospital in a jiffy," the woman said. She had a blood pressure cuff on
Randy's arm. The man cut Randy's jeans away.


Sarah got a glimpse of Randy's wound. She
swallowed back bile. She'd come this far without passing out. She wasn't going
to faint now that they were being rescued. Or throw up.


"Feeling faint, ma'am?" the man
said. "Put your head down." He pressed the back of her head. "Cough.
It forces blood to the brain."


"I'll be fine," she insisted. "Take
care of him. He might have a concussion, too."


"Wait back here, please," the
man said. We need a little more room to work." He said something into a
radio, then crouched beside the woman.


Their words ran together. She recognized
some, like pulse and respirations, but had no idea if the numbers they called
out were good or bad.


"Need a better vein," the woman
said. The man cut the sleeve of Randy's shirt off. "What's the ETA on that
chopper?" the woman said. Sarah detected an underlying urgency in the
tone.


"Has he taken any drugs?" the
man asked.


"Some aspirin, but that was hours
ago. Around one, I think. Maybe a little later."


"Okay, that helps." He spoke
into the radio again. Something about bleeding. "Nothing else?"


Sarah shook her head. "Wait. He said
Gloria put something in his lemonade. Made him pass out. I don't know what it
was."


"Thanks." He mumbled something
else into the radio. "Any allergies?"


"Not that I'm aware of." The
clearing was washed in light. The dogs stopped barking, and Sarah heard the
whup-whup sound of a helicopter above.


"About damn time," the man
muttered.


A stretcher descended from the heavens.
The paramedics lifted Randy into the cage-like contraption and strapped him in.
She stepped close enough to squeeze his hand before they winched him skyward. "I
love you." She thought he squeezed back.


She tilted her head, shielding her eyes
from the spotlight as Randy rose to the belly of the helicopter. She watched
them load him inside and then the helicopter was gone.


"Why didn't you go with him?"
she asked the paramedics.


"There's an EMT on board," the
man said. "They'll be at the University Medical Center in ten minutes,
tops."


"Will he be all right?" Sarah
asked. "He seemed all right. I mean, in pain, but he was walking and
talking until right before you got here."


"The doctors will check him out.
Shock can set in like that. Delayed reaction. Or the loss of blood caught up
with him."


"How did you find us?" she
asked, finally able to consider the world beyond Randy.


"Someone reported Trent Wallace
missing. The sheriffs checked into it and found a warrant for his arrest, so
they brought out the sheriff's K-9s instead of our local search and rescue. My
partner and I are part of the team, in case someone gets hurt. There are a lot
of accidents in the mountains."


"Guess we were lucky you were here,"
Sarah said. "Do you know who called?"


"No, ma'am. But maybe the cops do."
She gestured to Wallace and the cops surrounding him. They'd replaced her
makeshift ties with handcuffs. The dogs were leashed now, but were still
anxious to get at the man, who had turned remarkably docile.


"How do we get back?" Sarah
asked.


One of the police officers came over. She
extended a hand. "I'm Rachel Michaelis," she said. "You must be
Sarah Tucker. We're about a mile from the edge of campus along a hiking trail.
About three miles from where we've parked the vehicles. Or, if you want to do
some mountaineering, about fifty yards that way—" she pointed up the
mountain with her flashlight—"will put you on the fire road about half a
mile from the cars."


Sarah stared along the beam of light at a
tree-covered mountain. "I think I'll take the one-mile hike, thank you,"
she said. "Can we leave now? I want to get to the medical center."


Rachel called to one of the other
officers. "Take my car back to campus." She tossed a key his way. "Let's
go."


"What about Trent Wallace?" she
asked.


"He'll be walking, too. The dogs can
use the exercise."


With Rachel's flashlight as a guide, they
walked along the mountain trail. To Sarah's mounting impatience, Rachel
insisted on keeping the pace slow enough to avoid falling into a ditch or
tripping over roots and rocks. Behind them, Sarah could hear the dogs panting
and Trent Wallace shouting that none of this was his fault.


They walked in silence for about fifteen
minutes. Sarah's anxiety built with each step. "What made you come
looking?" Sarah asked, as much to keep her mind off Randy as to satisfy
her curiosity.


"Randy missed his appointment with
me. I didn't think much of it. I don't know the man, or how reliable he is.
Then I got a call from one of his colleagues. Novak, or Kojac."


"Kovak," Sarah said. "He's
with Pine Hills."


"Right. Kovak. Well, he said he'd
been on the phone with Randy and that he'd heard what sounded like a scuffle.
They were able to locate his truck from the cell phone signal. It was parked at
a construction site at the edge of campus. Kovak told us what he'd found out
and we started looking." Rachel pointed the beam to the left. "Turn
here," she said. "We're almost back to civilization."


They walked on asphalt now. Sarah saw car
headlights and red and blue flashers in the distance. She broke into a jog.


"Sarah, wait!" Rachel yelled.
Gunshots filled the night.


 



Chapter Twenty-Nine


 


Randy squinted into the warm brown eyes
of a pale-skinned woman in hospital scrubs hovering over him. "I'm fine,"
he insisted. "Get someone with the right papers for me to sign so I can
leave." He reached for the IV stuck in his arm. Her hand blocked his and her
expression said she'd played this game before and was used to winning.


"I don't think so, Mr. Detweiler. I
can release you tomorrow morning, but you've got a mild concussion, an ulcer,
you've lost a lot of blood, you were in shock and there's the possibility of infection
from your gunshot wound. You've had two units of blood. That IV is balancing
your electrolytes and pumping you full of antibiotics. Give it time. Let's
ascertain there are no serious aftereffects."


Her accent was vaguely British, but with
a more musical lilt. He forced himself to pay attention. Out of everything she'd
said, he zeroed in one word. "Ulcer?" He pressed his belly. "You're
kidding."


She narrowed her eyes. "I never kid
a patient about something like that. The ER doctors caught it when they
examined you. Bet you've been having abdominal pains for a while."


"An ulcer?" he repeated.


Her expression softened. "Don't
panic. You'll get some pills, be fine in two weeks."


He struggled to sit up. Her hand held him
down as if he were nothing more than a rag doll. His head throbbed. He read her
name tag. "Olivia du Toit, M.D."


She took his hand and directed it to the
side rail of his bed. "If you want to sit up, use the buttons on this
panel. There's a remote for the television, but I recommend sleep." She
put a call button on his pillow beside his head. "Press that one if you
want a nurse. I've okayed some pain pills. Your leg's probably going to smart
once the local wears off. I'll see you in the morning." She jotted
something down on a clipboard and whisked out of the room.


His brain was pea soup. He tried to put
the pieces of his memory together without success. Memory loss. One of the
symptoms of a concussion. Wonderful. That he remembered.


The door opened. An older gentleman in a
white lab coat came into his room carrying another metal clipboard. "Dr.
du Toit said you're not satisfied with your accommodations. I'm Sebastian
Jones. How about a little post-concussion trivia game? Maybe I can get you out
of here sooner." He plucked a pen from behind his ear. "What do you
remember?"


"About what?" Randy said. "What
day it is? Who's the president? Who won the '67 world series?"


He laughed. "How about the last
twenty-four hours?"


Not much, he realized, searching for more
than blurred images. He bolted upright as his head cleared. "Sarah. Where's
Sarah?"


The man frowned and wrote something down.
"Calm down, Mr. Detweiler. Who's Sarah?"


Was this part of the memory test? "Sarah
Tucker. We were together." His mental jigsaw puzzle was missing too many
pieces. "How did I get here?"


"You were airlifted out of the
mountains. You don't remember?"


"I remember being in the mountains.
Trent Wallace shot me. Sarah tied him up and he was telling us about Hugh
Garrigue." He shoved his hair off his forehead and winced with pain.


"Easy," Sebastian said. "You've
got some scrapes and cuts on your head."


"You should see the tree." He
remembered that much. Where was he? Why wouldn't his thoughts stay in line?
Garrigue. Another piece of the puzzle slipped into place. "Damn it. Get
the cops in here. Now. And find Sarah."


"Take it easy."


"No, you listen to me," he
said. "There are killers out there. And one of them might have Sarah. If
you don't get the cops in here in the next two minutes, I'll do it myself."
He reached for the IV again.


Sebastian approached the bed and stayed
Randy's hand. "Fine, fine. I'll get right on it. Leave your IV alone. It's
got what you need to help you get out of here." He bent down and fiddled
with the tube. "There. That's better." He stepped away from the bed,
his arms folded across his chest.


Randy's arms tingled. He couldn't move
them. Or his legs. "What did you—" He gasped for air. The room went
black.


 


* * * * *


 


"Where is he?" Sarah demanded.
She sat on the edge of a gurney in an emergency room bay, her legs swinging
back and forth with impatience. A nurse swabbed her arms with antiseptic. Sarah
barely acknowledged the sting on her cuts and scrapes. "Randy Detweiler.
He was brought in here over an hour ago. By helicopter."


"I remember," the nurse said. "They
took him upstairs as I recall. Fished a bullet out of his leg, I think."


"What room?"


She shrugged and peeled off her latex
gloves. "You'd have to ask someone in admitting."


Sarah jumped off the gurney. "Which
way?"


"End of the corridor, take a left."


She sped off. The sleepy-eyed clerk at
the desk checked her computer screen. "Three-ten," she said. "Elevator's
over there."


Sarah hurried to the elevator and pressed
the button.


"Sarah?"


She turned at the voice. "Rachel.
Are you all right?" The officer had an elastic wrap around her left wrist.


"Fine. Tweaked my wrist a little. Be
fine in a day or so." She smiled. "Not my gun hand."


The elevator arrived. "Mind if I
ride up?" Rachel said. "I've got a couple of questions for Randy. And
maybe a couple of answers."


"Of course." Sarah stepped
inside and pressed three. Rachel followed and leaned against the rail.


"I'm sorry you got hurt at all,"
Sarah said. Rachel's reflexes had brought Sarah to the ground before she'd
dashed into the middle of a shootout.


"Part of the job, although we don't
see much of that around here."


"This must be the season for big
crime in small towns," Sarah said. "I can't believe everything that's
happened."


With a ding, the doors slid open. "This
way," Sarah said, reading the signs. As they neared Randy's room, a man in
a lab coat came out, headed their way, his head bowed over a clipboard. "Excuse
me," Sarah said, quickening her pace to intercept him. "Were you with
Randy Detweiler? Can you tell me how he is?"


"Sorry," he mumbled. "Have
to ask a doctor." He moved past her, apparently in a rush to get to the
elevator.


Something didn't feel right. She'd seen
that man before. Recognition flooded her with fear. "Rachel," she
said. "Stop him. And call for backup."


She pushed Randy's door open. He lay in
bed, his breathing labored. His face was the same color as the sheets. She
rushed to his bed and found the call button on his pillow. She pressed it. "Help
me," she called out, not knowing if anyone heard her. She raced down the
hall to the nurses' station. "Help. Room three ten. Something's wrong."


In the corridor, Rachel had the man face
down on the floor, her knee in his back. She pulled handcuffs off her belt and
snapped them shut. She barked commands into the radio on her shoulder.


The nurse rushed to Randy's room. Seconds
later, a white-coated woman sped inside after her. Sarah followed. Three other
medical staff showed up pushing a cart of fancy-looking machines. Scary-looking
machines.


"What's wrong?" Sarah said.


"Not now, ma'am. Please wait
outside. There's a lounge behind the nurse's station."


"But—"


Sarah refused to leave the hallway
outside Randy's room. Rachel and her prisoner had disappeared. She sank to the
floor and leaned against the wall. Muffled voices came from behind the door.
Commands were given using terms she only half understood. Milligrams. CCs.
Push. A machine beeped. Something hissed.


Time stopped. A hand rested on her
shoulder. "Sarah?"


She looked up. "Kovak?"


He lowered himself to the floor beside
her and put his arm around her. "What happened?"


The words came out in a rush. He didn't
stop her, just let her pour out everything that had happened. "There was a
man. Dressed in a lab coat. But he was the man who came to my shop and asked me
to ship the Garrigue mugs to Washington. He called himself Mr. Pemberton. He
must have done something to Randy. Rachel caught him and then the nurses came
and doctors and they won't let me in." She fought back tears. Most of
them, anyway. A sob escaped.


"Hush." He pulled her head
against his chest. "Your Mr. Pemberton is in custody and he told the
doctors what he injected into Randy's IV. They're taking good care of him."


She looked up at him and saw the truth in
his eyes. She wiped her eyes. "How come you know all this? They wouldn't tell
me a thing. 'Wait in the lounge,' they said. Like this is some hotel and I'm
some delicate flower."


"Helps to be a cop, I guess." He
smiled. "And for the record, there's nothing delicate about you."


The door opened. A woman stood in the
doorway. "I'm Dr. du Toit. Are you Sarah Tucker?"


Sarah jumped to her feet. "That's
me. Is he all right? Can I see him yet?"


"He's insisting on it." She
stepped aside, letting everyone out of the room. Sarah was relieved to see the
cart with the machines leaving with them.


"He's going to be groggy," the
doctor said. "He might not remember a lot yet. It's normal."


"But he's all right?" Sarah
said.


"Yes, he's going to be fine."
She smiled. "Go. He was rather adamant about seeing you. But ten minutes,
no longer. You can have him tomorrow morning."


Sarah slipped around the doctor and into
Randy's room. His bed was propped up at both head and foot. She stepped to his
side. He was pale, but not ghost-white the way he'd been before. When he smiled
at her, she grabbed the bed rail for support.


"How are you?" he asked.


"Me?" she croaked. "You
could have died."


"Doctor said … you found me. Saved
my life." His voice rasped. He rubbed his throat.


"Don't talk. You want some water?"


He nodded and she spotted a covered mug
with a plastic straw stuck in the lid on the bedside table. It sloshed when she
shook it. "Is this water?" she asked.


He hunched his shoulders. She pried the
lid off and sniffed. No odor. "I guess it must be," she said. "Want
me to test it?"


He gave a short laugh that turned into a
cough and grabbed her hand. "I'll be brave."


She watched his Adam's apple bob as he
gulped. The simple everyday act settled her. He reached to set the cup on the
table and she intercepted him. "Let me." She set the cup down, but
kept hold of his hand with her other one. As always, she marveled in the way
hers disappeared in his grasp.


There was a quick rap on the door, which
opened before either of them spoke. Kovak breezed in. "Hey, big guy. Not
smart, using vacation days instead of sick leave. Poor planning." He came
closer. "I was talking to your campus cops earlier. They said you got
yourself in a bit of a pickle. I thought I'd have to see for myself. The big
guy laid out flat." Sarah saw his flippant attitude for what it was.
Concern for his partner—his friend. She gazed at Randy and saw he knew it, too.


He glanced at the raised foot of the bed.
"How's the leg?"


"Still numb," Randy said.


"What?" Kovak said. "They
gave you anesthesia to take out a bullet? I thought you would bite on a strip
of leather. Wuss."


"It was a local," Randy said
with mock indignation. "The other guy gave me the real stuff."


"Succinylcholine," Kovak said.
He shrugged at Sarah. "Told you, it's good to be a cop. I said I needed
the information for the police report."


"Is someone going to tell me what
happened?" she said.


"I think you better fill her in,"
Randy said. "She gets testy when you don't share your day, I've found."
His lids drooped.


"Tomorrow will be fine." She
kissed his forehead. "The doctor said you need to sleep. I'll be back
first thing in the morning." His eyes didn't open, but his lips twitched
upward.


"You need a lift somewhere?"
Kovak asked. "I'm staying in town. More loose ends to tie up."


Bone-weary, she accepted. It would be
nice to have time to collect her thoughts.


 



Chapter Thirty


 


"I'm fine, damn it," Randy said
as Kovak and Sarah virtually manhandled him into the motel room. "The
doctor said not to drive, that's all. I'm not an invalid."


Kovak gave a pointed look at Randy's
cane. "Yeah, right."


"And she said it might take a day or
more for all the sucks stuff, whatever the guy gave you, to be out of your
system," Sarah said.


"Succinylcholine," Kovak said.


"Right. Not to mention side effects
of the pain pills," she added.


Kovak snorted. "They only have side
effects if you take them, and my money says the big guy is going to wait
until it hurts too much to stand it before he pops one." He kept his eyes
on Sarah. "Of course, if you take one before the pain gets too bad,
then the pain doesn't get too bad, if you know what I mean."


"Did you take your ulcer pills?"
Sarah asked.


"Yes, I did. And I will continue to
do so, twice a day until they're gone. Damn it, both of you. I'm a grown man
and don't need nursemaids." Randy hobbled to the bed and tossed the bag of
medications onto the nightstand.


Sarah hurried over and arranged pillows
behind his head and under his leg. He lay back and tried not to let the relief
show. His brain had progressed from pea soup to chicken noodle. Thoughts moved
more freely, but they kept getting tangled. Drugs would make it worse and he
needed to be able to think for a while. He'd had a fitful night and called
Kovak to come get him out of the damn hospital first thing in the morning. He
needed a quieter environment to think. Sarah had arrived with Kovak.


He remembered waking up in the emergency
room after his helicopter ride and debriefing the local LEOs, although right
now he couldn't recall how much he'd been able to tell them.


"You mind some shop talk, Sarah?"
Kovak dragged the easy chair closer to the bed.


"No, of course not." She
brought a glass of water to the nightstand. "If he's up to it."


"He's up to it," Randy said. "He's
also in the room, so he can be addressed directly."


She blushed. He savored it. He patted the
bed beside him. She scooted against the headboard and he interlocked his
fingers with hers.


"You start," he said to Kovak.
His throat still hurt from the tube the doctors had inserted while they kept
him breathing. If Sarah hadn't come in when she had … The memory of the man
hovering over his bed with his evil smile while Randy tried to suck air into
his lungs was one he would carry with him for a long, long time.


"Quite a mess," Kovak said. "We
can start with the stars of this little production. First, Hugh Garrigue, who
perfected a technique of creating pottery that could hide diamonds. Tracing the
smugglers, however, is now out of our hands. Interpol will deal with it.
However, his untimely death threw a monkey wrench into the smuggling scheme. He
died before he sent Gloria the descriptions of which pieces had the diamonds."


"Who's she?" Sarah asked.


"Gloria Osgood," Randy said. "Retired
hospital worker and local coordinator. Damn good liar, too. I bought everything
she told me. Makes a nasty glass of lemonade. From now on, it's bottled water
only—unopened bottles."


"A lot of this is still speculation,"
Kovak continued. "But it seems to fit together, especially in light of
what Trent Wallace and Gloria Osgood were willing to spill. She worked with
Garrigue. He had a great scheme. Nothing large scale, but enough to let him
retire to a desert island if he'd lived long enough. He receives the diamonds. Small
quantities of investment quality gems. Hides them in pottery. Not many, not too
often and in obscure shops not likely to attract much attention."


Sarah's grip on Randy's hand tightened.
He saw indignation on her face. "Not that your shop's obscure," he
said.


She sighed. "No, in the grand scheme
of things, it's just a small-town boutique. I know what you mean. And it does
seem like a clever scheme." She frowned. "I resent being duped like
that. Not to mention considered a suspect."


"We'll see to it your name is
cleared," Randy said. "And I'll make Neville apologize in person."


"Moving right along," Kovak
said. "Gloria Osgood used her hospital connections to recruit greedy
pharmaceutical sales reps. They travel a lot and would be told where, when and
what to buy. They'd remove the diamonds and take them to a fence. For their
efforts, they were allowed to keep a stone. She didn't use the same reps more
than a few times. That was part of the beauty of the scheme. Different shops,
different parts of the country, different people moving the goods."


"Voorhees," Sarah said. "He
was one of these … what would you call them? Couriers?"


Kovak smiled at Randy. "She does
pick up the lingo, doesn't she?"


"She watches too much television."
He rubbed his thumb over the back of her hand.


"Right," Kovak said. "We
have Voorhees to thank for most of our information. He confessed everything and
the cops have been busy following up."


"I'll say," Randy said. "I
hope the town council is suitably impressed that a Pine Hills cop broke the
case."


"I'm still not following everything,"
Sarah said. "Keep going."


"Voorhees made his buy at a Garrigue
showing a few months back," Kovak said. "He knew the Garrigues were
worth something in and of themselves, so after he took out the diamonds, he
decided to glue them back together and give them to his aunt at Saint Michael's."
He smiled at Sarah. "So, we could say you gave us the break we needed. You
knew there was something fishy about the mugs and everything started to fall
into place."


Randy's insides warmed with the fresh
blush that spread to Sarah's face.


"Go on," she said.


"Our next star," Kovak said, "was
Sebastian." He looked at Sarah. "You knew him as Mr. Pemberton. He
was one of the couriers, but he was trying too hard to be smart."


"I thought he was a little too Masterpiece
Theatre to be real," Sarah said. "A caricature of a stereotype."


"When crooks think they're being
smart, they're usually being stupid," Randy added. "Like killing
someone to shut him up."


"Your dead guy?" Sarah said.


"Right. Walter Young. Bit player who
was in the wrong place at the wrong time. Janitor of sub-par intelligence. But
intelligent enough to put two and two together, either by hearing something or
reading something when he was cleaning Garrigue's studio. We'll probably never
know how he found out, but he hightails it up to Pine Hills and has the
misfortune of running into Sebastian, who's waiting for the curtain to rise, in
a bar. Young's studying a sketch of Garrigue's mug, and he's a talkative drunk
to boot. Sebastian recognizes the pattern in the sketch, realizes Young's going
to mess things up. He helps him get drunker, perhaps, lures him to a quiet spot
and drugs him. Tosses him in the trunk of the guy's car, which the county
sheriffs are, even as we speak, examining for trace, thanks to our tall friend's
alert."


"You talk too much, you know,"
Randy said. He reached for the glass on the nightstand and took a sip of water.
"Sebastian had been reading about the Triple X murders in the Portland
paper and decided to copy them. That's where being smart turned into being
stupid, because it created enough of an uproar to involve a lot more agencies
than a simple drunk dumped in a field would have."


"He had some bum luck, too,"
Kovak said. "Turns out the key we found was to a safe deposit box at his
hotel. Since he lost it, he had the mugs with the diamonds in his room so they
were found during the evacuation. We've matched it with his prints and he's
going to damn well show up in an IAFIS search from now on, assuming he ever
gets out of prison. We can charge him with attempted murder for starters. The
attack on Randy will be a slam dunk to prove. But we're going to shoot for
murder in the first for killing Young."


"What about Trent Wallace? How did
he get involved?" Sarah asked. "Wait. I think I know. He found
Garrigue's body. So he could have found out about the smuggling. And that the
diamonds would be in my shop."


"Right," Kovak said. "Trent
found out about the diamonds and saw some of the unfinished mugs. He put two
and two together, went up to buy the mugs, but he didn't know they were only in
specific ones. He didn't want to call attention to himself by buying all of
them, so he bought four. But, apparently those didn't have any diamonds in
them, so he went back to get everything else he could."


"He still didn't need to break my
stuff," Sarah muttered under her breath.


"Cops had a warrant and found two
cartons of your Garrigue pottery at his apartment," Kovak said. "He
and his girlfriend planned to pack up and leave with their ill-gotten gains
after the semester was over. I'm afraid their plans have been thwarted."


Sarah grinned at Randy. "Does he
always talk in jaded clichés? Or did he eat a thesaurus for breakfast?"


"You wound me," Kovak said. "Here
I thought I was being eloquent. Waxing poetic."


"Not to change the subject,"
Sarah said, "but how's everything with your jobs?"


"Status quo," Kovak said. "Highly
underpaid civil servants, but we live to serve."


"Overtime back in effect?"
Randy asked.


"Plus a small raise to atone for
their sins. Looks like Janie won't have to rush back to work. And there are a
few new faces on the town council."


Things were good, Randy thought. He
looked at Sarah. She shifted her gaze to Kovak.


"One more thing," she said. "Who
shot at us last night? I was with Rachel—Officer Michaelis. We were almost to
campus and people started shooting."


Randy tensed. "What?" He glared
at Kovak. "What the hell happened?" He cut his eyes back and forth
between the two of them. "Why didn't you tell me?


"It's all right," Sarah said. "We
didn't get shot. Only shot at. The cops caught them. I wanted to know
who it was."


Randy's head ached anew. "Kovak.
Talk."


"Actually, it wasn't Sarah who got
shot at. It was a poorly executed attempt to free Trent Wallace. His girlfriend
thought she could create enough of a ruckus and Trent would escape in the mêlée." Randy glared. Kovak raised his hands. "Sorry.
Fracas? Skirmish?"


"How about confusion?" Randy
said.


"Yeah, but it didn't get confusing
enough. One of the cops let go of his dog and that was that. It's not like we
run away when someone shoots a gun."


Sarah dropped Randy's hand. She traced
the pattern on the bedspread. He was afraid to meet her eyes. He knew what she'd
be thinking. That in his job, he ran toward gunfire. After yesterday's
events, she must be having second thoughts about living with a cop.


Kovak stood and put his hand on Randy's
shoulder. "You look like hell, big guy. Get some rest. I've got another
session with the locals before heading home." He winked. "Don't wear
him out. He's not as young as he used to be."


 


* * * * *


 


Sarah saw Kovak to the door and turned the
safety latch. She tried to digest everything they'd talked about but knew it
would take days, maybe months, to get it all straightened out in her head.
There were still missing pieces, questions that might never be answered.
Unwitting or not, she'd been an accomplice in diamond smuggling. She smiled to
herself. Her weekly conversation with her mother would be interesting this
Sunday, no doubt about it.


Something else flashed through her mind.


"What?" Randy said.


"I didn't say anything." Maybe
if she joined a community theater group she'd learn how to conceal her every
thought from the man.


"You didn't have to," he said. "What
are you thinking?"


"I was wondering if there are any
innocent customers who don't know they have a fortune in smuggled diamonds. And
what they'd do if they found them."


Randy looked thoughtful. "Interesting.
I suppose the media would love the story. I can see hundreds of people breaking
pottery hoping to find diamonds."


"They're illegal, though. Isn't it
against the law?"


"The lawyers would love to get their
hands on that one. Nobody's going to admit to being the owner of the stones,
because they're smuggled into the country and contraband to begin with."


"Like when you confiscate drugs?"


He gave a quiet laugh, then coughed and
picked up his water. He sipped. "I wonder if they'd sit in an evidence
room. Maybe the police departments could sell them for better equipment."


She met his gaze. "If I'd had more
time, I would have had better records and you could have traced all of the
sales and maybe you'd have caught these creeps and you wouldn't be here now. I'm
sorry."


"Sarah, this is not your
fault. Is that what's bothering you?"


She shook her head. She'd thought it
through last night and she'd made her decision. There was no point in putting
it off. Randy was a cop. He could get killed on the job. She wasn't a
cop and she'd almost been killed, too. Life happened no matter who you were,
and she knew no matter how short their lives might turn out to be, she wanted
to spend every remaining minute with him. That love couldn't be set aside because
there were risks. And if Randy died, she couldn't bear that he would take
everything that was Randy with him.


"I want to get married," she
said. "Right away. And I want to stop taking the pill and I want to have
your baby. Babies." Well, that certainly didn't sound the way it had in
her head at three in the morning.


His mouth dropped open. Then he grinned. "Aren't
you supposed to get down on one knee? And where's my ring?"


She knelt beside the bed—on both knees.
She took his left hand in hers and kissed the spot where a ring would go. "I
love you. And I love us. Say yes."


"Yes," he said, right before he
pulled her to him and kissed her down to her soul.
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