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MORGAN TATE’S HEART sank as she pulled into the driveway of the ramshackle Victorian home she’d inherited. The misty drizzle didn’t do anything to enhance the house’s appearance. Leave it to Uncle Bob to saddle her with a money pit.

After four long days on the road, worrying about Austin and what she’d find in Pine Hills had her stomach churning like a washing machine on spin cycle. Seeing the house had her dreams for Austin slipping down the drain.

Austin’s talents needed nurturing, and arranging a way for him to leave Dublin, Ohio, to escape with her had been a dream. His mother had promised to get Austin to his music lessons while Morgan was away—if she wasn’t too boozed up to handle it. Inheriting this house had seemed like a dream come true. Show his mother Austin was better off with her for now, in a new town in a nice neighborhood.

She stared at the dilapidated structure, wondering how she could put her plan to work.

You’ll figure it out.

Morgan had never met her uncle. Their relationship had been birthday and Christmas cards, which had stopped when she was ten. Tempted to drive away, Morgan turned off her car before she chickened out and hightailed it back to Dublin, where Austin needed her.

You’re in Pine Hills, Oregon, because Austin needs you.

She should call Edmund Hathaway, the lawyer who’d handled Uncle Bob’s estate. With a deep breath, Morgan brought up the lawyer’s contact information in her phone and made the call. As expected, she got his receptionist, the stodgy Mrs. Braithwhite.

“Mr. Hathaway is at lunch, Miss Tate,” the woman said.

“Please tell him I’m at the house. I haven’t been inside, but it’s not looking good. Nothing like the picture on the web. Will the terms of the trust still stand if the house is uninhabitable?”

“I’ll check and have him call you,” Mrs. Braithwhite said.

Morgan thanked her and ended the call.

According to Mr. Hathaway, the place had been vacant for the last five years. If the place was uninhabitable, what did that mean for her plan to start a new life in Pine Hills? A way to get Austin into a healthier environment, a place where his talents could grow.

One step at a time.

Cursing her hands, painful after so much time holding a steering wheel, Morgan fished the keys to the house from her purse, zipped her windbreaker up to her chin, and pulled the hood over her head. Wouldn’t matter. At the slightest bit of humidity, her hair frizzed into a million wild corkscrews.

Her heart pounding in anticipation, she slung her purse over her shoulder and strode for the porch steps. She halted at the bottom to assess their condition before barreling up. The second step was half gone, its wooden plank split in two, dangling into the space beneath. Clutching the rail, Morgan tested each step before trusting it to hold her weight.

The key slid easily into the lock. Morgan gave it a twist and pushed the door open. Although it was early afternoon, the cloudy skies shrouded the interior in dull gray. She reached for the light switch. Nothing.

She frowned. Mr. Hathaway told her he’d have the utilities turned on for her arrival.

Morgan had never visited, and had no idea what condition the place had been in while Uncle Bob lived here. She’d been shocked to learn Uncle Bob had left everything to her. Apparently, she was his only living relative.

She stood in the entryway, assessing what was supposed to be her home for the next year. No broken windows, a plus. Hardwood floors, another plus. They’d need work, but a couple of area rugs would suffice for a while. The turret living room with its three lofty windows held a lone, sorry-looking green couch. Not another stick of furniture in the room. Definite minus.

An old card table comprised the entire dining room furniture.

In the eat-in kitchen, the door of the avocado-green fridge stood open, revealing a whole lot of empty. The gas stove was of the same vintage.

She braved a peek into the oven. Yuck. Whoever’d used it last hadn’t cleaned it in months—or ever. One of the burner covers was missing. Several cabinet doors hung from their hinges. A quick survey revealed a lone, dusty can of pork and beans, way, way past its expiration date.

Was there furniture in the bedrooms? Would the bathrooms function once the water was turned on? If she had to stay here for a year, did today count as day one? Could she rent another place until she had bare-bones furnishings and functioning utilities?

Why didn’t you think of this before you committed to this arrangement?

Onward. The upstairs awaited. More creaky stairs, but at least these were all intact. She ran her fingertips along the dust-covered wood rail of the staircase, with its turned balusters. Definitely a plus-column feature.

She opened the door to the first bedroom. Room might be a more appropriate description since there was no bed. This room, also part of the turret, lay above the living room and overlooked the street. Morgan stepped inside, turned.

Her heart leaped to her throat. Blood pounded in her ears. She’d have sunk to the bed if there’d been one to sit on.

The words I WARNED YOU! NOW YOU’RE DEAD! written in red-brown paint—at least she hoped it was paint—stood out in stark contrast against the dingy gray wall. She whirled. Was someone here?

She took a few slow breaths, finding her phone in her purse as she told herself to stay calm. After snapping a few pictures of the graffiti, she rushed down the stairs and worked her phone for directions to the nearest police station.

~~~~~
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COLE PATTON CURSED under his breath as the paper he was wrestling into a file folder one-upped him with a paper cut. He startled at the harsh double-beep from his desk. An internal call. A reprieve from filing duty? He tilted the file folder to mark his place, then marched to his desk and lifted the receiver.

“Patton.”

“Got a citizen for you,” Doranna, the front desk clerk said. Nothing in her tone gave away what the nature of the call might be. In Cole’s year on the Pine Hills Police force, he’d never heard Doranna use any other tone, be it for a robbery or a lost cat.

“Be right out.” Cole replaced the handset in the cradle.

He made sure his uniform shirt was properly tucked in, adjusted his nametag, and grabbed a clipboard with its stack of report forms. In reception, a woman—late twenties, early thirties, he guessed—sat in one of the four chairs. Her hair was a mass of tight, dark brown curls, glistening with water droplets. She wore black slacks, a gray pullover, and black leather slip-ons. A damp blue windbreaker lay on the chair beside her. Not someone he recognized, and in a town as small as Pine Hills, Cole had run into a good number of its citizens while running his patrol routes.

Her foot tapped impatiently.

Cole strode her way, schooling his features into a neutral expression. Smiling, he’d learned, could be interpreted as trivializing a citizen’s problem.

“Good afternoon. I’m Officer Cole Patton. What can I help you with today?”

She raised her gaze, focused deep brown eyes to meet his.

He readjusted his take. She was scared, not impatient.

“I’m not exactly sure,” she said. Despite the fear in her eyes, her tone conveyed confusion.

He sat in the vacant chair beside her and wrote the date and time on the intake form. “Let’s start at the beginning. Your name?”

“Morgan Tate.”

“Your address?”

“I’m not exactly sure of that, either.” She gazed at her lap for a moment, then met his eyes again.

Damn, her eyes reminded him of a fawn’s. He shifted his gaze down a fraction to her cheeks, the color of his morning latte after stirring in the whipped cream. Wide mouth, full lips with a peach-colored shimmer.

“Go on,” he said, keeping his tone professional. Concerned. Interested.

“It’s complicated. I inherited my Uncle Bob’s house on Elm Street. Six Four Two.” She gave a quiet chuckle. “It’s turning into a nightmare. Not like the movie. Just ... weird.”

“I know the house,” Cole said. “It’s been empty for some time.”

“Five years. That’s why I’m here.”

“Ms. Tate, are you reporting a crime?”

She shook her head, sending her curls whirling around her face. “No. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe. Not right now.”

Cole could usually categorize the people who filed reports before they were a minute in. Morgan Tate wasn’t fitting into any of his boxes. Definitely not what Scott Whelan, another of the front desk crew, called Lonely Old Ladies. Nor was she a badge bunny. Or someone just trying to be a good citizen. If not for those fawn eyes, Cole would have taken her report as quickly as possible and sent her on her way.

“What makes you think there might be a crime involved?” Cole asked.

Morgan tugged at a curl and let it spring back. “Maybe I should show you.”

“Please,” Cole said.

She fished around in a voluminous leather purse and brought out a cell phone. “I was checking out the house because I’m supposed to live there for a year. I’m moving here from Ohio.”

Cole waited for Morgan to continue.

She tapped and swiped for a moment, then tilted her phone so he could see the screen. “This was on one of the bedroom walls. I thought maybe you—the police—would know if anything had happened in that house within the last five or so years.”

“May I?” Cole gestured toward the phone.

Morgan handed it over.

Cole read the threatening words. Definitely enough to upset anyone. “It’s not fresh, is it?”

Morgan’s eyes widened. “You mean, did I touch it to find out? Hell—I mean, heck no. I stayed long enough to take the pictures and came straight over.”

Cole returned her phone. “Most likely kids playing pranks. I’ll check, see if anyone’s aware of anything connected to this ... message. I can’t recall anything related to that property since I’ve been here.”

“That’s fine. I need to make some calls, find a place to stay, talk to the lawyer in charge of this nightmare.”

Cole left her, wondering if she’d still be there when he got back. A quick run through the computer didn’t reveal any reports of crimes near the Elm Street address. He ambled down the hall, knuckled the half-open door to the detectives’ office, then stepped inside. Randy Detweiler, all six feet, six inches of him, turned from where he stood by the window.

“Have a minute, Sir?” Cole said.

Detweiler returned to his desk, motioning for Cole to have a seat. “What do you need?”

“You know the empty house on Elm?” Cole asked.

“The eyesore? Sure. Something go down there? Squatters using it?”

Cole explained what Morgan Tate had told him. “I couldn’t find records of any crimes. Thought you might know of any incidents before my time. Can’t see anyone painting that on the wall if the house was lived in.”

Detweiler appeared to be mulling it over, running through the data banks in his head. In his short time with the force, Cole had learned the man’s brain often rivaled the department’s computer systems. “Can’t say that I have. What color was the paint?”

“From the phone picture, a deep reddish-brown.”

Another moment of thought, much shorter. “Run over and cover our collective asses by doing a presumptive test for blood.”

“Isn’t that kind of ... horror movie stuff?” Cole asked, thinking of the movie Morgan had inserted into his head. “Writing messages in blood?”

“Our job is to make sure it isn’t,” Detweiler said. “Hence, my CYA statement.”

“On it, Sir.” Cole stood.

“I can’t remember anything untoward about Bob Tate, but I’ll run some searches.” Detweiler reached for his computer mouse.

Cole went to Doranna’s desk, separated from reception by a glass partition, and dropped off his sketchy report. “Stick this one in pending for now.”

“Will do,” Doranna said.

Through the glass, he watched as Morgan paced in front of the chairs, her phone to her ear, her other hand alternating between a clenched fist and outstretched fingers. Cole opened the door to reception. He wasn’t eavesdropping, he rationalized. Morgan was making no attempt to conceal her words.

A fist. “I can’t stay there tonight.”

A pause as she listened, head nodding and shaking, hand opening and closing.

“If I don’t?” she asked.

Another pause, longer this time. Cole counted six more fist clenches.

“I understand.” She lowered the phone.

He stepped into the room. “Ms. Tate?”

From the downcast expression on her face, whatever she understood wasn’t good news.
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Chapter 2
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FRUSTRATED AT WHAT Mr. Hathaway had told her, Morgan dropped her phone into her purse. Officer Patton moved toward her. “Did you find something?” she asked.

“No. One of the detectives said he’d dig deeper. He wants me to go to the house and look around.”

“I’ll meet you there,” she said.

Now that the initial shock had worn off, she needed to take better stock. Mr. Hathaway had reiterated the terms of the trust and answered questions she’d been too stupid to ask before.

At the house, Morgan parked in the driveway. The misty drizzle had turned into genuine rain. Was this normal for April? Another adjustment she’d have to make.

She waited until Officer Patton pulled up behind her before making a dash for the porch. He was several paces behind, cradling a camera to his chest and carrying a small case in his other hand. She spared a moment to take a closer look.

At the police station, she’d paid little attention to his appearance other than he filled out his uniform shirt nicely and had the bluest eyes she’d ever seen. Eyes that seemed to say he cared about getting answers for her. Now, he wore a form-hiding black windbreaker and a ball cap, both displaying the words ‘Pine Hills Police.’ Judging his height against her own five-six, she estimated he was a shade under six feet.

What was she doing? Memorizing him in case she had to pick him out of a lineup? No, he was a man, she was a woman. Assessment of others was hardwired.

She unlocked the door, and when he didn’t interfere, she pushed it open. “It’s upstairs,” she said. “First bedroom on the right. Is it all right if I finish my tour while you do your thing? I need to take stock of what’s still in the house and the condition it’s in.”

Mr. Hathaway had said she had to provide detailed documentation if she wanted to argue against having to live in the house in its current state per the terms of Uncle Bob’s trust.

Would the officer think she was afraid to look at the bedroom wall? What difference did it make if he did? Just because he was a good-looking man in uniform didn’t mean she had to impress him.

“As long as you’re careful and let me know if you see anything out of place,” he said.

She snorted. “From what I’ve seen so far, anything in place would be the surprise. My uncle’s lawyer didn’t keep tabs on what my uncle did. He paid the taxes, arranged for yard maintenance, nothing more. I would think that if somebody had been stealing the house’s furnishings, you guys would have heard about it. But you said you didn’t find any crime reports, correct?”

“Yes, ma’am,” he said. “I mean no. No crime reports.”

“So, he must have gotten rid of everything before he went into the nursing home. I’m still coming to terms with inheriting this—” she swept her arms in a wide arc— “house from a man I never met. And wondering if I made a huge mistake moving here. Did you know him at all?”

Officer Patton shook his head. “The house had been vacant a long time when I came to Pine Hills a year ago.” He chinned toward the stairs. “I ought to get moving. The detective sent me to confirm the graffiti is just paint.”

Morgan didn’t ask what else he thought it might be. Horror movie blood? Maybe she would watch him work after all. She moved for the stairs.

In the offending bedroom, Morgan waited in the doorway. After brushing water droplets from his short-cropped hair—medium brown, she noted, again wondering why it mattered—Officer Patton turned his ball cap backward. He proceeded to snap pictures of the room from all angles, paying closer attention to the graffiti wall. Then, he shoved his hands into a pair of blue gloves and opened his kit. With what looked like a small scalpel, he scraped bits of the lettering into a vial of liquid, sealed it, and gave it a vigorous shake. He stepped closer, held it so she could see the flakes swirling in the vial.

“Nothing dissolved,” he said. “My guess is it’s paint.”

“You were testing for blood, weren’t you?” She wasn’t sure whether she should be relieved it wasn’t blood or creeped out that it could have been.

“Per orders from the detective.”

“Is it what you thought it would be?” she asked.

“Frankly, yes. Detective Detweiler’s first guess was pranksters, but he told me we have to cover our asses.”

Morgan eyed his kit. “No fancy CSI stuff?”

“Not without evidence of a crime. If the test had come back positive, our lab tech would follow up. If things get complicated, we work with the county.”

“Do you need to do anything else here?” she asked.

“No, but I might as well check out the rest of the place with you.”

Morgan waited while he repacked his kit. Not because she was afraid to look alone, she told herself. Or because she liked the idea of someone else around. It was merely polite.

She went into the bathroom first. Acceptable plumbing, she’d told Mr. Hathaway, was a priority. The room had a shower/tub combo, a Formica-topped vanity with a single sink. She used her phone to record the cracked tiles, the rust stains, and the missing towel bar.

“Until the water’s turned on, there’s no way to know if everything works,” she said.

Officer Patton opened the cabinet under the sink. He unhooked a flashlight from his utility belt and shone it around.

“Pipes are intact,” he said. “No sign of drips.”

“You know plumbing?” she asked.

He gave a wry grin “My dad’s a general contractor. He wasn’t thrilled when I didn’t want to stick around and do the and Son thing with the business, but after a few years of working with him, being a cop called me louder than busted toilets.”

“Was he mad when you left?”

The officer straightened and turned off his flashlight. “Nah, he understood. He still gives me grief about how ‘Patton and Nephew’ doesn’t work as a business name, even though my cousin is ten times better at the job than I’d ever be.”

His smile said he and his father had a good relationship.

Morgan shook off the pangs of longing that welled inside her, that if her parents hadn’t died, they would’ve let her become her own person whether or not it fit their expectations.

She blew out a sigh and stepped into the hall. “I’m going to check the rest of this floor.”

The other two bedrooms on the floor were as empty as the first one, but no more nasty writing.

“Attic and basement,” she said. “Attic first.” No need to mention what the thought of going into a dark, damp basement did to her insides. Morgan paused at the hallway door, open enough to reveal a staircase leading upward. She sought the flashlight app on her phone.

“The lawyer said he couldn’t get the utilities people out today,” she grumbled as she climbed.

“I can go first,” Officer Patton said. “I have a better light.”

“I’m fine. Unless there are mummified bodies up here, in which case I’ll defer to you.”

“The climate here’s a bit damp for mummification.” His tone conveyed a hint of teasing.

An undisturbed layer of dust covered the attic floor. A lone wooden trunk, also covered in dust, sat in the middle of the otherwise empty room.

“Doesn’t look like anyone’s been here in a long time,” Officer Patton said.

“I still need to look inside.” Morgan stepped carefully across the room. She rounded the trunk to lift the lid and encountered a padlock. A secured padlock.

She turned to the officer. “I don’t suppose you learned to pick locks somewhere between contractor and cop skills.”

“Sorry, no. In my current line of work, bolt cutters are the tool of choice.”

“Then it’s down to the basement,” she said. “This time, you can go first.”

~~~~~
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COLE SENSED A HEIGHTENED level of apprehension from Morgan as they descended the steps to the basement. She puffed out rapid breaths and seemed to be testing each step before moving onward. If she was on her own, he could understand her caution, but if there were issues with the stairs, he’d be the one to tumble. The light from her phone bounced back and forth, as if she couldn’t steady her hands. Gave her something to do, he surmised, since her phone’s light was swallowed in the brighter beam of his flashlight.

“You all right?” he asked. “I’ve got this.”

“No, I’ll do it. I need to send the pictures to the lawyer.”

A pronounced layer of apprehension filled her voice.

As they approached the final step, he held her back. “Let me have a quick look. Make sure there’s nothing to trip over.”

“Like pods?” she asked, her accompanying laugh shaky.

“Now that would be a surprise,” he said.

“You’re thinking of bodies, though, right? If there were any, this is where they’d have to be.”

He didn’t point out the two acres of land surrounding the house. Wonderful. Now she had him thinking of bodies.

The sound of Morgan’s breathing seemed to pulsate through the basement. Cole stifled a sneeze at the smell of dirt and mold. But not death. He played his light across the space. Lots to trip over. Boxes. Stacks of boxes. A maze of boxes. Big ones, little ones, and all sizes in between. None big enough to hide a body. At least not an intact one.

“No bodies. No pods,” he said. “Watch your step. I’ll check the furnace and water heater.” If the house had been vacated over five years ago, chances were both would need to be replaced.

Navigating the narrow path between the foot of the stairs and the low wooden platform holding the appliances, he glanced back at Morgan, who’d remained on the stairs, one hand clutching the rail.

The water heater seemed in reasonable shape. No rust on the unit, no stains on the platform indicating leaks.

“Are they okay?” Megan’s tremulous voice wafted across the room.

Cole did a quick assessment of the furnace. “Odds are these weren’t new when your uncle left. I’m guessing they’ll work for a while, but you should plan on replacing them. Not sure they’re up to current code. You’ll definitely need to have someone come out and assess them. There’s no washer or dryer, but the hookups are here.”

“I wonder if Uncle Bob even had them, or if a renter took them. Either way, by now I’d want new.”

Her phone’s light bounced around the room, moving from box to box. “What do you think is in all of these?”

“Not a clue.” He pointed at a stack with his light. “Maybe it’s everything that was in the house before your uncle moved. Minus the furniture.”

“Like books, pots and pans, clothes?”

He turned and shrugged. “Won’t know until you open them.”

She’d stepped onto the dirt floor. With an explosive huffed out breath, she strode to his side and took pictures of the furnace and water heater. With another audible exhale, she moved toward the boxes, snapping pictures as she walked.

Were her hands trembling? Cole ambled ahead of her, using his light to blaze a trail through the maze.

Morgan appeared to gather strength as she worked—maybe seeing everything through the camera’s screen helped distance her from whatever she was afraid of.

“Do you think I should count them?” she asked.

Cole paused. “Are you supposed to be taking an accurate inventory?”

“The lawyer just said document. If he wanted something accurate, he’d have sent his own people, don’t you think?”

“Makes sense.”

“I think I’ve seen enough,” Morgan said. “The house is empty, the basement is full of boxes, and there’s a nasty threat painted on a bedroom wall. I need a place to stay. I’m going to try to convince the lawyer this place is uninhabitable at the moment, and see if being in Pine Hills and working on the house will meet the terms of the trust without having to live in the house.”

“Makes sense,” he said again.

Morgan set a brisk pace for the stairs and trotted up to the kitchen. Cole followed, glad to hear her voice had lost its quaver.

“Can you recommend a motel in Pine Hills?” she asked.

“There’s one motel. The Castle Inn. Don’t let the name fool you. It’s named after the original owner, not the architecture. I stayed there a few nights when I first got here.”

Morgan slipped her phone into her purse. “You don’t sound very enthusiastic. What about a rooming house, or short-term rentals, or an Airbnb?”

“Not much tourism in Pine Hills. Salem’s a better bet, if you want choices.”

“I’d rather be closer.” She yanked on a curl. “I admit I didn’t do my homework, but I honestly thought this house would be livable.”

“In that case, I’d say book a couple of nights at the Castle, then once you’ve got a better handle on your situation, you can see if there’s another place that suits your needs.” Cole checked the time. “I have to get to the station. Are you going to be all right?”

“Of course,” she said.

She didn’t sound all right. The repeated yanks of that curl added credence to his assumption.

“I get off at four,” he said. “There’s a café on the main drag. Sadie’s, if you’d like to meet for coffee. Kind of a welcome to Pine Hills. There’s The Wagon Wheel if you want something stronger.”

“Maybe. I really need to line up my ducks first.”

“Tell you what. I’ll be at the Wagon Wheel at four-thirty. If you show up, fine, if not, that’s fine, too.”

The rain had stopped. Outside, she got halfway to her car, paused, turned, and gazed at the house. Her shoulders slumped, and Cole wished he could summon a genie to transform the house into the home Morgan must have expected.

He got into his cruiser and let Dispatch know he was on his way to the station. When he arrived, he found a note from Randy Detweiler on his desk.

Found something. Come see me.
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Chapter 3
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MORGAN FOLLOWED OFFICER Patton’s directions to the Castle Inn, a rustic, three-story structure. Blue clapboard siding, wraparound porch, hanging baskets filled with flowers. The painted wooden sign identifying the site said there were vacancies.

The place looked inviting enough from the outside. Why had Officer Patton sounded reluctant to recommend it? Too old-fashioned? Was he a sleek and modern, glass and chrome kind of guy?

What did it matter? She slipped her car into an empty slot in the small lot beside the inn and rambled along the brick-paved walkway to the entrance. Chimes tinkled a friendly greeting as she pulled the door open.

A light floral aroma welcomed her. A blazing fireplace filled the room with a warm glow. Scattered in groups conducive to conversation were overstuffed chairs in floral prints. Cherry end tables with graceful legs curving down to clawed feet held lamps with fabric shades festooned with hanging beads. Morgan half-expected to see a plump woman with curly white hair wearing an apron over a gingham dress appear offering cookies or hot chocolate. Or both.

Instead, she was greeted from behind the registration counter by a cadaverous man who looked like he’d be more at home in her new house. A tight-fitting black jacket over a gray shirt, open at the neck, revealed wisps of white chest hair. Sallow skin. Sunken cheeks, thin lips, oversized ears. Gray hair slicked over a freckled pate.

“May I help you?” he asked.

Startled by his voice, nasal, and pitched an octave higher than she’d expected, Morgan arranged her features into a pleasant expression, then ambled to the counter. “I’d like a room.”

His eyes, rheumy, with scarcely enough color to be called blue, seemed to study her as if searching for a reason not to give her one.

Maybe he was the reason Officer Patton hadn’t been enthusiastic about staying here.

“Two nights, maybe three,” she added.

He consulted a computer, frowned, and squeezed his lips even narrower. “For one?”

“Yes, just me.” She eyed the door. Could she change her mind? Walk out? Where would she go? Salem? She figured that would add an hour’s commute.

“I have a double bed on the third floor. No elevator.” His gaze assessed her again, as if trying to decide whether she was capable of the climb.

“That will be fine. I’d appreciate help with my luggage. I’m relocating to Pine Hills, so I have several large suitcases and some boxes. Unless you have security in your parking lot, I’d rather not leave them in my car.”

“Very well. While you fill out the registration form, I’ll attempt to locate somebody to assist you.”

He thrust a sheet of paper toward her and went into a room behind the counter.

Morgan shook out her hand, then painstakingly filled out the form and fished her credit card out of her wallet. She hadn’t even asked what the nightly rates were, not that she had a choice.

Moments later, Mr. Death-Warmed-Over returned. He perused the form and accepted her credit card. “One night in advance, the balance due at checkout.”

She agreed, and he ran her card.

“You’ll be in 306. Stairs are to your left.”

Morgan accepted the key—an actual key, not a plastic card—and climbed the carpeted stairway to the third floor.

The room’s décor matched that of the lobby. The bed was covered in an off-white chenille spread. An armoire took the place of an actual closet. Crocheted doilies abounded. One draped across the back of an upholstered wing chair, two more covered the arms. Another rested beneath the hobnail milk glass lamp on the night table.

She checked the bathroom. Toilet flushed, water ran hot in the pedestal sink. Towels were hotel standard, along with tiny bottles of shampoo and conditioner. A plastic curtain festooned with tiny rosebuds enclosed the tub-shower combination.

Morgan returned to the bedroom. No desk. Internet? She’d forgotten to ask about Wi-Fi. A check of her phone didn’t reveal any networks she could associate with the inn.

A knock on the door suggested Mr. Death-Warmed-Over had found someone to help with the luggage. She stepped to the door, pausing to note there was no peephole. “Who’s there?”

“Um, it’s Joe. They said you needed help with your bags?”

She opened the door to a man—no, a boy. A bored expression. Military cut brown hair. Acne across his forehead. High school, she thought. From his build, an athlete. Football? Wrestling?

“Thanks, Joe. My car’s in the lot.”

Joe pivoted and headed in the direction of the stairs. Morgan grabbed her car keys and followed.

Once in the parking lot, she unlocked her trunk and pointed to the two large suitcases. “If you can get those, I’ll bring the small one.”

He hoisted them with ease and marched back the way they’d come, the wheels clicking over the pavement. Morgan wrested her carry-on from the backseat and hurried to catch up.

Joe carried the bags up the stairs as if they were feather pillows. Using both hands, Morgan dragged hers, the case thumping up each step.

“You can leave them over there.” She pointed toward the space between the bed and the window, then accompanied Joe down for her cartons.

“Hang on,” he said. “Let me get a cart.”

He returned with a hotel bellman’s cart and stacked the six boxes. Once he’d deposited the boxes in her room, Morgan went to her purse for her wallet. Pulling out a five, she said, “Do you work here regularly? The man at the desk made it sound like he was going to flag someone off the street.”

Joe lowered his head. “My mom’s one of the housekeepers. I come by after practice and hang around until she’s done. Do my homework, stuff like that. Help out, if they need me.”

She extended the five. “I’m glad you were here. I’m sure my things would have been okay in the car, but I feel better having them with me.”

He shrugged and walked away.

“Wait,” she called after him. “Can I ask you a couple of questions?”

He stopped, turned. Another shrug. “Guess so.”

“Have you lived in Pine Hills all your life?”

“Pretty much.”

“And your family?”

“Just me and my mom,” he said. “We moved here from Portland when I was three.”

Morgan did a quick calculation. She put Joe in the sixteen to eighteen-year-old demographic. He’d have been a young child when Uncle Bob lived here. Maybe his mother could offer some insights.

“Do you think it would be all right if I asked your mom a few questions? My uncle used to live in Pine Hills. I never knew him, but your mother might.”

Joe shrugged again. “Guess so.”

Morgan followed him down the stairs to a hallway on the ground floor. Joe tapped at a door marked Employees Only and opened it.

“Mom. This lady wants to talk to you.”

“Well, don’t just stand there. Let her in.” The woman’s voice was deep and gravelly, more like what Morgan had expected Mr. Death-Warmed-Over to sound like.

Morgan stepped into the room where a lone woman stood at an ironing board. Plump. Gray curls. No apron over a gingham dress, though. Instead, she wore a shapeless light blue uniform, typical of most of the hotels Morgan had stayed in. Her nametag said Phyllis. Lines of weariness etched her face. The woman glanced up as Morgan entered, still moving the iron across the pillowcase on the board.

Morgan introduced herself, gave an abbreviated version of why she was in Pine Hills. “I’d really like to know more about my uncle, Bob Tate. Did you know him?”

The woman stood the iron on end. Wide-eyed, she made the sign of the cross.
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COLE TAPPED ON THE half-open door to the detectives’ office. Kovak was on the phone, and Detweiler was tapping away at his computer. Detweiler motioned Cole inside, continued his tapping for a moment, then shoved the keyboard drawer away.

“You said you found something?” Cole said.

“I did, but I’m afraid it’s not what you were hoping for. Bob Tate left his home for an assisted living center eight years ago. The first three years he was gone, the property was rented out to a revolving door of tenants. When the company managing the rentals went out of business, nobody took things over. That was five years ago, and it’s been empty ever since.”

“What about rumors, scandals, small-town gossip? Missing persons? Urban legends? Ghosts?”

Detweiler snorted. “Our job is to prevent crime and apprehend those who get past preventative measures. I couldn’t find anything to tie into a crime. If the house has a new owner, that’s a positive. Whatever she decides to do with it should improve the neighborhood.”

“What about the graffiti? It did say somebody was dead.”

“Since we don’t know who it’s referring to, there’s nothing of a criminal nature to pursue. I know you’d love to get your teeth into an unsolved mystery, but this one’s a dead end.”

“Understood, sir.” Cole glanced at the clock on the wall. He was off shift in five minutes. He’d file a few more reports and be out of here.

After surviving without another paper cut, Cole strolled to the locker room, changed into his street clothes, and retrieved his laptop.

He wondered if Morgan Tate would meet him at The Wagon Wheel. Although he wasn’t sure why, he was looking forward to it.

Being friendly to a newcomer, he told himself. That she was attractive didn’t play into it. Much. In addition to the physical side—nice figure, big brown eyes, an easy smile—there was the way she’d clearly been scared to go into the basement, yet she found the moxie to do what she needed to do. It would have been easy enough to ask him to take the pictures for her.

Did she think that would make her appear weak in his eyes? Did she have something to prove to herself? After all, she’d picked up stakes and moved halfway across the country to take possession of a house, sight unseen. That took guts.

He arrived at the steak house ten minutes early. Not really early, just ten minutes before he’d said he’d be there. And before anyone else from the station would be. He didn’t want to explain not wanting to be part of the group tonight.

He grabbed his laptop and went inside, asking Dina, the hostess, for a table at the back. She gave him a quizzical brow lift, pulled a menu from the pile at the counter, and led him through the dining room.

“Hot date tonight?” she asked, plopping the menu on the table.

“Nah. I need to get some work done.” He set up his laptop.

It’s not a date, idiot. You come here all the time, and simply mentioned to Morgan that she could join you if she wanted.

From the way she’d answered, he didn’t think she thought it was a date, either.

Seconds later, Will, one of the servers, appeared. “Hey, Cole. What can I get you?”

“I’ll have a Chainbreaker to start,” he said.

Will eyed Cole’s laptop, then shot a glance toward the larger table at the far left of the room, where the group usually sat. Cole pointed to his laptop. “Working tonight.”

Will’s smile was more like a smirk. “Be right back.”

Ignoring the man’s expression, Cole booted his laptop. What would the public search engines reveal about Bob Tate? Detweiler had undoubtedly gone through police channels, looking for crime and missing persons reports. Maybe Cole could discover things on the civilian side.

He started with the obvious, typing Robert Tate Pine Hills into the search field. Alternating his attention between the screen and the front door, he waded his way through the initial hits. Would be a lot easier if Morgan were here to help him refine his search parameters.

Will returned with his beer, and Cole took a sip before setting it aside to return to work.

His next glance toward the door accelerated his pulse. Morgan.

She said something to Dina, who grabbed a menu and approached his table.

Cole stood. Tried to keep the grin stretching across his face from spreading too far. “Morgan. Glad you could make it.”

Dina shot him a wink and retreated.

“Am I interrupting?” Morgan asked, nodding toward the laptop.

“No. As a matter of fact, you can help.” He pulled out a chair for her.

She sat, back straight, those big fawn eyes wary. “I wasn’t going to come.”

“You didn’t have to.”

“I got a room at the Castle Inn. It’s ... quaint.”

“That it is.”

“The guy at the desk is creepy,” she explained, “but the rooms are clean, and everything works. Unlike another place I could mention. What’s weird is one of the housekeepers freaked when I asked her if she knew my uncle. She did the cross thing and wouldn’t talk. Looked at me as if I was the Devil’s spawn. I’m hoping she won’t put spiders in my bed.”

Cole wondered if he’d run into the woman. “Her name?”

“Her nametag said Phyllis.”

Cole drew a blank. “I doubt she’d risk her job by putting spiders in your bed. Best case scenario, she’ll make sure your room isn’t on her list.”

Morgan cocked her head. “Why would she react that way?”

“Dunno. What do you know about your uncle? I was trying to see if there was anything on the web that might give us an idea about the writing on the wall.”

He realized he’d said us. 
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Chapter 4
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MORGAN MOVED HER SILVERWARE and put the red-checkered napkin in her lap. Officer Patton eyed her expectantly. She wanted—needed—to find out more about Uncle Bob and the house. If this man, a total stranger until a couple of hours ago, wanted to help, she should let him. He didn’t need to know her entire life history.

She caught herself before she yanked on her hair, and forced a smile. “Where are you starting? Googling Threatening graffiti on bedroom walls?”

He chuckled. “I thought knowing more about your uncle would be a better place. Do you know his full name? Date of birth? Living relatives?”

She sighed. “No, no, and no. That’s why I got the house.”

Before the officer asked for details, a server interrupted.

“Can I get you something to drink, miss?”

“A glass of white wine,” she said.

“Our house whites are a Chardonnay and Sauvignon blanc,” he said. “Or would you prefer something else?”

Decisions. Her mind went blank.

“Would you like a few minutes?” the server asked.

“The house Sauvignon blanc will be fine,” she said.

“Coming right up. I’ll be back to take your food orders in a minute.”

Morgan fumbled with the menu, finally prying it open. She shook out her tingling hand and rested it in her lap.

You’re tired. It was the basement. And the creepy man at the inn. You’ll be fine after you get some sleep.

“They make good pizzas here,” Officer Patton said. “We could split one.”

“Fine. Order whatever you want. I’m not picky.”

He cocked his head, his eyes twinkling. “Anchovies and pineapple, then?”

Not the response she’d expected from a professional police officer gathering information. Was he teasing? Or flirting? She kept her expression dead serious. “Only if it’s fresh pineapple.”

His lips twitched. “Not in season, I’m afraid. Guess we’ll have to go with pepperoni, sausage, and mushrooms.”

She nodded in agreement. Not the best wine pairing, but she didn’t have the strength to change her order to a red. Or, eyeing the officer’s glass, a beer.

Their server returned with her wine, took their orders, and left.

“Back to your uncle,” Officer Patton said. “Tell me anything you know about him, and I’ll see what the magic search engines spit out.”

She raised her wine glass to her lips and took a generous gulp. “I knew him as Uncle Bob. He was my father’s older brother, someone who sent birthday and Christmas cards when I was a kid. We lived in Illinois, and he lived here, but we never visited. I have no idea what kind of relationship he had with my father.”

“You can’t ask him?” Officer Patton said.

Morgan took another gulp of wine. “My parents died ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry.”

She shrugged at his words, his automatic response, the inflectionless delivery. “No reason for you to be. You didn’t know my parents. For all you know, they could have been monsters and I might have wished them dead. Or killed them myself.”

His eyes widened.

Good grief, where was she going with this? All Officer Patton wanted to do was help her, and she was bending over backward to alienate him.

Get a grip.

“I’m sorry,” she hurried to add. “I didn’t mean that the way it sounded. I guess I burned out on all the empty sympathy when they died. All words, no actions from people proclaiming they cared. I was on my own.” Another sip of wine. “It’s been a long few weeks, and I’m running on fumes. I’ll reset my filters.”

Morgan mimed twisting imaginary knobs at her temple and mouth.

“It’s okay,” Officer Patton said. “In my line of work, we tend to see people on their worst days. I totally understand.”

Of course he didn’t. She managed a smile. “Can I have a do-over?”

Officer Patton made a show of erasing an imaginary board. “Clean slate.”

Their pizza came, and, surprised her wine glass was empty, Morgan requested a second. A Zinfandel this time. She noted the officer had finished half his beer. Should she have ordered her second glass?

What difference did it make? She didn’t need his permission. How much he opted to drink—and his reasons—were his business. For all she knew, he’d had one—or two—before she’d arrived.

Doing everything you can to avoid the matter at hand.

“I’m pretty sure his name was Robert,” he said. “When did your uncle die, and where?” The officer snagged a dangling thread of cheese with his forefinger and twirled it atop his slice before taking a bite. His tongue swiped a dab of red sauce from the corner of his mouth.

Why are you watching him eat? And thinking about what else his tongue might do? Morgan nibbled on one of the breadsticks they’d brought with the pizza, warm and redolent with the aroma of garlic.

She set it down.

So it’s doused with garlic butter. It’s not as if it matters. Besides, he ate two of them.

She needed to get out of here before her long-dormant libido crawled out of its cave.

You came to get answers. Eat. Get your blood sugar back where it belongs. That should solve half your problems.

The wine would solve the other half. Or create more.

She picked up her breadstick and took a generous bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Back to business. “Salem. The Willamette Valley Villas. He died two months ago, on February eighteenth.”

“Great.” A chagrined expression swept over his face. “I didn’t mean ‘great’ that he died. I meant ‘great’ that I can look for his obituary, talk to the people where he died, maybe pick up something useful.”

“I should do that,” she said. “Until today, I had no reason to think about anything other than dealing with the inheritance. Now there’s the whole writing-on-the-wall thing.”

“Which could be totally unrelated. My boss said the place was rented out for three years after your uncle moved out. After that, it was empty. Anyone might have gotten in to leave the message. Which might be a joke.”

She sipped her wine. Set down the glass. “Or, it might mean someone was murdered.”
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“IT MIGHT.” COLE FOLDED the last slice of pizza and tried to take a bite without being covered in dripping cheese and tomato sauce. The Wagon Wheel didn’t skimp on toppings. From the way Morgan was eyeing him as he ate, he thought ordering a steak or the meatloaf would have been smarter. Less mess. Morgan ate slowly. Delicately. Yet an underlying tension etched lines around her eyes and mouth.

If she was passing judgement on the way he ate, too bad. He swiped the napkin across his mouth and took a swig of beer. From behind him, sounds of the typical post-shift unwinding session drifted through the dining room. Cole figured his absence—and presence at another table—had been noted, and he’d be grilled about it tomorrow.

“So, you won’t investigate?” Morgan asked.

Cole snapped his attention back to her. To the puzzle he wanted to solve. “I ran it by my superior. He pointed out that without evidence of a crime, there was nothing to investigate.”

“You’re not curious?” She took another sip of her wine.

“Sure I am. But curiosity doesn’t open a case.” He finished his beer. “You want dessert? They make a killer cheesecake.”

“No, thanks.” She held her hands in front of her, fingertips all touching, and pushed them in and out, like doing the spider pushups movements he’d done as a kid.

Cole motioned to Will and ordered the cheesecake, more because he wanted to pick Morgan’s brain awhile longer than because he was hungry. Plus, he was enjoying the time with her. “Two forks,” he added.

Will’s expression didn’t change, except for his eyes, which sparkled. “Coming right up.”

“I’m really not hungry,” Morgan said.

“Since when do you have to be hungry to eat cheesecake? One taste. After all, if you’re going to be living in Pine Hills, you might as well sample everything the city has to offer.”

The tension lines around her eyes and mouth softened. “You’re right. I keep forgetting I’m moving here. I’m waiting to hear from my uncle’s lawyer. See if he can broaden the interpretation of the terms of my inheritance. Maybe I should make a trip to his office in Portland, see if a face-to-face meeting brings better and faster results. Given Uncle Bob’s mental faculties took a sharp left turn after he moved to the Villas, there might be some loopholes.”

“Would you leave if there were?” Cole wondered why her answer should make a difference. Sure, he’d be lying if he said he wasn’t attracted to good-looking women, and Morgan fell into that category with plenty of room to spare. But this felt ... different. New.

He shrugged it off. The message on the wall had intrigued him, and because it was Morgan’s house, she intrigued him.

Maybe she’s just intriguing to begin with.

Morgan twisted in her chair, as if watching for Will and the cheesecake, avoiding his question. Had he crossed a personal boundary line? It had seemed like a reasonable thing to ask.

Will approached with the cheesecake and an extra plate as well as a second fork.

Cole picked up the knife from his place setting and hovered it over the dessert. “How much?”

Using her fork, Morgan traced a line a scant inch in from the wide end. “I’m a sucker for a Graham cracker crust.”

Cole furrowed his brows. “As you wish.” He cut along the line she’d drawn and shifted the morsel to her plate.

She forked up a tiny bite. A few stray crumbs lingered at the corner of her mouth, and her tongue darted out to retrieve them.

His imagination led him down a path he had no business pursuing. He’d keep things cool, casual. Technically, there was no reason he couldn’t consider getting to know her better. Detweiler had said there was no case, so there was nothing to tie Morgan to the department’s hands off policy between officers and victims or complainants.

She hadn’t answered his question about staying in Pine Hills, and Cole decided to let it drop. She’d just arrived and had an understandable scare on top of what had to be a major disappointment at the condition of what was supposed to be her new house. Plus, she’d already admitted to being tired. He should finish his cake and let her get back to the Castle.

“Coffee?” he asked instead.

“Why are those people looking at you?” she said, ignoring his question again. She was good at that.

“Who?” he said, although he knew she was looking at the gang’s usual table. Might as well be honest. “People I work with. Probably wondering who you are.”

She took another minuscule bite of her cake. “What are you going to tell them?”

“You’re new to town. You came into the station with a question about the house on Elm Street, and I offered to play welcoming committee.”

“Small committee,” she said.

He shrugged. “You want a bigger committee? I could introduce you around.”

“Another time, maybe,” she said. “Right now, I’m wondering how the conversation detoured. I wanted to know why the housekeeper freaked when I told her I was related to Bob Tate.”

Cole scraped up the last remnants of his dessert. Wagon Wheel did make the best cheesecake he’d ever had. Something he’d never mention to his mother. “I’d say we hit a roadblock, not a detour. We’re stuck here until I can talk to people at the care center where he died.”

“You? Why you? He was my uncle. In fact, that’s where I’m going and what I’m doing tomorrow. Until Uncle Bob’s lawyer gets things moving with utilities, there’s nothing I can do at the house anyway.”

She stood. “I’ve had a long day. I’m going to head out. What’s my share of the dinner?”

“Forget it. Your first meal in town is on me. Part of my obligation as your welcoming committee.”

She reached into her humongous purse. “I’m not fond of obligations, Officer Patton. What’s my share?”

The coolness in her tone said things had taken a downward plunge.

“I misspoke,” he said. “I should have said it was my pleasure, not my obligation. Because I did have a good time. Maybe we can get together again. It’s Cole, not Officer Patton, Ms. Tate, since it’s not official police business.”

“Then you can call me Morgan. Getting together will be fine, if you have anything else to share about my uncle. My treat.”

Given he had no authority to poke around anything other than databases Morgan could access herself, they might not be getting together for a good long while.
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Chapter 5
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LEAVING COLE TO SETTLE the check, Morgan headed for the door, sneaking what she hoped was a discreet glance at the group Officer Patton—Cole—had said were his coworkers. A mix of men, women, and ages. She was too tired to do anything but stride by, eyes on the door. The hostess gave her a broad smile and a Have a good evening. Morgan thanked her and stepped out into the cool night air, perfumed with the scents of today’s rain. Fresh, damp, and earthy.

Driving the short distance had seemed too much trouble, so she’d walked. It was not even seven, still plenty of daylight left, and several of the shops were still open so she felt no qualms being out alone. Besides, there was a whole table full of cops not far away. Would Cole join them now that she’d left?

She slung the tote over her shoulder and headed for the inn. The fresh air revived her, but her thoughts zipped toward bed. Tomorrow would be a new day, a new start.

She’d reached the corner and was waiting for the light to change when she heard her name. Morgan turned to see Cole walking briskly in her direction. Given the light was still red, she waited. She couldn’t deny she’d felt more than a modicum of attraction. No. She wasn’t ready to consider a relationship.

Why was she thinking about a relationship? She was new in town, and a friend who knew the ins and outs could come in handy. Emphasis on friend. Cole’s being a cop might be a plus, too, in case she uncovered anything ... unsavory ... in the boxes in the basement.

“You’re walking?” Cole said.

“It’s not far, and after days of driving, the exercise will do me good. Are you saying it’s not safe to walk the streets of Pine Hills?”

“No. I mean, yes, it’s safe. I thought ... you might like company.”

She lifted a shoulder. “It’s a public street.”

The light changed, and she stepped off the curb.

There she went again, being rude when he was trying to be friendly. Friendly. Was it because he was a man? If the officer who’d taken her statement at the station had been female, asked her to meet for dinner, offered to help figure out what was going on with Uncle Bob’s house, would Morgan be avoiding her the way she was avoiding Cole?

Probably not.

Definitely not. She’d have lingered over coffee, talked about Pine Hills, asked for shopping recommendations, and made arrangements to meet again.

“Sorry,” she said as they crossed the street. “I guess my filter reset needs more fine-tuning. Yes, I’m happy to have your company, even though it’s not necessary. I meant it when I said I was tired, and my brain’s not doing a very good job of sending and receiving messages. I promise to be more civil if we meet again.”

“Can I do anything to change that if to a when?” Cole asked. “Even if I don’t have more information about your uncle? I will keep looking,” he added.

“I appreciate that.” Morgan slowed to glance in the window of a bakery. Confections by Ashley. “These any good?”

“Oh, yeah. Ashley’s engaged to Scott Whelan, one of the unsworns at the station, and we all benefit because she provides breakroom treats. Day-olds, but you’d never know it.”

“Unsworns?” Morgan asked.

“Civilian. Used to be a cop. If you’re a coffee and a pastry person, you won’t go wrong there. If you prefer a more breakfasty breakfast, Sadie’s is a good choice.” He gestured down the street, in the opposite direction.

“I’ll keep that in mind, given the Castle Inn doesn’t include dining options.”

“Not beyond vending machines. There’s a coffee station set up in the lobby in the morning.”

They walked in companionable silence the rest of the way. At the walkway to the inn, Morgan stopped. Even if Officer Patton had been a woman, even if they’d had dinner and friendly conversation, Morgan would have said her good-byes here. What she’d said to Cole was true. Her brain wasn’t functioning. Sleep was a priority.

“Thanks again for dinner,” she said. “I’ve got some unpacking to do. And sleeping.”

“Same here. I’m on first shift tomorrow, so I have to be in before six. If you’ll give me your phone number, I can let you know if I find out more about your uncle. I’ll give you mine, if you’d like. Otherwise, you can reach me through the station, although I might not be able to respond immediately.”

Cell phone number exchange? No, it was okay. That still fit within friend to friend boundaries, even if they’d just met. Morgan pulled out her phone, opened her contacts. “Shoot.” She giggled. “Or isn’t that something you should say to a cop?”

Cole’s grin warmed her. Nothing wrong with joking around with a new friend.

“Only in the line of duty, and even then, not without extreme cause,” he said. “The paperwork’s a nightmare.”

They exchanged numbers. Morgan dropped her phone into her purse and hunted for her room key. She tugged it out, waved it, and said, “Good night. Thanks again.”

She didn’t turn, but sensed Cole waiting until she’d gone inside.

Mr. Death-Warmed-Over glanced her way from behind a magazine, gave an almost imperceptible nod of greeting, and resumed his reading. An elderly man and a young woman sat in the lobby, the man in a wing chair near the fireplace, the woman in an easy chair in the far corner. The man appeared to be dozing, the woman was busy using a cell phone.

Wi-Fi. Right. Morgan strode to the counter and waited until Mr. Death-Warmed-Over looked up.

“Excuse me,” she said. “Is there Wi-Fi in the guestrooms?”

He frowned and opened a drawer beneath the counter, then handed her a slip of paper. “Free in the lobby, five dollars a day in the guestrooms. Passwords are here.”

Morgan gazed at the paper, seeing connection instructions and the passwords. “Thanks.” She didn’t push the issue of why he hadn’t mentioned it when she’d checked in. Then again, she hadn’t asked. Not a big deal, since she hadn’t had time to use it yet.

She noted a stack of flyers she hadn’t seen earlier, offering a discount at Sadie’s for guests of the inn. Morgan slipped one into her purse. Cole had recommended it, and while a chocolate pastry was tempting, a more sensible breakfast was a smarter option.

She trudged up the stairs, texting Austin as she walked.

Getting settled. Hang in there.

She hoped the short message would lift his spirits. Assuming his parents hadn’t taken his phone and sold it. Again.

Morgan unlocked her room, hesitating before entering. Could the housekeeper who had issues with Uncle Bob have come in? Could she have sabotaged the room somehow?
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ONCE MORGAN WAS INSIDE the Castle, Cole meandered back toward The Wagon Wheel. It had been obvious Morgan hadn’t wanted an escort to the door, nor would she invite him to her room. That—should it ever happen—was a long way off. Although his libido was sending not-so-subtle messages that it was something to hope for.

His car was in the city lot behind the restaurant. Should he go inside, have another drink with the gang? No, they’d ask him too many questions about Morgan Tate. Questions he didn’t think he could answer. He’d go home, dig deeper into Morgan’s Uncle Bob.

He stopped in the lobby of his apartment building, checked his mailbox. Junk, as usual, which he tossed into the blue plastic recycling bin, thoughtfully provided by the management. Upstairs, he flung his jacket over the back of the couch, plopped himself down, and booted his laptop.

“Hey, Siri. Play my unwinding playlist,” he said to his speaker.

With Iron Maiden playing—loud enough to get into, not loud enough to disturb Mrs. McPherson next door—he started through the list of sites Google had provided from his search.

Even with the limited information Morgan had offered, it wasn’t hard to find the Robert Tate who had to be Morgan’s uncle. Robert Morgan Tate, to be exact. Had she been named after him?

Information was sketchy at best. Robert Tate was a registered Democrat, a Rotarian, retired from a Salem investment firm after thirty years with the company, owned the Elm Street property. Nothing waved red flags. If Tate was good at his job, it stood to reason he’d done well for himself, too.

Cole looked up the Willamette Valley Villas and gave a low whistle. Uncle Bob must have done very well for himself. Deep down, the place was an assisted living center with medical facilities, including hospice care. To look at their website, it was country club living all the way. They didn’t list prices—you had to contact them for such mundane matters—but Cole figured pretty penny didn’t come close.

Typing Robert Tate and the name of the finance firm he’d worked for didn’t help. Their website was up to date, but Tate wasn’t listed anywhere on the site. Not unexpected, if he’d retired years ago.

Cole searched the newspaper archives for the weekly police blotter that listed arrests. No Robert Tate. No hints as to why a housekeeper at the Castle had reacted the way Morgan had described. He wondered what he’d find out if he used the law enforcement databases.

He set his laptop aside, retrieved a pad of paper, pen, and a Dr. Pepper from the kitchen, then returned to the couch.

Follow the money. Rule number one in detective work. Or was rule number one Search for the woman? They ran neck and neck, he thought, but wrote money on the notepad. If there had indeed been a falling out between the Tate brothers, could it have been over money? He added Falling Out? to his notes.

Why hadn’t he asked Morgan her father’s name? If Cole searched for her, it should come up. Doing a background check, even via social media and public search engines, seemed like an invasion of privacy.

Why? It’s standard practice when people meet, especially before a first date.

It wasn’t a date. Just dinner. To discuss something she’d brought to his attention.

Not you. The Pine Hills Police Department.

She was from Ohio, she’d said. No city. Big enough state to have a lot of Morgan Tates. On a whim, he plugged her name and Ohio into the search engine.

Yep. Five million plus results.

His playlist had ended, and he’d collected little valuable information. Everything was speculative until he knew more. He yawned. Tomorrow. After shift, he’d be off for three days. Would Morgan put off her trip to Salem so he could go with her? Or was she going to talk to the lawyer in Portland?

He reached for his phone. No, she’d said she was exhausted—and he didn’t want to wake her.

He got up, dropped his empty can into his recycling bin, and headed for the bedroom.

Lying in bed, thinking about Morgan—beyond her attractiveness—he stared at the ceiling. Didn’t like going into the basement, but did it anyway. Had a smart mouth. Was gutsy enough to pull up stakes and move to a new house in a new state, a new city, sight unseen. What else could he learn about her? There were layers he’d like to peel back, like eating an artichoke, to get to the heart of Morgan Tate.

~
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CHANGING INTO HIS UNIFORM at the station the next morning, Cole fastened his vest, giving it the tap that had become his ritual.

For you, Jazz.

He shrugged off the inevitable locker room questions from his colleagues about who he’d been with last evening with the simple truth, turning them around to see if he could learn more about Uncle Bob. “She’s new in town. Inherited the Tate place on Elm.”

He explained the graffiti that had brought her to the station. “I was on call, caught her report. Detweiler sent me over to check it out. She wanted to know more, so I said I’d try to help.”

“Didn’t hurt that she was hot.” Brody jabbed him in the ribs. “Think the monk might leave the monastery?”

Cole ignored Brody’s reference. So what if his reputation was that of a loner. “Not complaining. It was dinner. Nothing else. You guys have all been here longer than I have. Anything you know about the property or the man—Bob Tate—who lived there?”

Blank looks and head shakes all around. Whoever Bob Tate was, he seemed to be a nondescript citizen. Which made the housekeeper’s reaction all the more curious. He might swing by the Castle after shift.

Upstairs, at roll call, Kovak stood at the lectern going through the daily updates. Routine, typical for Pine Hills.

Cole’s mind wandered. His ears perked up when Kovak mentioned the Tate house and the message Morgan had reported.

“Odds are it was a prank,” Kovak said, “written years ago. Scott Whelan’s been researching the last five years’ missing persons reports, but he’s fishing in a very large pond. On the slim—very slim—chance whoever wrote the message killed someone and disposed of the body, and the even slimmer chance that said individual has been keeping an eye on the house, then the presence of a new tenant might scare him into trying to cover up his crime. Eyes and ears open out there, everyone. It’s a teacher planning day, so kids will be taking advantage of their freedom. Keep things in check.”

Kovak gathered his briefing notes and said, “Questions?”

When there were none, he closed the briefing with his usual words. “Do good work, everyone. Go home alive.”

So, the department was taking Morgan’s report seriously. Cole planned his patrol route to loop around Elm Street. Several times. Good police work. Nothing to do with seeing Morgan.
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Chapter 6
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AT SADIE’S, MORGAN forked up the last of her omelet. Chastising herself for thinking the housekeeper would have sabotaged her room based on a connection to her uncle, she stared out the window. Where to go first? Salem or Portland? The boxes in the basement would have to wait until there was electricity and plumbing.

Cole had offered to go with her tomorrow. Was there a reason to wait? If she left now, she could fit both visits in today, and what could Cole add to the mix? She didn’t need a cop. Or an escort.

Then again, it would be nice to have company on the drive. It didn’t hurt that he was good-looking company. Easy to talk to. She could prove she wasn’t the bitch she’d been yesterday. She’d awakened at six after sleeping straight through the night, a solid ten hours. Austin had returned her text with a thumbs up emoji, so at least he still had his cell. Using phones at school was off limits, so she’d told him she’d try to catch up tonight.

Mr. Hathaway first, she decided. Knowing more about Uncle Bob might answer the question about the message on the wall. Pinning down the exact conditions of the trust now that she’d seen the house was a higher priority.

Inside Sadie’s, tables filled. Outside, sidewalk traffic picked up. Moms pushing strollers, a man herding six dogs on a tangle of leashes. Shopkeepers setting up sidewalk displays in preparation for opening. She smiled. Main Street, USA. Hopes for her dream rose.

She’d start in Portland. She should make an appointment. At least let Mrs. Braithwhite know she was coming, verify Mr. Hathaway had followed up on yesterday’s conversation.

At the inn, Mr. Death-Warmed-Over had been replaced by a cheerier woman. Although the woman appeared to be a contemporary of his, it was amazing what a smile could do for a face, even one mapped by wrinkles.

“Good morning,” the woman called out.

Morgan returned the greeting and went upstairs. A housekeeping cart blocked the doorway to her room. Was it Phyllis? Morgan tapped on the jamb and said, “Hello?”

The housekeeper—and yes, it was Phyllis—came to the door, a questioning smile on her face. A smile that disappeared when she recognized Morgan.

“This is your room?” she asked. “Can you show me your key, please.”

Morgan complied. “May I come in for my laptop?”

“I will be done in fifteen minutes,” the woman said, pushing her cart out of the doorway.

“That’s fine.” Morgan stepped to the desk where she’d left her laptop. She faced the housekeeper. “Please, if you don’t mind, can you tell me why me being related to Bob Tate upset you so much yesterday? I never knew the man at all.”

Once again, the woman crossed herself. “He was a wicked, evil man. That is all I can say. One shouldn’t speak ill of the dead.” She pivoted and went into the bathroom. The water cascading into the tub signaled the conversation was over.

Evil? Wicked? What had Uncle Bob done to earn that kind of a reputation? From what Cole had said, nobody else had any memories of him at all. If he’d been some kind of monster, surely more people would remember. Had her parents known? Were they responsible for Uncle Bob disappearing from her life?

Could the writing on the wall somehow be related to her uncle’s death? He’d been living in Salem, at the health care facility for years, and had died recently. She didn’t think there was a way to tell when that message had been painted, but her impression was that it had been there long before Uncle Bob’s death.

She gathered her laptop and left the housekeeper to her cleaning.

In the lobby, she found a chair away from the other two guests and called Mr. Hathaway. When Mrs. Braithwhite answered, Morgan bypassed the pleasantries. “I need to come see Mr. Hathaway today. This morning, if possible. I’m an hour away. When can he fit me in?”

“Let me see, Ms. Tate. He’s free at eleven-thirty. Normally, he takes his lunch at noon—”

“I’ll be there. A working lunch will be fine with me.” Morgan hung up before Mrs. Braithwhite could object.

It was eight-thirty. Lots of time. Morgan debated dragging a couple of boxes from the basement to her room here, then dismissed it. She could visit other homes along Elm Street and see if the neighbors could offer insights into Uncle Bob’s lifestyle.

Too early to bother people, though. She booted her laptop and logged in to the inn’s Wi-Fi, then spent the next half hour scrolling her social media accounts, clearing out emails, and doing searches about what the town had to offer. Nothing from Austin, though he typically sent texts. One from Mr. Nakamura, his piano teacher.

A brief chill ran down Morgan’s spine. They had a no news is good news communication relationship.

With a feeling of dread, she clicked open the message.

~~~
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COLE CLAMPED DOWN THE lid on his to-go mug of coffee and read over his morning to do list. Three people to serve with papers.

He was heading toward Elm Street when Dispatch sent him on a well-being check as far away from the Elm Street neighborhood he could be without leaving Pine Hills. Bruce Grossjean’s daughter, who lived in Michigan, said her father wasn’t answering his phone.

With a sigh, Cole turned his cruiser around. There were dozens of reasonable explanations why a person didn’t pick up a call. In the shower, the yard, asleep—or just plain avoiding the caller, which topped Cole’s list.

Mr. Grossjean was seventy-six years old, in reasonable health and physical condition, with occasional signs of dementia. More than once, he’d been picked up wandering the neighborhood wearing only his robe and slippers. Cole wondered why his daughter didn’t arrange for a companion or caregiver instead of expecting the police force to keep tabs on her father. Four blocks from Grossjean’s address, Cole slowed, scanning the sidewalks for the man.

No sign of him. Cole parked his car in front of Grossjean’s house, let Dispatch know he was there, and strode up the walkway to the brick-trimmed wooden ranch house. He rang the bell. “Mr. Grossjean. It’s Officer Patton, Pine Hills Police. Your daughter’s worried about you.” Again, he muttered under his breath.

The man didn’t have a driver’s license which didn’t mean he couldn’t be out and about. Cole pressed his ear to the door, listening for music or the television. Quiet.

He rang the bell again. When there was still no answer, he set out around the house, trudging through overgrown grass, peering in windows. No sign of the man. Which could be a good thing, although there were plenty of places where he couldn’t be seen if he’d fallen or passed out. Or was taking a nap.

After checking in with Dispatch, Cole learned Grossjean’s daughter said a neighbor, Alma Evans, had a spare key for emergencies. She lived kitty-corner across the street in another brick-trimmed ranch, much like most of the homes in this section of town. A car sat in the driveway. Dispatch confirmed the car was registered to Alma Evans.

Cole crossed the street and headed for Alma Evans’ door. Unlike Grossjean’s ill-kempt yard, her lawn was mowed, her flowerbeds filled with spring blooms.

Cole rang the bell and announced his presence. Waited. Repeated his call.

“One minute,” came a breathless voice from inside.

A moment later, the door opened a crack, stopped by a security chain. “What can I do for you, officer?” a woman, late fifties, presumably Alma Evans, asked.

“It’s regarding your neighbor, Bruce Grossjean,” Cole said. “His daughter is worried about him. He didn’t answer the door, and she said you have a key. I’d like to make sure he’s all right.”

“I can assure you, he’s fine,” the woman said.

“I’m sorry, but I’m going to need more than a verbal confirmation for his daughter. Do you know where I can find him?”

She huffed out a lengthy sigh, then released the security chain and opened the door. “See for yourself, officer. He’s just fine.”

Alma Evans, hair mussed, makeup smeared, wearing a lacy robe revealing more of her than Cole needed to see—ever—stepped away from the door, crossing her arms across her chest. “Bruce. There’s a police officer here who wants to see you.”

A man shuffled into the kitchen, head bowed. His gray hair stood up in all directions. His barrel chest was bare except for a mat of hair. Lipstick smears stained his face. He pulled up a pair of silky black boxers, decorated with an array of red hearts, having trouble getting them over a bulging part of his anatomy.

“Don’t tell me. Christine called you,” he grumbled. “Again. Tell her I’m fine, and you can leave. These pills only last so long, and they’re not cheap.”

“Sorry, sir. We’re required to follow up on calls when a relative gives cause to be concerned. I’ll let you get back to ... I’ll let her know you’re all right. However, if I might make a suggestion? Get a cell phone.”

“Have one,” the man said. “Don’t see a need to turn it on if I’m not making a call.”

“But what if someone wants to reach you?”

Grossjean seemed to roll that around for a moment. “I see your point, Officer.”

Cole let himself out and scurried to his cruiser. Some days, he wished he could unsee what the job brought. This was one of those times. He tried to keep the pictures of what would happen next out of his head.

He reported to Dispatch that Grossjean was very much alive and well, and left it at that. “Show me en route to the northwest sector for routine patrol.”

Passing through downtown, he scanned the Castle Inn’s parking lot but didn’t see Morgan’s car. Had she already left? He’d hoped she would have touched base, shared her plans.

Dispatch interrupted his thoughts of Morgan with another call, this time for a group of rowdy teens at the river. Typical for a teacher planning day. Cole headed that way to make his presence felt. Generally, the kids were bored, blowing off steam.

After a few words with them, pointing out the consequences of getting arrested and suggesting that if they didn’t have enough schoolwork to keep them occupied, Pine Hills was in need of people to pick up litter in the park, on the downtown sidewalks, and the hiking trails, they dispersed.

He again reported himself en route to the northwest sector. He didn’t expect he’d find anything at the Elm Street house, but there was a slim chance Kovak’s idea about someone returning to the scene might have merit. If Cole was the one to find a clue, so much the better.

I’m at your house. I see your car. Where are you?
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Chapter 7
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MORGAN THANKED TRISHA Forsythe, a harried mom with twin toddlers, who lived in the house behind Uncle Bob’s.

“It’ll be nice to have someone living there,” Trisha said. “My husband’s a firefighter, and he and some of his colleagues have a part-time handyman service. You know, in case you need someone to help with fixing up the place.”

Morgan thanked her again, saying she’d definitely keep him in mind. She hurried around the block, back toward her car. She’d need to hurry to make it to Portland in time for her appointment with Mr. Hathaway.

When she rounded the corner and saw a police car parked in front of her house, her pulse tripped. Had something happened? She quickened her pace.

When she reached the house, Cole was walking from the side yard to the police car. A grin spread across his face when he looked her way, and she couldn’t help responding with a smile of her own. And a tingle lower down, one she tried to ignore.

“Anything wrong?” she asked.

“Routine patrol,” he said. “Everything looks fine. Did you get my text?”

She pulled her phone from her purse. “Had it silenced. I was trying to find a neighbor who might’ve known Uncle Bob, or at least know the reason why the housekeeper freaked.” Morgan relayed the housekeeper’s answer after this morning’s encounter.

“So that’s a dead end, at least for now. Any luck with the neighbors?” Cole asked.

Morgan shook her head. “The ones who were home all moved in after he’d left and hadn’t heard anything about Uncle Bob. Another dead end there. I have to get going. I have an eleven-thirty appointment with the lawyer in Portland.”

“Would you like to meet for dinner?” he asked. “We could compare notes.”

Dinner with Cole? Would she want company if Mr. Hathaway couldn’t find a way she could avoid living in the house until it was more ... livable? She wouldn’t know until after her meeting.

“I’ll let you know.” She got in her car and backed out of the driveway.

And there was the matter of Austin and his music. He’d missed another lesson. Mr. Nakamura had pointedly reminded her that without twenty-four hour’s notice, he charged for the missed lesson. She knew that all too well. The man was the best in the area, and he seemed to understand Austin’s situation, so she put up with his frequent displays of self-righteous arrogance.

Save it. Nothing you can do from here. The missed lesson was probably due to Austin’s mother. Calling in Children Services will do more harm than good. You need to establish yourself here. And soon.

Pushing thoughts of Cole and Austin out of her head, she made it to Mr. Hathaway’s office building with fifteen minutes to spare. She hadn’t risked stopping for food on the way.

When Morgan entered Mr. Hathaway’s office, a woman about her age sat at the reception desk. Morgan blinked twice as she read the nameplate. Lois Braithwhite? This was the stodgy Mrs. Braithwhite? Short brunette hair with gold highlights. Shiny red lips? Red blazer over an abstract print, scoop-necked blouse in bright, primary colors. Was that a hint of a tattoo above her collarbone? Dangly earrings sparkled in the overhead lighting.

“May I help you?” the woman asked.

The voice was right.

Morgan collected herself as she readjusted her image of an older—much older—woman who wore her gray hair in a bun and dark-colored pant suits with high-necked blouses. And sensible shoes. Morgan couldn’t see Lois Braithwhite’s lower half, but she’d bet her shoes were anything but sensible.

“I’m Morgan Tate.” She extended a hand. “I have an appointment with Mr. Hathaway at eleven-thirty. I don’t know how long our meeting will take, or if we can continue it somewhere nearby for the lunch I promised to provide.”

Lois Braithwhite’s smile as she accepted the handshake revealed perfect white teeth. She reached into her lower desk drawer, brought out a file folder and laid it open on her desk. Menus. Lots of menus. She plucked one and handed it to Morgan. “The starred items are his faves. I can have lunch delivered.”

Morgan readjusted her assessment of the woman. Not at all stodgy. She scanned the menu, her mind still in disconnect mode. “Why don’t you pick? All of these look fine. I’ll pay, of course.”

“That’s not necessary.” Lois Braithwhite put the menus away. “We have an account. I’ll have lunch there today and take care of your order.”

The woman picked up her phone and pressed a button. “Mr. Hathaway? Ms. Tate is here. I’ll take my lunch break now and bring yours back with me.” A pause while she listened. “I’ll send her in.”

Lois? Mrs. Braithwhite? Morgan didn’t know how to think of her. The woman flashed her perfect teeth again and motioned to the hallway. “Go right in. Third door on the left.”

The woman stood to leave, and Morgan paused long enough to check out her shoes. Red. Narrow, three-inch heels. Hardly in the sensible category.

Morgan ambled down the hallway, counting the doors. The first said Staff Only, the second was unmarked, and the third said Edmund Hathaway. She knocked.

“Come.”

Morgan opened the door and stepped inside. Mr. Hathaway was a much closer fit to the image she’d imagined. Salt-and-pepper hair, fashionably styled. Black-framed glasses on a long, straight nose. Very regal looking.

“Won’t you sit down, Ms. Tate. Would you like some coffee? Tea? Water?”

She requested water. He stepped to a small fridge in a console along the side wall and brought her a bottle, along with a glass from the coffee station.

Morgan set them beside her. “What have you been able to do about the inheritance and the trust? If you saw the pictures, you know there’s no way anyone could live in that house in its current state.”

“I agree,” he said. “I did spend a considerable amount of time going over the terms of the trust. I apologize that I couldn’t get your utilities turned on yesterday, but if you can be at the house by three this afternoon, I will ensure that the requisite companies will meet a three to five pm window.”

“I’ll make it happen.” She poured half her water into the glass and took a tentative sip.

“Very good,” Mr. Hathaway said. “As for the terms of the trust. You need to be living in the house for one year, with the clock starting within three days of the utilities being turned on, or you’ll sacrifice the house and the balance of the trust. There’s also the stipulation that you can be away no more than two days in any given month. Otherwise, the clock will reset. That can happen only once, or the house will be put on the market with the proceeds being split between the Willamette Valley Villas and three designated charities.”

Two days a month. “Do the days accumulate?” she asked. “If I don’t leave the house in a given month, do I get four the next month?”

Mr. Hathaway shuffled through the papers. “No, they don’t.”

“Understood.”

“There are funds allocated for repairs. I will verify the amount. I’ll need your banking information so I can transfer the funds to your account. You can buy a bed and move in as soon as it’s delivered.”

“There’s effectively no kitchen.” She gave him an imploring gaze. “If I eat out every meal, I’ll be spending a fortune. Then there’s remodeling. Even if I don’t move any walls or do any actual reconstruction, there’s a ton of repair work that needs to be done. Isn’t there a way I could live somewhere else until I have more than a bed? I promise to stop by the house every day.”

His eyebrows lifted above the frames of his glasses. “People live at home during remodel jobs all the time, Ms. Tate.”

Her heart sank. She hid behind her water glass. “Understood. What if they find the place has to be brought up to code and it’s not safe for me to live there? Do you reset the clock? What if it becomes part of a police investigation?”

“What?” His brows lifted again.

She explained in more detail the graffiti she’d found. “The police are looking into it.”

Morgan saw no need to tell him they’d said they didn’t think there was a crime involved. Hadn’t Cole said they were keeping their eyes out in case someone came back? That had to count as looking into it.

She fished her phone from her purse and scrolled through her photos until she found the graffiti image, a picture she hadn’t sent to Mr. Hathaway.

His brows threatened to hit his hairline. “This was in the house?”

“Yes, in the master bedroom.” She cocked her head. “Do you have any idea why it’s there?”

“I do not. I suppose, if the police deny access to the home, it could change things. Temporarily.”

For the better—at least better for her, Morgan hoped.

Mr. Hathaway stacked the papers. “Although your uncle suffered from dementia, he was of sound mind when he drew up the trust. I suggest you move ahead as if there are no changes.”

So much for hoping for the better.
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COLE SAT IN HIS CRUISER, spending the last half hour of his shift watching the road to the river park. Word must have gotten out that the cops had upped their presence, because the few teens who came through followed traffic laws to the letter. Cole had wandered through the picnic areas and the usual hideaways surrounding them. All quiet. Barring a call from Dispatch, it would be a long half hour.

His phone buzzed a text. An involuntary smile tugged at his lips when he saw it was from Morgan.

Have to wait for utility hookups. Three to five window. Dinner after?

He tapped out a reply.

Sounds good pick u up castle 6

He tapped Send and checked the time. Two hours, twelve minutes. Should they do a repeat of The Wagon Wheel? Sadie’s? Somewhere nicer? Morgan said next time would be her treat, so picking a more expensive place might not be fair. She’d also said that was if he had news about her uncle to share, which he didn’t.

He let his mind wander. Morgan could make the decision.

He radioed Dispatch he was en route to the station. Of course, an idiot was weaving all over the road. Texting and driving? Drunk? Cole flipped on his lights and fell in behind the car—a powder blue classic Mustang—as he radioed in the plates.

Registered to a Vance Ebersold, DOB February 19, 1958. The man happened to be the manager of the Pine Hills Bank and sat on the town council. Registration and insurance up to date. The car slowed and pulled over.

Cole stopped behind him, tapped his vest, then got out and approached, touching the trunk of the car with his forefingers to verify it was closed. Plus, should anything happen, there was evidence Cole had been there.

What Cole found was not a sixty-one-year-old man. More like sixteen. The kid was fumbling with his zipper, and his passenger, a girl who seemed a couple years older, was hastily tugging at her skirt.

His day for sexual encounters.

He asked for identification.

The boy was Randall Ebersold, claimed he had his dad’s permission to use the car. The girl was twenty-one—more than a couple of years older—and lived in Cottonwood. What was she doing hanging out with a sixteen-year-old? There were no indications either of them had been drinking. According to Dispatch, Randall had no record, so Cole let both off with a warning—a stern one—about not doing anything other than driving while driving, and told them to go home.

The kids exhibited mortification instead of belligerence, and Cole breathed a sigh of relief. He had no desire to have to confront Vance Ebersold with his son’s behavior, although he’d definitely mention it to Chief Laughlin. Politics was his domain.

In Chief Laughlin’s office, after Cole presented his reasoning, there was a long, uncomfortable silence while the chief drummed his fingertips on his desk. Cole waited, his mouth dry.

Was he going to get the reputation of a cop who ignored the letter of the law? Although Cole had long passed his rookie status, he was still the newest hire, and therefore, the low man on the totem pole.

The chief stopped his drumming and met Cole’s gaze. “What would you have done had it not been the son of a member of the town council? Or happened ten minutes before end of shift?”

Cole straightened to full attention. “Given identical circumstances, the same thing, Sir. I believe our job is to keep Pine Hills safe, and to make our citizens feel we’re all working toward the same end. Showing them we understand there are gray areas, in my opinion, promotes a better attitude toward cops. As for it being right before end of shift, that had no bearing on my decision. We work until the job is done, Sir.”

Chief Laughlin gave an approving nod. “Since Randall had no priors, I’ll have a quiet word with Vance, let him know that we’re willing to cut some slack for first-time offenders, even ridiculously stupid ones. Randall did not get a Mulligan because of who his father is. I’m confident there will be consequences of a parental nature. Good job. File your reports and have a good evening.”

“Thank you, Sir.” Cole pivoted and headed for his desk to write up the incident. Given there was no arrest, the information would be kept in a separate database. That way, if Randall Ebersold became a repeat offender, the officer who picked him up would be aware of his prior indiscretions, but nothing would go beyond Pine Hills.

Once it was filed, he changed into his civvies and headed for his apartment to get ready for dinner with Morgan. It was closing in on five. Had all the utilities been dealt with? She hadn’t called or texted. He took that to mean she’d agreed to dinner.

Cole took a quick shower, shaved, and put on black denims and a sweater. He still hadn’t decided where they should eat. Two Wagon Wheel dinners in a row would definitely lead to intensified questions from his colleagues, questions he had no desire to answer. Not when he didn’t know the answers himself.

What could he learn about Morgan? Something that might give him ideas of where to go for dinner, or other bits of her life that could be conversation starters. Facebook wouldn’t work. Because of his job, Cole kept away from social media, so he didn’t have any accounts. Better to dig further into her uncle, which would be just as effective in opening conversations.

His laptop hadn’t finished booting when his phone buzzed a text. Morgan.

Ready now. I’ll be in the lobby.

He replied with a thumbs up.

As for conversations, asking what the lawyer had told her and how the utilities hookups had gone should be plenty to get things moving.

He grabbed a jacket and headed for the Castle.

When he entered the lobby, Morgan jumped up from a chair by the fire, a wary expression on her face.
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Chapter 8
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MORGAN SLUNG HER PURSE over her shoulder and moved toward Cole. How would he take what she was going to ask him? The worst he could say was no, which would leave her right where she was now. Miserable.

No, the worst would be if he thought she was overstepping—as in light years—the boundaries of friendship and thought she was using him and broke off their relationship—okay, burgeoning friendship—that hadn’t even begun.

“Should we go to the Wagon Wheel again?” she asked. “Or Sadie’s? I had breakfast there this morning, and their dinner menu looked decent.”

“You like Mexican?” Cole asked. “There’s a cantina in Jefferson, not far from here. Nothing fancy, but the food is good.”

Mexican wasn’t on Morgan’s top five culinary preferences, but she didn’t dislike the option. She’d had plenty of good meals when she was touring Mexico. “Sure. Sounds fine.”

Cole didn’t seem to mind that she wasn’t interested in making small talk conversation. How to broach her problem continued to whirl through her mind. They arrived at the small building with its flashing neon Cantina sign. Cole parked in one of the few vacant slots in the lot.

He jumped out, rounded the car, and although she’d already opened her door, his gesture sent a quick thrill through her. His hand at the small of her back as they strode to the entrance intensified the warm feeling.

How you feel has nothing to do with what you want to ask him.

When Cole opened the door, the aromas of spices and grilling meat had her mouth watering. Strains of mariachi music played in the background. Not in her top five types of music. Still, it established the atmosphere and was quiet enough to be unobtrusive.

The hostess led them to a table toward the rear of the crowded dining room. Cole pulled out a chair for Morgan. She gave him a polite thank you and took her seat.

A server who introduced himself as Sebastian set a bowl of tortilla chips—hot and aromatic—along with two kinds of salsa on the table. “Can I start you with something from the bar?”

“A margarita,” Morgan said. “No salt.”

Cole smiled. Was he glad she wasn’t mulling over drink choices the way she had last night?

“I’ll have the same, with salt. And an order of guacamole, please.” He picked up the menu. “I can recommend the fajitas. The camarones are amazing—if you like shrimp. I’ve never had a bad meal here.”

She perused the menu as she munched on chips. Sebastian brought their drinks and prepared their guacamole at the table, then took their orders. The margarita glasses rivaled the size of a goldfish bowl.

Morgan gazed at Cole, who seemed to be waiting for her to take a drink. She lifted her glass and took a healthy sip. This place didn’t skimp on the tequila, that was for sure. Liquid courage.

Cole followed suit, then scooped guacamole onto a tortilla chip. “Any trouble with the utilities?”

“None. Everyone was on the early end of the window. I think Mr. Hathaway—he’s the lawyer—has clout. The place will need carbon monoxide detectors, and the smoke alarms will have to be replaced. So will the furnace and water heater, eventually.” She set down her glass and tried the guac. Excellent.

“Shouldn’t need too much heat this time of year,” he said. “Might have to dress warmer for a bit, that’s all.”

“I’m new. I’ll take your word for it.”

“You don’t seem ... happy about it.”

She fortified herself with another sip of margarita. “The lawyer went over everything with me, page by page. Not having smoke or carbon monoxide detectors won’t suffice as a reason I can’t live there, as long as I get them installed right away.”

“I’m not seeing a big downside.”

“Let’s say I’m not a roughing it kind of person. Living in that house the way it is now is practically camping. Throw in renovations and repairs, and it’ll be a nightmare.”

“You said the lawyer didn’t give you a choice.”

“There’s one possible loophole. I’m not sure it’s entirely ... aboveboard.”

“Are you sure you should be telling me?” he asked. “I’m a cop, remember. Sworn to uphold the law.”

Morgan rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say it was illegal. At least I’m not sure it is.”

She didn’t want to pull Cole into the middle of this. She’d figure out a way to live in the house. As Mr. Hathaway had said, people did it all the time. Just because she wasn’t one of those people didn’t mean she couldn’t learn to adapt. For Austin.

“Never mind,” she said. “I’m sure I can get a microwave and a coffee maker. I was never much of a cook anyway.” All those years on the road, living in hotels, eating room service or restaurant food. Even when they’d stayed in upscale suites with kitchens, her parents didn’t use them for more than basics.

Sebastian returned with their meals, and Morgan busied herself assembling her shrimp fajitas. Cole had ordered a combination plate, and was cutting into an enchilada. Could she—should she—ask him to help?

“Are these homemade tortillas?” she asked instead.

He paused, his enchilada-loaded fork halfway to his mouth. “They are. They make everything in house here.”

Keep the conversation going while she decided how to deal with her problem. Toss the ball his way. “What was your day like?” she asked. “What kinds of things does a cop do in Pine Hills?”

“Most of the time, it’s being visible. Today was a teacher planning day, so we made sure the kids weren’t taking advantage of the time off to get into mischief. Traffic violations, serving papers, checking neighborhoods—nothing too exciting.”

He ducked his head and tackled his chile relleno. Was he blushing? Had something exciting happened? Dare she ask?

Probably not. Cops weren’t allowed to violate people’s privacy.

Morgan assembled a second fajita. The seasoning on the shrimp was divine. Heat, but not eye-watering, nose-running heat. Complex layers of flavors. Mexican food had just leapfrogged into her top five.

“Did you find out anything about my uncle? Or the graffiti?” she asked.

He forked up another bite. Chewed. Swallowed. Wiped his mouth. “Nothing particularly interesting. Nothing you don’t already know, I’m sure.”

“At this point, I’m more interested in knowing more about Uncle Bob than worrying about whether someone killed someone. Like you said, the odds are very, very slim that someone would show up now.”

“What about the lawyer? He must have known your uncle. Didn’t you ask him?”

~~~
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EVEN HIS LIMITED TIME as a cop had honed Cole’s people-reading skills enough to know something was bothering Morgan. Too quiet on the drive over, changing the subject when he’d asked questions. Avoiding his eyes. Paying more attention to her food than the conversation.

Okay, the food was good, but still...

He repeated his question. She dunked another chip in the guacamole. Washed it down with her margarita. Would she open up if he ordered her another?

Not his call, and the margaritas here were supersized and potent.

She sighed. “Of course I asked. They had a couple of face-to-face meetings to set up the trust. After that, everything ran on auto pilot. Property taxes were paid, rents were collected. They never communicated. Maybe if they had, Mr. Hathaway would have noticed Uncle Bob’s decline. All that mattered was that there was money in the account to cover expenses.”

“What about the money?” Cole asked. “Given your uncle was in finance, wouldn’t he have arranged for someone to manage his accounts?”

“Wait,” she said. “Uncle Bob was in finance? Doing what?”

“I thought you knew,” Cole said. “He was a financial advisor at a Salem firm for thirty years. I’m sure he set everything up to see him through his final days and dealt with the legalities of turning the house over to you. Do you get more than the house?”

Morgan seemed to consider that over another sip of margarita. A hint of a spark flashed in her eyes. “There’s a fund, yes, but I’m not allowed to know how much. They haven’t given me my remodeling budget yet. Mr. Hathaway said I should have enough to make the house livable.”

She ran her forefinger over the lip of the glass. “I don’t think there’s anything specific as to what livable means, whether it’s just everything functions up to code or meets my standards for comfort.”

She took another sip of her margarita. “I’m planning on the latter, so it’ll be a ... challenge ... to live in the house while all the work is being done.”

“I’m sure you’ll do fine.”

Her skeptical gaze said she wasn’t sure.

“The less I do,” she went on, “the less of this unknown fund I’ll use for the house, and the more there will be left over.”

“Which you’d end up wanting to use to make the house meet your comfort standards anyway.”

Morgan lifted her glass, stared at it, then put it down. “Mr. Hathaway is dealing with what needs to be done now that Uncle Bob is dead. I’ll turn everything over to my financial advisor, assuming there’s enough left after I live in the damn house for a damn year.”

What the—? She had a financial advisor? Cole had a checking account and a savings account, both with embarrassingly low balances. Student loans he’d be paying off for years. Certainly nothing to invest, definitely not enough to warrant hiring a financial advisor. Another layer of Morgan Tate for him to uncover.

If she had money—with a capital M—she was out of his league. As a small-town cop, his income was barely enough to make ends meet.

Cole took a closer look at Morgan. Her green sweater had felt ultra-soft under his hand. Cashmere? Was her bead necklace ordinary costume jewelry? Or were the beads jade? That pendant hanging from the strand of beads? Diamonds or cubic zirconia? He checked the earrings peeking out from her curls. They were small, tasteful, but he had a strong hunch they were diamonds. As in real diamonds.

Her slacks hugged her curves. He was no expert on women’s clothing, but they looked—expensive. Even her tote was probably genuine leather.

“I like your necklace,” he said. He could be dead wrong about its value.

She fingered the beads. “Thanks. I got it in Hong Kong. Except for the pendant. That came later.”

“You were in Hong Kong?”

Her latte-colored cheeks darkened. A shoulder hiked, almost imperceptibly. “With my parents. I was ... fourteen, I think.”

He felt self-conscious in his black denims and simple cotton cable-knit sweater over a button-down shirt. One college weekend in Tijuana was the extent of his international travel. She was definitely way out of his league.

“Another margarita?” he asked, finishing his.

“No, thanks. I’m not even done with this one, and I’ve got a not-so-subtle buzz going on.”

Since he was driving, a second drink wasn’t appropriate for him, either.

Their server came by to clear their plates and asked if they’d like to see the dessert menu.

“Nothing for me,” Morgan said. “I’m stuffed. The shrimp was delicious.”

The server beamed. “I’ll let Chef know. What about you, sir?”

Cole declined dessert and asked for coffee.

Morgan passed on the offered coffee, motioning to her margarita, which was three-quarters gone. She took a healthy swig, downing half the remaining contents, then caught his gaze for a moment before she concentrated on stirring her drink.

“Can I ask you something?” she said.

Here it came. At last. He hoped. “Of course.”

“Is there a way you, or anyone higher up the chain of command, could tell Mr. Hathaway that Uncle Bob’s house is part of an ongoing police investigation and it’s not safe for me to live there?” The words spilled out as if the dam holding them back had crumbled.

Despite what Kovak had said this morning, Cole didn’t think there was cause to justify declaring the house off limits. Even if there was, a crime scene team would be able to process the place and release it in what? A matter of hours at most.

When Morgan’s fawn eyes implored his, his insides turned to a quivering blob of jelly. “I don’t have the authority, but I can ask.”

“Really?” The light in her eyes glistened. “You will?”

“I wouldn’t get my hopes up,” he said.

The server set Cole’s coffee in front of him, along with a small tray holding a cream pitcher and a container of sweeteners. Cole added a packet of sugar—the real stuff—and drizzled in cream, stirring and watching the coffee lighten to his preferred shade.

“There’s a chance?” Morgan’s voice carried a brightness he hadn’t heard all evening.

He couldn’t lie, but he didn’t want to be the one to send her hopes crashing. “Slim.”

“Slim’s better than none. When can you find out? If I live there, I’d be contaminating a potential crime scene, right?” She finished the last of her margarita.

“Hang on.” He stirred his coffee in lazy circles, stalling to organize his thoughts. “I’m off til Saturday, but I’ll stop by the station tomorrow and run it by my boss.”

“Thanks. I’ll let Mr. Hathaway know that I’m not moving in until I hear more from you.”

Cole figured it would be about two minutes after he posed the question to Kovak, but he wasn’t going to mention it.

She toyed with her napkin. “After that, if you don’t have other plans for tomorrow, I wondered if you might want to come with me to Uncle Bob’s care center.”

Half an hour ago, he’d have jumped at the chance. Now, considering they existed in different social strata, he wasn’t so sure.

His answer jumped from his mouth before his brain could follow up on the thought. “Sure, what time?”

“Is eight too early?”

“Not at all.” His laundry could wait.

“Great,” she said. “It’ll be good to have another set of eyes and ears. You might know better questions to ask, or things to look for.”

Of course. She wanted him for his cop training.
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Chapter 9
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THE START OF A HEADACHE nagged behind Morgan’s eyes. Rubbing her temples, she said, “I hate to call the evening short, but it’s been a stressful day. I think that mega-margarita is telling me I overindulged.” She noted Cole had finished his coffee. “Do you mind if we leave?”

He didn’t speak, merely waved Sebastian over and requested the check.

She stood, grabbed her purse. “Don’t forget. Tonight’s my turn. I’m going to use the ladies’ room. Be right back.”

At the sink, she dabbed at her temples with a dampened paper towel, then held it to the back of her neck. Her eyes were bloodshot, and the headache had moved from nagging to throbbing. As a rule, she didn’t get headaches, and hoped she wasn’t coming down with something.

She found her toiletries pouch and took out her pill box of ibuprofen. After swallowing two tablets, she refreshed her lip gloss and patted her hair into place. If the humidity levels were going to wreak havoc with her hair, she’d have to find a good stylist. Maybe go super short.

None of which mattered now.

Cole’s entire demeanor had changed over dinner. She tried to remember when the shift had happened. Sometime after he’d mentioned her necklace. She fingered the beads, toyed with the diamond pendant. Her mom had given it to her shortly before she’d died, and Morgan treasured it.

She gave her hair one last pat, then returned to the dining room, where Cole sat at their table. The check had been paid. She was about to protest, but why make a scene? He rose when she approached. It seemed almost ... obligatory. No hand at her back as they strolled to his car. No conversation on the drive to the inn.

He did, however, get out and open her door. “Is tomorrow still good?” she asked.

“Works for me. Meet you here?”

She nodded.

He escorted her to the door and opened it for her, but made no move to go inside.

Maybe he had a headache, too.

She nodded to Mr. Death-Warmed-Over as she headed for the stairs. She’d wait until morning and Mrs. More Cheerful before extending her stay here another night or two.

In her room, Morgan scrubbed off her makeup, brushed her teeth, and got into her pajamas, reviewing the night. If Cole had gotten distant when she’d asked him to see if the house could become off limits, she could understand it. But it had begun prior to that. What had upset him?

Unable to pinpoint anything she’d said or done, she moved on and checked her phone for another message from Austin, his parents, or Mr. Nakamura.

Nothing.

She sent another text to Austin.

Need to hear from you. Text whenever you get this. Any time. Please.

She plugged the phone into the charger and set it on the nightstand, then flipped on the television for mindless distraction.

Surfing through the channels, she realized that if she had to live at Uncle Bob’s, she’d need to arrange for internet access and television service. She hadn’t thought to ask the installers for recommendations.

Too much to do.

It’s for Austin.

She settled on M*A*S*H reruns. About as far away from her life as she could get, and she needed the laughs. How were Hawkeye and Trapper going to torment Frank Burns this time? She watched half a dozen episodes before she felt calm enough to sleep.

~
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STRAINS OF CHOPIN BROKE the silence. Austin’s ringtone. She jerked awake, fumbled for her phone. Two in the morning? Where was Austin and why was he texting at this hour? She blinked the text into focus.

Sorry about lesson. will do better. SSBT

Morgan sighed with relief at his closing acronym. School Sucks Big Time. It was a code they’d decided on using when his parents kept commandeering his phone, or losing it to help feed their alcohol addiction. Unlikely anyone else would know to sign off that way, which gave Morgan hope that Austin had really sent the message. She sent a reply as a second check.

Czerny?

She waited. A response came a few seconds later.

299 still boring.

Confident now that it was Austin, who had repeated arguments with both Morgan and his teacher about the value of the exercises, she sent one more text.

Get some sleep. Things moving forward. Hang in.

When he hadn’t responded in ten minutes, she set an alarm for six-thirty and fell back to sleep.

The alarm startled Morgan out of a recurring dream she’d rather forget. Always variations on the same theme. She was late for a concert, or couldn’t find her way to the theater, or had blanked on what the program was. This time, Austin and Cole were with her, laughing at her plight, each pointing in a different direction.

She threw back the covers and headed for the shower.

Dressed in a casual pair of beige slacks and a teal pullover, tying a paisley scarf into a headband in an attempt to tame her curls, she went downstairs in search of coffee.

Mrs. More Cheerful gave her a friendly “Good morning.”

Morgan smiled, then ambled to the coffee station for the first hit of caffeine, the one that put the soul back in the body. And killed last night’s margarita headache. Sipping the hot brew, she returned to the desk.

“I need to extend my stay. I’m not sure for how long. Can I add another night?”

The woman tapped computer keys. “You can keep the room for another week, no problem.”

“It shouldn’t be that long.” At least Morgan hoped so. Had Cole asked anyone at the police station about Uncle Bob’s house yet? “I can let you know tonight.”

“That’ll be fine, dear. I’ll block the room off. There’s no penalty for early cancellation, so just keep us informed.”

Morgan took another sip of coffee. “May I ask a more personal question?”

The woman chuckled, her eyes twinkling. “I hope it’s not about my sex life, because that train left the station years ago.”

Heat rose to Morgan’s cheeks. “No, no, nothing like that. I wondered if you knew a Robert Tate.”

“Bob Tate? House on Elm?”

Morgan studied the woman’s expression. Calm. Thoughtful. Nothing like the housekeeper’s bizarre reaction. Nothing like she was aware of nasty graffiti on the bedroom wall.

Should she mention the housekeeper? No, not now. “That’s right. He was my uncle. He died recently and left me the house. I never knew him. I’m interested in finding out more about him.”

“Didn’t know he’d passed. I’m sorry for your loss,” she said. “Our paths didn’t cross much. I knew him well enough to say hi if we ran into each other, that’s all. Heard he had some health issues, couldn’t manage the house by himself so he moved away. Never saw him after that. There were renters, then the house just sat there going downhill. I wondered if maybe he’d sold it. Can’t tell you much more.”

Morgan thanked her, finished her coffee, and decided she could walk to the bakery Cole had pointed out. She’d eat a pastry on the walk back. The sun was shining, and she could get a little exercise to make up for all the recent sitting. And eating.

Her return to the inn coincided with the final bite of her chocolate croissant. Morgan jogged upstairs to freshen up, checked her annoyingly silent phone, and arrived in the lobby just as Cole walked in. What news would he have?

He gave her an assessing look. His smile was more of a greeting smile than an I have good news smile. But it wasn’t an I have bad news smile, either.

She matched her smile to his, although hers was more of a thank you no matter the outcome kind of smile, and crossed the room.

After a very short discussion about who was going to drive, in which she accepted his argument that he was more familiar with the area—not to mention that she’d be self-conscious driving with a cop beside her—they headed for Portland.

When he didn’t mention anything other than the weather—in great detail as to what to expect every season—and pointed out the various plants and trees growing alongside the road, and how they, too, changed with the seasons, she twisted in her seat to face him. “Did you have time to stop at the station and ask your boss about declaring Uncle Bob’s house a crime scene?”

“Yes.”

Yes? That was it? What did that mean?

If she needed to get out the dental tools, she would. “Did you ask him?”

Another yes.

Traffic grew heavier as they approached the interstate. “Rush hour,” he said, flipping on the blinker, his eyes darting between mirrors as he merged into the flow.

Was he going to expound on the different traffic levels depending on the day of the week, too?

“You’re dodging the obvious questions. Just tell me.”
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COLE MASSAGED THE BACK of his neck. Even though Kovak had made the decision, Cole was the one delivering the news. The one who’d have to look at the disappointment in Morgan’s big, brown eyes. “Didn’t get much sleep last night. My turn for a do-over? Call us even?”

After a brief pause, she said, “Only fair.”

“Yes, I went in and talked to my superior officer. He said there’s no evidence a crime has been committed, so there’s no reason you can’t live in the house.” He concentrated on the road.

Her disappointment filled the car with a palpable gloom.

“I get it. Thanks for trying.”

“Hey, if it helps, my work schedule is four days on, three off, so I could help with your repairs. You cover supplies, I’ll handle the labor.”

“That’s very generous, but if I need your help, I’ll pay you.”

“I’ll work for food,” he said. “I can even write it on a cardboard sign. Make it official.”

Her smile lifted his heart. And some of the gloom.

“We can discuss it,” she said. “Speaking of food, I thought I was supposed to pick up last night’s tab.”

“As I recall, you said you’d pay if I had more news about your uncle. I don’t think the little bit I discovered was worth the cost of a meal.” He’d thought about it when she’d gone to the restroom, considering it probably wouldn’t have made a dent in her finances. Yet, he admitted, it made him feel like he had the tiniest claim on her. His woman, at least for those brief moments.

Today she wore another pair of expensive-looking, form-fitting slacks along with a sweater that wasn’t blue or green. Somewhere in between, and he’d bet there was a name for the color. She’d put a patterned scarf in her hair—silk, he guessed. Leather loafers.

He wriggled his toes in his slip-ons. Better than sneakers, plus he was wearing a shirt and pullover like last night. He’d even added a splash of the aftershave his mom had given him for Christmas—was it three years ago?—but he still felt like a guy from the poor side of town.

How in this universe had he started thinking about clothes and aftershave?

“Do we—you—have an appointment at the facility, or are we going to surprise them?” he asked.

“They’re expecting me. Why? Do you think it would be better to surprise them?”

“No, just wondering how we’re going to play it. You said you wanted another set of eyes and ears, so how are you going to justify my presence? You’re a relative, I’m ... what? Your driver? Friend? Significant other? Cousin? Investigator?”

“Friend is fine for introductions, but think of yourself as an investigator,” she said.

“Got it. Outwardly a friend, with secret investigative tendencies on the inside. Where are we going to start?”

“I told them I’d like to claim Uncle Bob’s personal possessions. They said they’d boxed everything. It’s kind of sad. Even if he wasn’t all there at the end, to think that nobody cared enough to show up.” She blew out a sigh. “I tried to explain that I’d only found out about his death a short time ago, but I got the feeling they think I didn’t give a damn about the old man.”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “You’ll prove them wrong, I’m sure.”

“I don’t know. I could have rushed out as soon as I found out he’d died.”

“Which would have been after they’d had his body taken to the funeral home, or whatever he’d specified. Given he had no next of kin on record with the center, they wouldn’t have held the body.”

She seemed to ponder that for a moment. “That’s right. You’re a cop. You know how these things work.”

“At your service.” He tipped an imaginary hat.

“They didn’t do an autopsy. At least Mr. Hathaway didn’t mention it, or say there were any unusual circumstances surrounding his death. Nobody wondered why he’d died.”

“That’s normal when elderly people die in nursing homes, unless a doctor has a reason to suspect the death wasn’t from natural causes. Did you ask how he died?”

“Since I was hardly aware of his existence, no, I just accepted it when Mr. Hathaway called to tell me I’d inherited the house. By then, I think it was at least a week after Uncle Bob had died. I’d moved a couple of times from the last contact information he had for me, which hadn’t been updated after my parents died.”

“You said that was ten years ago? May I ask how old you were? Or is that pushing into never ask a woman her age territory?”

Morgan smiled and the rest of the gloom dissolved like the whipped cream on his lattes. “Nineteen.”

“Must have been tough,” he said.

She shrugged. “I’ve gotten past most of the hurt. They died in a car accident. My father was a retired professor of art history. He and my mom were taking advantage of a symposium in Grenoble where he could connect with old colleagues, and had added vacation time.”

She’d said she didn’t get much support after their deaths. He could understand why it would be a sore spot. Nineteen years old and all alone. Not a subject he cared to pursue.

“Want some music?” he asked, gesturing to the radio.

“Fine.”

He flipped on the audio and connected his phone’s music library. “If there’s a song you don’t want to hear, let me know and I’ll skip it.”

“I’m okay with most music.” She looked out the window for a minute, then turned back. “What about your family? You said your dad was a contractor, and your cousin’s in business with him. You have any siblings?”

“One younger sister. She wanted nothing to do with the construction business. She lives in San Francisco and works for a software company. Exactly what she does is above my area of comprehension.”

“Mine, too, I’d bet.”

Morgan’s fingers tapped on her thighs in time to the music. “Bohemian Rhapsody” hit the radio, and Cole hummed along, then sang.

“Come on,” he said. “Everyone sings along with ‘Bohemian Rhapsody’.”

She laughed and joined in. Damn, her singing voice was ten times better than his. Which wasn’t saying much, as his singing voice was a minus three on the one-to-ten scale.

When they arrived at the center, Cole decided he could be a good friend and guided Morgan with a hand at the small of her back along the path bordered by lush grass and beds of spring flowers to the entrance. Touching her sent signals down south. Too good of a friend.

He shifted gears, thought of himself as a cop, dropped his hand when they reached the door.

Inside, Morgan stepped to the reception counter with a straight spine and an aura of authority. She introduced herself, and within a minute, a young woman escorted them down a flight of stairs to a small storage room.

The woman pointed to three large cartons labeled Tate in red marker. “This is everything from Mr. Tate’s room. If you’d like, I can arrange to get them to your car.”

“That would be appreciated,” Morgan said. “Can I see his room?”

The woman shook her head. “Sorry, it’s occupied. We have a long wait list, and rooms fill right away.”

“Could I talk to the people who knew him?” Morgan asked.

The woman’s expression brightened. “That’s doable. I’m sure the residents will be happy to have visitors.”

“Did you know Mr. Tate?” Cole asked.

“Not well,” the woman said. “I’ve been here two years, and his dementia made getting to know him difficult. He was nice enough when he was lucid,” she added, as if trying to offer something positive.

“Perhaps we should start with people who’ve been here long enough to have known my uncle before his dementia worsened,” Morgan said.

“Sure. I can take you to the gathering room,” the woman said. “That’s where residents hang out.”
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“WHAT DID YOU THINK?” Morgan asked, once they were back on the road to Pine Hills.

“If I have to go into assisted living, that looks like a nice enough place.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

He chuckled. “I know. Aside from finding out your uncle was a loner even before his dementia sent him into a dark hole, I don’t have anything to add.”

Morgan had seemed saddened when the basic response to being introduced was of the Nice to meet you. I didn’t know Bob had a niece variety.

“That’s what I felt, too,” she said. “Apparently, he wasn’t the sharing type. I guess the trip was a dead end.”

“There’s still the boxes,” Cole said.
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Chapter 10
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MORGAN STARED AT THE boxes sitting on the living room floor. Her sole ties to an uncle she’d never met. One who’d apparently not mentioned her existence at Willamette Valley Villas.

Then again, he wasn’t really her uncle, not when she got down to it.

Of course he was. Just because there were no blood connections, she’d always regard her parents as her real parents. Except for not contributing any genetic components, they’d loved her, raised her, and she’d never known any others.

“Are you going to open them?”

Cole’s voice summoned her back to reality.

“Not sure I’m ready,” she said, remembering the pain going through her parents’ things had brought. She was nineteen then, and she’d had a close relationship with her parents. Uncle Bob was a virtual unknown.

Ready to open them, or ready to reveal potential secrets in front of a relative stranger?

Her life had been filled with strangers. Never time to make friends. She’d bricked herself behind a wall, keeping everyone at a distance. Easier than having to say good-bye, knowing you’d never see them again.

Yet Cole, in just a couple of days, had crossed from stranger to potential close friend. She couldn’t let him get any closer. If she asked Cole more about his life, he’d want the same from her, and she’d given up her old life. It was a secret she worked hard to keep buried.

As if he’d sensed her hesitation, he said, “As long as I’m here, I can do a basic inspection of the house, make a list of what needs to be done. No obligation to have me be the one to do it. You have something I can write on?”

She dug through her purse and brought out a pocket-sized notepad. “Will this be big enough?”

He grinned. “I’ve been told size doesn’t matter, so sure.”

She couldn’t help but laugh. Why didn’t she feel his remark was inappropriate for somebody she’d known two days?

Get behind your wall.

She flipped through the first few pages where she’d tracked her expenses, started a to-do list, and made notes of things to take up with Austin. She ripped them out and handed the notebook to Cole, along with a pen. “Go for it.”

“I’ll start upstairs.” He left, and she heard strains of heavy metal and classic rock drifting down from above. Music genres that had been forbidden to her as a child. She’d embraced them after her parents had died. She’d made a point not to deny Austin the music his peers listened to, and she thought showing him how today’s music could be connected to classical helped hold his interest as well as motivate him.

Telling herself she was stalling, she lifted the first box onto the ratty green couch and tugged it open. A folded red cardigan sweater topped the contents.

Morgan had a quick flash to Mr. Rogers, although from what she’d heard about her uncle today, the two men had nothing in common.

She moved the sweater onto the couch. More clothes. Sweaters, tank style ribbed undershirts, polos, a few dress shirts, ties, and underwear. Six pairs of boxers. Morgan put everything back into the box and set it on the floor. She’d arrange to have them donated to a local charity.

The second box held pajamas, slippers, a plaid flannel robe, socks, shoes, and four pairs of slacks, shiny with age. Two belts—one black, one brown. A dozen neatly folded white handkerchiefs. She was putting all the items back into their carton when Cole reappeared.

“Anything interesting?” he asked.

“Not yet. Just clothes. Very old man clothes.” She picked up the slacks.

“Did you check the pockets?” he asked.

She hadn’t thought of that. “You’re thinking like a cop.”

He snorted a quiet laugh. “More like a kid who was allowed to keep any change I found in pockets when I was sorting the laundry. One of my Saturday morning chores. Now and then, a lucrative one—like the time I found a ten-dollar bill. A nice supplement to my meager allowance.”

She picked up the first pair of slacks with a feeling of trepidation—who knew what an old man kept in his pockets?

Gingerly, she reached into a front pocket.

“Want me to do that?” Cole asked. “It’s something I was trained to do as a cop, but normally, the pants are occupied.”

Morgan thrust her hands deeper into the pocket. Empty. “I’ve got it. My uncle, my search. You can’t be finished with your checklist already, can you?”

“Figured you’d want the news about the upstairs bathroom first.”

Dread curled in her belly. He wouldn’t have come down to tell her everything was all right. “I thought you said it looked okay when you were here before.”

“That was before the water was turned on, and I only checked under the sink. You’re going to need some parts for the toilet. I assume you’ll be sleeping up there, and you’ll want it to work. Or did whoever hooked up your water already tell you?”

“No, they didn’t. I ran water in all the faucets, flushed the toilets, but didn’t notice any issues.”

“You wouldn’t, not right away. It’s the flush valve assembly system.”

Knots twisted in Morgan’s gut. “Is that bad? Do I need a new toilet?”

“No.” Cole shook his head. “It’s an easy fix. I can zip over to the Tool Shed and take care of it.”

She reached for her purse. “How much will it cost?”

“Lunch will cover the labor. The parts aren’t expensive.”

She realized she was hungry, her chocolate croissant digested hours ago. “Let me finish going through Uncle Bob’s pockets, and I’ll go with you. I should put everything related to the house onto my credit card so I’ll have a record of what I’m spending. Receipts and I have a tendency to wander off in different directions.”

Cole grinned at her. “I’ve found a large envelope works well.”

“Might do that, too.” She returned to her task, patting each pocket before delving inside. When she got to the fourth pair, a crinkling sound came from the front pocket.

A folded piece of paper, ripped out of a spiral notebook. Cole leaned in, and she inhaled his spicy aftershave. For a reason she couldn’t explain, it untied some of her belly knots. She unfolded the sheet and smoothed out the wrinkles.

Blue ink, faded. Shaky writing. Numbers. Lots of numbers. At the top of the page, a five digit number. Below that, more numbers in a column.

She handed the paper to Cole. “Do you have any idea what this could mean? Some kind of code?”

Cole studied the sheet with its array of numbers. “What say we consider it over lunch? Maybe something will pop.”

Morgan grabbed her tote.

~~~
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AFTER ORDERING SANDWICHES at Sadie’s, Cole set the paper on the table so both he and Morgan could see it. “These seem to be a list.” He pointed to the numbers in a column.

“When most people make lists, they number each item. These aren’t numbered that way at all.”

Cole agreed. “They all start with either two or three digits, separated by periods.”

“Those could be decimal points,” Morgan said. “Or part of a code. Like where words start and end?”

He perused the numbers again. “I doubt it. I’d expect some longer sequences. Most of these are under seven digits.”

“What do we use numbers for?” Morgan asked, as if she was thinking out loud. “Phone numbers, social security—”

“Driver’s licenses, passports, addresses, bank accounts,” Cole added.

“Financial investment accounts? Uncle Bob was a financial advisor. Maybe he was keeping notes on investments.”

Cole rolled that around. “Do we have an idea how long this was in his pocket? I’m thinking it couldn’t have anything to do with his work unless he put it there around the time he went to the villas. He’d retired, so he wasn’t handling people’s money anymore.”

“What if these were his own accounts?”

“You said you have a financial advisor, so you have investments, right?” he asked.

“Yes.”

“Do your statements have numbers that look like these?”

Morgan took the paper back, stared at it, tugged at a curl that had escaped from her scarf. “They don’t ring a bell. To be honest, I check the beginning and ending balances on my statements and if there’s more at the end than at the beginning, I’m satisfied. My advisor lets me know if things are dropping, and he suggests changes. That’s what I pay him for.”

Cole wondered if he’d ever see the day where someone would be in charge of his money. Not while he was a cop. Not unless he won the lottery. Or had a long-lost relative who left him a trust fund.

He wasn’t holding his breath.

Their server brought their sandwiches, and Cole set the paper aside. He’d had coffee and a piece of toast with the last of his peanut butter for breakfast, and he was hungry. Stranded on a desert island hungry. He ate the first half without further conversation, washing it down with his Dr. Pepper. The worst of his hunger pangs done away with, he glanced at Morgan.

She ate her sandwich slowly. Methodically. Between bites, she sipped her lemonade. Her lips wrapped around the straw, her cheeks moving in and out as she sucked up the beverage. His imagination took those lips somewhere else entirely, creating pleasant stirrings below.

He forced his eyes—and his mind—elsewhere.

“Did you know your uncle’s middle name was Morgan?” he asked.

Her eyes popped. She moved her glass aside. “No. When did you find out?”

“When I looked him up. I forgot to mention it last night. Do you have any idea why you might have been named after him?”

She bounced her straw in her lemonade. “None whatsoever. Although, if I was really named after him, wouldn’t I be Roberta?”

“Maybe he was slighted because your parents chose his middle name instead of his first name and that’s why the two brothers didn’t get along.”

Morgan pulled a face. “That makes no sense. He stopped sending cards when I was ten. If the name thing was an issue, he’d never have sent them at all. Either way, I don’t see how it’s important.”

“It probably isn’t. I like digging up facts and seeing how they might be connected.”

“I think the numbers are better facts to work on. At least we have something written down.”

“Something that might have been written years ago and be totally meaningless now. Or the ramblings of a man living in another world. Unless you find a magic decoder ring in the last carton, I think we’re at a dead end here.”

“Or a codebook with a key.” Morgan returned to her eating and straw-sucking.

Cole fidgeted in his seat, trying to quell the stirrings that returned. He was in charge, not his dick. So he kept telling himself. His social encounters with the female kind were few and far between lately.

Very few. Very far between. As in not since he’d arrived in Pine Hills. A year with nobody but himself for company.

Losing Jazz had messed him up. Bad. They’d had their lives planned, down to the color they’d paint their house. Losing her had changed his life plan, turned him toward the law enforcement track. College, then the academy left little time for relationships, and he wasn’t willing to risk giving his heart away again.

There were plenty of badge bunnies here, but he couldn’t get into that game, either. They didn’t care about him, only his job. He couldn’t have it both ways, so he left them alone. Why was Morgan different?

She wiped her mouth and motioned for the check. Once she’d paid, they drove to the Tool Shed where Cole found the requisite parts. Morgan’s brows lifted when she looked at the price. “That’s all? I thought it would be a lot more.”

“Nah,” Cole said. “These things wear out with time. As a precaution, I’d suggest you buy them for all the bathrooms. I can show you how to replace them so if your other toilets develop the same problem, you’ll be ready.”

“Do it,” she said.

Cole grabbed three kits and brought them to the register.

Bag in hand, they went to the house, where Morgan watched as he installed the new assembly.

He straightened. “There you go. Good as new.”

“Can you do the other toilets, too? I imagine they were all put in at the same time, so if this one’s lived out its life, the other ones might be on their last legs. I prefer the ounce of prevention system. I’ll buy you lunch again.”

Happy to spend a little more time with Morgan, Cole repeated the repairs in the other two bathrooms. “No extra charge. It’s a simple procedure, as you can tell from the speedy and efficient way I handled it.”

“You sure it’s smart to tell me how easy it is? I might dispute how much you’re charging me.”

“I’m an honest contractor. Dad pounded that into us.”

She headed for the living room and yanked the scarf from her hair. Shaking out her curls, she said, “Guess I should tackle that last carton. See about an internet hookup, bring my stuff over from the inn, and deal with living here.”

Cole’s heart twisted at the misery etched on Morgan’s face. “Is there a way the lawyer would know whether you’re living here? He’s not outfitting you with an ankle bracelet, is he?”

Had he just suggested she cheat?
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Chapter 11
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MORGAN STARTLED AT Cole’s question. “I never thought to ask how I was supposed to prove where I’m living. I’ll bet Mr. Hathaway has connections throughout the state. People he could have check up on me.”

“Forget I brought it up. It’s not worth risking your inheritance.”

Was it? She gazed around the living room. Tried to think of it as home. Sure, it would take a lot more time, effort—and money—than she’d expected when she’d decided to move here, but the challenge was growing on her.

“You can keep working on your list,” she said. “I’m going to finish with this last box, then make some calls. Get Project New Life on Elm Street underway.”

Cole’s lips curved upward. “New life. I like the sound of that. Glad to be doing what I can to help.”

He trekked upstairs, and Morgan opened the last of Uncle Bob’s cartons, the heaviest of the three. Lots of clasped envelopes. All the non-clothing type stuff. The possessions that must have grounded him. “All right, Uncle Bob. Let’s see what was important to you.”

She opened the first envelope. A gold wristwatch. Still ticking. The clichéd retirement gift. JBW, a brand she wasn’t familiar with. She turned it over, searching for an inscription.

Robert M. Tate. With thanks for your 30 years at MFS.

MFS? She found several notepads with a Metropolitan Financial Services header. Three pens. Lip balm. A travel-size alarm clock. A tube of hand cream. That could come in handy, so she started a keeper pile.

Beneath that envelope sat three framed pictures. One, a picture of the two brothers, late teens, grinning as they leaned on a vintage car. Her father had the same photo stuck in a family album. A second was of Uncle Bob in a black suit—one she hadn’t seen in his possessions—smiling for the camera, shaking hands with a man in a tuxedo accepting a plaque. The third picture had been taken at the Villas. Morgan recognized what the staff person had called the gathering room. Uncle Bob was sitting around a table with four other men, all studying a partially completed jigsaw puzzle.

From financial advisor to puzzle assembler. Morgan wondered what she’d be doing if she ended up in a place like the Villas.

Beneath the pictures was a plaque Morgan assumed was the one in the second photo. A Certificate of Appreciation from the Portland Literacy Council, dated 1992. She pursed her lips. After making a note of the organization on one of Uncle Bob’s notepads, she excavated another layer of the carton.

Books. Non-fiction tomes. Biographies of people she’d never heard of. A book about making money on Wall Street. All effective cures for insomnia as far as she was concerned. She left them on the couch and moved on.

Next, a spiral notebook the same size as the sheet of paper she’d found in Uncle Bob’s pocket. She yanked it out and flipped it open. Could this explain the numbers she and Cole had been trying to make sense of?

More blue ink. More numbers. Pages very much like the one they’d found. The same five digit number at the top, then columns of numbers. She turned a few pages. The cover said seventy pages, but there were only fifteen left.

Did Uncle Bob tear them out when they’d served their purpose? Is that why she’d found one in his slacks?

She was about to call for Cole, then decided to let him finish his repair assessment before diving down the rabbit hole to decipher secret codes. She set the notebook next to her purse.

She pried the prongs open on the next envelope and dumped the contents onto the couch. A dozen or so CDs. These might be worth keeping, too. Most of them were Best Of collections. Jazz, Big Band music from the forties. GI Jive. Bing Crosby. Artie Shaw. Given dementia patients often lived in their pasts, she imagined Uncle Bob had gotten pleasure from listening to these.

How had he listened? There hadn’t been a CD player in the cartons. Did the Villas supply them in the residents’ rooms? Or had these been personal belongings he’d brought with him, and they’d sat unlistened to? A pang of sadness at the possibility crawled through her.

She replaced the CDs in the envelope and added it to her keeper pile. Maybe she’d attempt to broaden Cole’s musical horizons.

Beneath the envelope she found a small, padded pouch. Morgan unzipped it. More CDs. She tipped the jewel cases onto the couch. Three Tatiana Morgan concert CDs. When had Uncle Bob gotten these? And why?

Hearing footfalls on the stairs, she snatched them up and stuffed them into her purse.

~~~
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COLE TROTTED DOWN THE stairs. Morgan was stuffing things back into the carton. “Anything good?” he asked.

She didn’t meet his eyes. “No secret decoder ring, if that’s what you meant. There was one potentially useful thing.” Morgan waved a spiral notebook. “This has more pages like the one we found.”

Curious, Cole took it from her and leafed through the pages.

“There’s no explanation, if that’s what you’re looking for,” Morgan said.

“That would be too easy. Takes all the fun out of it.” He handed Morgan the notebook and tapped the one he’d used for his notes. “I’ve got a start. I don’t have a tape measure with me, and I’m not up to speed on estimating materials and costs. I can do a survey down here, and then we can prioritize your list.”

“Sounds like a plan.”

He hesitated before asking his next question. If there was going to be a massive construction project, there would have to be a place to store and stage materials. The basement made the most sense, as the garage was detached and in back, and Morgan would probably want to keep her car there. The basement was overrun with cartons, which would have to be dealt with. Still, there was no need for Morgan to have to go into the basement to deal with them. No need to call attention to the fear she’d displayed.

“You want me to bring in some cartons from the basement so you can start going through them?” he asked.

She dug into her purse, seemingly rearranging the contents. He waited for her response. After a moment, her shoulders straightened and she met his gaze. No fear showed in her big, brown eyes.

“That would be a help, yes. Thanks. Maybe three or four? I want to get back to the inn where I have an internet connection so I can start getting basic creature comforts ordered.”

“I’ll bring in some boxes, then scope out the downstairs. I can have a rough idea in twenty minutes, I’d say.”

Morgan stared at her purse for a moment, then the ceiling, as if trying to decide if she could put off her tasks for twenty minutes. “Okay.”

He wondered if she’d trust him with a spare key. He could come back, do more rigorous measurements, get materials listed. He’d let her be the one to bring it up, if and when she was ready.

He strode down to the basement and grabbed the nearest carton. It was lighter than he’d expected. He brought it into the living room and set it near the couch. He went back for two more.

Morgan stared at them, not moving. She wasn’t afraid of boxes, was she? No, she’d had no qualms about dealing with the ones from the Villas. The cartons were all taped shut, so Cole slit them open with his Leatherman. He left her to wherever her thoughts had transported her, and to give her space, started with the kitchen.

He made rudimentary sketches. Today was about an initial assessment. Then, he could discuss how far Morgan wanted to take things. Go minimal, replacing what wasn’t functioning, or do some make the house more than bare bones livable renovations. He had no idea whether there were any rules dictating how much money she could spend.

The puke green refrigerator hummed, and when Cole opened the door, the cold air told him it was working. The stove emitted proper blue flames, although she’d need a replacement cover for one of the burners. Did they still make them for this model? He made a note to let Morgan know appliances could be on a not critical list if she wanted to put off updating the kitchen. Likewise, the Formica countertops were scratched and stained, but they served their purpose.

He’d learned while working with his father that homeowners often started out wanting to do the bare minimum, but once they saw one new bright and shiny, they wanted to upgrade the entire space.

“Don’t complain. Changing minds keeps the food on our table, the roof over our heads,” his father would say as jobs stretched out.

Cole should have checked all the plumbing before going to the Tool Shed, but he’d wanted to score points by giving Morgan a toilet that didn’t leak.

When had it become about scoring points? Was it when he’d been grilled about her in the locker room? Was he afraid one of the gang would try to make a move on her? After all, he’d insisted there was nothing between himself and Morgan.

Dawdling over his task wasn’t the way to score points, whether he was trying to or not. He moved on through the dining area. No holes in the walls that vandals heisting copper pipes would have made. Some missing, some loose baseboards. A few of the electrical outlets lacked covers. He added them to his list.

He glanced over his shoulder. Morgan hadn’t opened any of the boxes. Instead, she was working her cell phone. Maybe she couldn’t wait for a Wi-Fi connection.

He moved into the powder room, checking the sink, which he hadn’t bothered with while he was fixing the toilet. A slow drip from the faucet spoke to needing a new seat washer. He added that to his list. The sink bowl was rust-stained. Another non-critical issue to let Morgan know about. The cracked tiles on the floor fell into the same category.

A high-pitched shriek from the living room sent him running.
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MORGAN CLAPPED A HAND over her mouth. Had she just screamed like a ... girl? Heat flamed her face as Cole rushed to her side. Carrying a gun?

She struggled for composure as she pointed to the open carton. “I don’t think that will be necessary. It’s too late for them.”

Cole slipped the gun behind his back. Why hadn’t she noticed he had one?

“You always travel armed?” she asked.

“Yep. Technically, I’m never off duty, although this is my personal backup weapon, not my official one.”

Morgan mulled that over for a moment. When Cole had been in uniform, his weapon had been conspicuously holstered at his hip. When she’d met him at The Wagon Wheel, or when they’d gone to the cantina and to the Villas, she’d never noticed. Never even considered she was out with someone ... armed.

“Sorry I screamed,” she said. “I was surprised more than scared. I should have expected there would be ... creatures ... taking up residence in the basement and the boxes. I wasn’t expecting to find a bunch of dead rats when I opened this one.”

Cole leaned closer. “They must have been dead when they were put in here. Otherwise, they would have chewed their way out.”

Morgan grimaced. “Gross. What am I supposed to do with these? Could they be carrying the plague?”

“I don’t think fleas—which is how the plague is transmitted—can live on a long-dead rat.”

She’d had enough of the house for one day. “Are you done with your analysis?”

“I have enough for starters,” he said.

“Then could you do me a favor and take those boxes back to the basement? I’m not ready to deal with whatever else might be in them.”

“I’ll get rid of the rats, too.” Cole stacked the boxes and carried them out.

Tempted to call a trash disposal company and have all the boxes hauled away, contents unseen, Morgan decided she’d ask Mr. Hathaway. According to the trust, she’d inherited the house and all its contents. What if the contents of those boxes had been put in the basement after Uncle Bob had left, and they weren’t his? Would they still belong to her?

As they drove, Morgan couldn’t stop thinking about Cole and his gun. On the one hand, it was nice to know someone would rush in, ready to protect her from an unknown source of danger. On the other, she didn’t feel comfortable needing protection. Guns were dangerous. True, Cole was a trained law enforcement officer, but accidents could happen. What if he’d come running because there was an armed attacker threatening her, not because of her over-the-top reaction to dead rats? An attacker who saw Cole had a gun and reacted by shooting?

He stopped at the curb in front of the inn, and she said, “Thanks for everything.” She opened her door and climbed out of his car, rushing up the walkway before he had a chance to escort her. It wasn’t the gun as much as not knowing he carried one off duty. And hadn’t mentioned it.

Why would he? She didn’t tell him everything she carried in her purse.

Inside, she nodded at Mrs. More Cheerful and detoured to the coffee station before heading to her room. There, she set up her laptop and plunged into following through with what she’d told Cole she had to do.

After twenty minutes of browsing couches, end tables and the like, she decided sight unseen wasn’t going to work. She’d need to make a trip to a real furniture store, but she could order a bed. If she didn’t like it, it could go into one of the other bedrooms.

The boxes in the basement—assuming they weren’t housing little animal corpses—could work as end tables or coffee tables for the time being. She was determined to go through them. Having Cole move them from the basement avoided her having to deal with going into that space. She’d gotten over the full-blown panic attacks years ago, but it had been a struggle to walk through the basement.

Had Cole noticed her fear?

She could do it. She would do it.

Morgan checked her phone for a reply from Austin. She tried to stay in I’m keeping in touch mode rather than I’m checking up on you. A typical twelve-year-old, he resented adults interfering in his life, although the two of them had a strong relationship. Stronger than the one Austin had with his parents.

Would this be a good time to broach her plan with them? No. Too soon. First, the house.

If she was serious about fixing the house, would Cole be the best choice? He worked four days a week, and once she got things going, she’d want the workers to show up five days a week, not three. That would assume Cole would be willing to spend all of his days off working on the house. He had a life of his own and might not be able to give that much time and attention to her project.

Would he be slighted if she used a local contractor?

Even if he was, he’d understand she wanted the job done as soon as possible. Personal feelings—assuming there were personal feelings—couldn’t get in the way.

The woman who lived behind Uncle Bob’s house said her husband was a firefighter who had colleagues who did construction. Didn’t cops and firefighters run in the same circles? Cole might know them. Could she figure out a way to get them working together? Maybe they had different days off and could be here more often.

Project New Life on Elm Street was underway. She called Mr. Hathaway.

~~~
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COLE WATCHED MORGAN’S purposeful stride as she marched to the Castle’s entrance. A woman with a mission.

He drove home. While his laundry cycled, he went to his desk. Armed with paper, pencil, and a ruler, he made better diagrams of the rooms in Morgan’s house, then began a more comprehensive list of supplies, breaking things down into must have and wish list categories. He’d deliver it to Morgan, then see what she said about getting the work underway. He hadn’t been joking when he’d said he’d work for food, although that was for minor repairs, not a full-blown construction project. Maybe Dad would be willing to ballpark an estimate. For all its shortcomings, the house did have what his father called a sturdy skeleton.

Cole smiled when he thought of what Morgan had named the project. New Life on Elm Street. It showed she was serious about staying.

Should he suggest that she come over to review his lists? Was it too soon to have Morgan see his place?

He glanced around, considered the condition of the bathroom, the dust on the shelves. The unmade bed.

He’d let her know when he finished his lists, let her decide when she wanted to see them. He needed to clean anyway and went to the kitchen closet for his cleaning supplies.

Just in case.

The apartment cleaner, Cole finished his lists and looked at his sketches. Without measurements, his lists were things she’d need, not how much of them. Would she be willing to go back to the house so he could finish his task? She’d said she needed an internet connection, which tied her to the Castle.

Worth a shot. He called Morgan but got her voicemail. Most likely, she was still busy calling people and making arrangements. He left a brief, noncommittal, have partial materials list suggesting they get together to discuss them and tried to pretend he didn’t care whether she called back.

Her response came fifteen minutes later in the form of a text.

Good. At the house tomorrow 9 AM?

He sent back a thumbs up emoji. Somehow, even the basic happy face seemed too ... intimate.

He checked the time. Almost end of shift. He could head over to The Wagon Wheel, see if anyone from the gang was unwinding, have a beer.

And, given the dearth of dining choices in Pine Hills, maybe he’d run into Morgan.

While he waited for the dryer to finish so he could move the next load from the washer, Cole went back to his searches on Robert Tate. Following links from the hits gave him no new information. Everything pointed to Uncle Bob being a model citizen.

Even model citizens had secrets.

As Morgan had pointed out, something had triggered the housekeeper’s reaction. If he knew her name, he could plug them both into the search engine, see if that narrowed his results and provided a lead.

The dryer dinged. Cole dumped the dry clothes into a laundry basket—folding could wait—and shifted the wet ones into the dryer. He grabbed a jacket and headed out.

At The Wagon Wheel, Cole spotted Brody, Whelan, and Connor at their usual table. A quick glance through the dining room confirmed Morgan wasn’t there. He nodded to Dina at the hostess station as he strolled over to join his colleagues.

A pitcher of beer and spare glasses sat in the center of the table, along with plates, half a pizza, and a platter of wings. Cole grabbed a glass, poured himself a drink, and waited to see who’d be the first to rag on him about Morgan.

“Riding solo tonight, Patton?”

Brody took the prize.

Cole scowled. “Told you, she just needed advice about fixing the house she inherited. It’s going to take a lot of work. There’s nothing else between us.”

“If she wants someone more experienced—” Brody waggled his eyebrows— “you can send her my way.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.” Cole turned his attention to Connor, the department’s lab wizard. “Do you have magic spells for judging the age of paint?”

“Depends,” Connor said. “You’re talking about the graffiti at the Elm Street house, right?”

Cole snagged a plate and a couple of wings. “Yeah.”

“You have a window of opportunity?” Connor asked.

“Best guess, sometime between when the last renters moved out five years ago and a few days ago,” Cole said.

“Then I’d say it was painted sometime in the last five years.” Connor worked on his pizza slice.

“Big help,” Cole muttered.

“Hey, I’m a lab tech, not a psychic,” Connor said.

Cole gnawed on a wing. “What I don’t get is why the neighbors didn’t notice if people were squatting at the house.”

“You talk to them?” Brody asked.

“I didn’t, but Morgan did. Said nobody saw anything, knew anything. At least the ones who were home when she did her impromptu canvass.”

“What do you think, Whelan?” Cole asked. “You were a big city homicide detective. How would you go about investigating this?”

“This what?” Whelan said. “Graffiti inside a vacant house?”

“Not the painting as much as what the message said.” Cole recited the words on the wall.

Whelan put down his beer. “An interesting puzzle, but until you connect it to a crime, it’s just words on a wall.”

“That’s what Detweiler said.” Cole worked the last shred of meat off his wing. “We couldn’t come up with anything. If I was going to live in a house and found that, I don’t think a fresh coat of paint would satisfy my curiosity or let me be comfortable living there. I’d need to know what it meant.”

Brody glanced toward the door. “Don’t look now, Patton. The new owner just walked in.”
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WAITING FOR HER TAKEOUT order, Morgan swept her gaze around The Wagon Wheel’s dining room, letting it slide over the table where Cole sat with his friends. She didn’t want to interrupt and deal with awkward introductions, so she pretended to study the takeout menu. When the hostess returned with Morgan’s meal, she grabbed the bag and hurried to her car.

Before she lost her nerve, she pointed the car away from the inn and toward Elm Street. She could do this. She would do this.

Morgan parked by the porch, then grabbed the two lamps she’d bought at the thrift shop in town from the backseat. Inside, she plugged one into a living room outlet and turned it on, clicking the three-way bulb to its highest setting. She went back to her car for the bolt cutters she’d bought at the Tool Shed and carried them and the second lamp upstairs.

She could do this. She would do this.

Once she got the trunk open, she’d go back for her dinner.

Using her phone’s flashlight app, she went to the attic and found an outlet. She plugged in the lamp, setting it as close to the padlocked trunk as she could, then shoved the trunk toward the light, which seemed far too feeble in the gloomy attic. Her plans to eat her sandwich while going through the trunk’s contents needed revising.

If anything in this house had belonged to Uncle Bob, she suspected she’d find it in the trunk. Why would renters bring a trunk of their belongings and leave it behind?

She positioned the trunk. It wasn’t as heavy as she’d expected.

Not heavy enough for a body.

Stop that. Be glad it’s not in the basement.

She picked up the bolt cutters.

“If you try to cut through the padlock, you might damage the cutters. Locks are usually case-hardened steel, and most bolt cutters aren’t designed to handle them,” the clerk at the Tool Shed had said. “Try them on the hasp first.”

Bolt cutters. Tatiana Morgan would never break into a steamer trunk. Hell, Tatiana Morgan would never have been allowed to venture into a hardware store. Didn’t matter. Tatiana Morgan had ceased to exist when she was seventeen, and Morgan Tate could do whatever she wanted to.

She positioned the blade of the cutters on the hasp behind the padlock and squeezed. With a clunk, the latch on the old trunk gave way and flopped forward, secured padlock and all. Morgan cut the other side of the hasp and set the locking mechanism onto the floor. Sucking in a deep breath, she pried the lid open.

Interrupted by a pounding on the front door, she dropped the lid. Who could be here? She hadn’t locked the door behind her. She heard it creak open.

“Anyone here? This is the Pine Hills Police. Please show yourself, hands where I can see them.”

“I’m coming,” Morgan called down the stairs. “I live here. This is my house.”

She left the attic, hit the darkness at the top of the stairs and backtracked for her phone. “I’ll be right down,” she called again.

The light from her phone bounced in her trembling hands as she made her way down the two flights of stairs. Why was there a cop in the house? She had every right to be here. With no way to prove it.

She paused at the bottom step. A woman in a Pine Hills Police uniform stood in the middle of the living room, eyeing her with a scrutinizing stare.

“Hello, officer. I’m Morgan Tate. This is my house.”

“Good evening, ma’am. I’m Officer Nolan, Pine Hills Police. Do you have identification?”

“In my purse.” Morgan chinned toward the couch where she’d left her bag, then stepped across the room. “It’s not going to show this address. I inherited the house from my uncle, and I’m trying to make it habitable.”

“You don’t have anything in the purse I need to worry about, do you?” Officer Nolan said.

“Like a gun? Absolutely not.” Morgan fished out her wallet.

“Please take the license out,” Officer Nolan said.

Morgan complied, the officer looked at the license, then at Morgan, and handed it back with a polite thank you.

“What brought you here?” Morgan slipped her license into its slot.

“Routine patrol, ma’am. We’ve been instructed to keep an eye on this property. I saw the lights and came up to check things out.”

Morgan estimated the officer was in her late thirties, early forties. Had she lived in Pine Hills when Uncle Bob lived here? When she asked, she got the same answer she’d been getting since she’d arrived. Nobody knew Uncle Bob.
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COLE’S BACK WAS TO the door, and he wasn’t going to turn around. If Morgan noticed he was here, it was her decision to come say hello. Which he doubted she would, given her reply that she’d see him tomorrow.

“Out of luck, Patton,” Brody said. “She’s doing takeout.”

“I told you, there’s nothing between us other than me offering to help her with house repairs.” Cole didn’t mention they had plans to meet in the morning.

“Right,” Connor said. “Construction worker turned cop.”

“I hung around after high school to help my dad out.” Cole felt no obligation to reveal his entire history. He wasn’t lying. Just withholding bits of the truth. “There’s no law that says you can’t change career plans.”

Connor grinned. “I wouldn’t know. I’ve wanted to be a lab geek since I was eight and my uncle gave me a chemistry set.”

Scott Whelan hid behind his beer mug. Cole recalled he’d been forced to change careers after an on-the-job injury. As far as Cole could tell, Whelan had made the adjustment and was always available and willing to answer questions, and he did it without sounding superior. None of the belittling this is how the big boys do it attitude.

The door chimes tinkled. Connor’s eyes lit up. Cole didn’t need to turn around to know that Officer Nolan—Faith—had come in. Seconds later, she pulled out the chair next to Cole and sat, exchanged hellos.

Will came by and Nolan ordered a Diet Coke and a chicken sandwich. On duty, food that could be grabbed and carried if you got a call while on a meal break worked better than pizza or wings, a reality Cole had learned the hard way.

“Thought I had a prowler at the old Tate place,” she said. “It was the new owner. No excitement.”

Cole’s ears perked up. Morgan had gone to the house, not the Castle? What was she doing? Why hadn’t she wanted his company?

Because she lives in a different world. Get over her. You’re blue collar. She’s got money.

“Back to my question,” Cole said to Whelan. “Strictly as an intellectual exercise, how would you determine if the message referred to a crime or was just a prank?”

“I’d look for missing persons reports first. Won’t be easy. Without a clue as to whether you’re looking for a male or female, with no idea as to age and a timeframe as long as five years, you’d be hunting for a hamburger patty in a McDonald’s warehouse.”

“Where would you start?” Cole asked.

“Looks like somebody wants to score points with the new owner,” Brody said.

Cole flipped him off. “Intellectual exercise.”

“I’d start in close, then move out,” Whelan said. “Since it’s not ringing bells with Pine Hills, I’d look at the county level. Look for missing persons cases in the cold case files. See if you’ve got any homicides, recovered John or Jane Does—look at the NamUs database. There’s nothing to say—if this was somebody boasting about killing someone—that he didn’t kill his victim someplace far afield, but it makes more sense that it was someone local.”

Cole made mental notes, since he had no cause to be searching police databases for the information. NamUs, the database of missing persons and unidentified bodies, wouldn’t be much good if he didn’t have the slightest idea who he might be looking for.

“So, you’d be looking at a whole lot of McDonalds’ warehouses,” Nolan said. “Major distribution centers.”

“Like I said, start close, spiral out. Same as walking a crime scene.” Whelan stood, fished some bills out of his wallet, and dropped them on the table. “Enjoy your evenings.”

Cole gave a pointed glance at Brody and pushed back his chair. He added enough money to cover his share. “Laundry beckons.”

Brody snagged one more wing and added money to the pot. “Yeah, I’d better be going, too. Early shift means early to bed.”

“Nolan’s a good cop,” Brody said when they were outside. “I don’t get what Connor sees in her. She’s got to be at least five years older than he is, and on the hot scale, relative to your recent lady friend, she’s lukewarm.”

“Which is a problem because?” Morgan was three years older than Cole, and it didn’t bother him. He didn’t know if it would bother Morgan if he told her—which brought things back to moving from friends to close friends, and then maybe into relationship territory. A long way off, and Cole feared the money thing might be a bigger obstacle than a few years of age difference.

Of course, he was jumping ahead of himself on that, too.

Get some groceries. Finish your laundry.

“You’re right.” Brody dug his keys out of his pocket. “I come from a long history of stay-at-home, put Dad through college moms.”

“Times change,” Cole said. “It’s good that there are more options today.”

As he drove to Thriftway, Cole pondered Brody’s words. He’d let whatever was going to happen between himself and Morgan play itself out, money be damned.

After putting his groceries away and dealing with the dreaded laundry folding chore, made more palatable by streaming The Matrix, Cole considered Scott Whelan’s words. Sounded like a search that had more tentacles than a school of squid. Knowing more about Robert Tate might narrow things down. What had Morgan said the housekeeper’s name was? He closed his eyes, tried to recall everything he and Morgan had talked about, a technique he’d found helpful with witnesses.

Most of what surfaced in his thoughts was Morgan. Her smile, the way she played with her curls, her scent, a blend of unidentifiable fruits and flowers. He pushed his way past that, to their conversations.

Phyllis. No last name. How many housekeepers named Phyllis would be working at the Castle?

The grouch at the front desk answered Cole’s call. The good side of dealing with the grouch was that he didn’t ask for details.

“Jessup,” the man said.

Cole thanked him and disconnected.

He set up his laptop at his desk and started a new search.
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Chapter 14

[image: image]


AS MORGAN HEADED TO her car for her dinner, she became aware of a whimpering sound, as if someone was in pain. She walked around the side of the house, trying to pinpoint where it was coming from. As she walked, the sound got louder.

Her first thought was it didn’t seem to be emanating from the basement, which was a positive. She wasn’t ready to test her mettle there yet. She followed the drive toward the garage. The sound grew louder as she approached. Was someone hurt?

“Is anyone there? Are you all right?” she called.

The whimpering stopped for a moment, then continued, this time accompanied by a dull clanking sound.

She darted into the house for her phone with its flashlight app. The yard maintenance standards for this part of the lot seemed a lot more lax than the front. Grass grew almost to Morgan’s knees. Overgrown shrubs, once providing a border around the garage threatened to take over the entire driveway, half-blocking the door.

As she sought the source of the cries, she made a mental note to add a landscaper, or at least a yard service, to her to-do list.

The sound seemed loudest near one of the overgrown shrubs. Shining her light, Morgan moved closer. Two eyes caught in the light reflected back at her. An animal. A stray dog or cat? What other creatures lived here? Raccoons? Foxes? She’d never thought to research the wildlife in and around Pine Hills.

Stepping tentatively, whispering soothing words, Morgan inched nearer and attempted to move some branches blocking her view. A low growl made her back off. A dog, she thought. She couldn’t just leave it out here, alone, injured, and in pain.

She called Cole. He’d know what to do, who to notify.

He said he’d be there as soon as he could.

Morgan lowered herself to the ground to wait. She’d changed into her jeans for what she’d assumed was going to be a dusty evening but wished she’d brought a towel or blanket to sit on. While she waited, she hummed what she hoped were soothing melodies to the dog. Almost half an hour later, approaching headlights illuminated the driveway.

The dog—yes, it was definitely a dog—whimpered and retreated farther into the shrubbery.

Morgan clambered to her feet and ran to the driveway, waving for Cole to stop. She realized it wasn’t Cole’s car. A pickup truck. She froze.

The passenger door opened. Cole jumped out. “It’s me. I figured it was better to have an expert lend a hand, so I called Animal Control.”

A woman, tall and sturdily built, stepped out of the driver’s side. “I’m Trixie. You have a trapped dog?”

“That’s right. I think your truck spooked him. Or her,” Morgan said.

Trixie brought out a flashlight and moved toward the dog’s hiding place. “Better if you keep your distance. Three people will spook the dog worse than it is.”

Cole stepped to Morgan’s side, pulled her a few steps back. “She’s good. She’s got the right equipment. Closest thing to an animal whisperer in Pine Hills.”

Morgan focused her attention on the woman who had a noose apparatus on a pole. “She’s going to scare it to death.”

“It’s for the best,” Cole said. “Once she knows the dog can’t bite—and even friendly dogs will bite if they’re scared and cornered—she can free it and see what the damages are.”

“Where will she take it?” Morgan asked.

“The local shelter. They’re good.”

Trixie’s voice interrupted. “Patton. Can you bring me the toolbox from the back of the truck, please?”

Cole jogged to the truck, which had a camper top over the bed, and opened the back door. He returned with a large metal case and set it on the ground. “What do you need?” he asked.

“Garden shears,” Trixie said. “To cut away these branches.”

Morgan reached in before Cole could grab the tool and took it to Trixie. The dog, its coat matted, filled with twigs, stared at her, then at Trixie, as if to say where did she come from?

“It’ll be all right,” Morgan cooed. “She’s going to help you.”

“You seem to have established a bond,” Trixie said. “You can keep talking, keep it distracted while I cut it loose.”

Morgan spoke and hummed while Trixie worked. The dog flinched as each branch snapped, until finally, the animal was free.

Trixie cursed. “If I catch whoever did this—”

Someone had looped a string of cans around the dog’s neck, and they’d become more tangled as the dog must have tried to run away. One leg was bleeding, and some of the dog’s coat was missing, as if it had been singed. The poor dog’s ribs showed, as if it had been far too long since its last meal.

Trixie cut the cans away.

“I’ll be right there with you.” Morgan turned to Cole. “If you catch them, you can arrest them, right?”

“Damn straight.” Cole stepped closer. Morgan sensed his presence, was calmed by it, but her attention was wholly focused on the dog.

“Can you get fingerprints or DNA from the cans?” she asked.

“Even if we did, all it would prove was someone had touched the cans, not that they tied them to the dog. It’s likely kids, and we won’t have prints on file.”

Trixie carried the dog to the truck and wrapped it in a blanket before putting it into a kennel.

“Where are you taking it?” Morgan asked.

“To the shelter. They’ll have a vet look him over tomorrow, see if he’s chipped, try to find his owners.”

“No.” Morgan peered into the truck, into the kennel, where the dog lay motionless.

“Morgan—” Cole said.

“No. Isn’t there a vet in town who does emergency cases? You know, an all-night clinic?”

“Yes, but—” Trixie said.

“No buts. Tell me who it is, and I’ll call. This dog isn’t going to a ... shelter.” She raised a hand. “Look, I know shelters are great, and they do good work. But being in a place full of other dogs that could scare him can’t possibly be good for Bailey.”

“Bailey?” Cole asked. “Did he have a collar with a name tag? If so, we have to return him to his owners.”

“No collar,” Trixie said. “I’ll alert the doc that we’re on our way.”

“He looks like a Bailey, don’t you think?” Morgan said to Cole. “I started calling him that because the name works with males or females.” Morgan turned to Trixie. “You can take him to the vet, right? Otherwise, I’ll take him in my car.”

Trixie and Cole exchanged a look. “I suppose I can do that,” she said.

“Then what are you waiting for?”
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COLE HADN’T SEEN MORGAN this adamant since he’d met her. He’d seen her fear, curiosity, determination, but never anything with the intensity she was showing now about rescuing a stray dog. She’d already named it, for God’s sake. He didn’t have the heart to tell her that she might not be able to keep it, although she’d never said she wanted to keep it, only ensure it had the best possible care.

“You know how to get to the clinic?”

He turned at Morgan’s voice. She held her phone, watching as Trixie closed the Animal Control truck.

“I do, yes,” he said.

“I know you came with Animal Control, but if you’d ride with me to the clinic, I’d appreciate it. I’ll give you a lift home once I know Bailey is in good hands.”

“Of course.” Cole jogged over, let Trixie know the plan. She drove off, and Morgan dashed toward the front door.

“I’ll get my purse and be right out.”

Cole waited by Morgan’s car, noting the faint glow in the living room window and another from the attic upstairs.

The trunk. How had he forgotten? That must have been what Morgan planned to do this evening. Had she found anything?

Cole’s heart leaped for his throat as Morgan barreled down the rickety porch steps. He didn’t need to be taking her to an emergency clinic, too.

“Car’s unlocked,” she called.

He opened the passenger door, spying the plastic Wagon Wheel bag on the seat. He held it on his lap as Morgan got in and started the car.

“Where am I going?” she asked.

“The clinic’s outside town a couple miles. Left on Main.”

Morgan’s hands gripped the wheel, her fingers flexing and unflexing.

“Did you have a dog?” Cole asked.

She shook her head. “No, I wasn’t allowed to have pets. We traveled a lot.”

Right. She’d mentioned Hong Kong. Who knew where else she’d been? “What was your favorite place?”

“Places they spoke English,” she said.

Cole laughed. “I guess that would make things easier.”

She didn’t reply, and Cole made no further attempts to fill the silence.

They arrived at the clinic as Trixie was unloading the crate with the dog—Bailey. Cole had never been here, hadn’t met the staff. A short plump woman wearing scrubs, dark blonde hair tied back in a ponytail, rushed out to the Animal Control truck.

Morgan parked next to the truck and jumped out of her car. Cole got out, leaving the takeout bag on the seat, and hurried after her.

Inside, the scrub-clad woman introduced herself as Dr. Shannon and took the crate from Trixie. “Let’s get this fella into a room, see what we need to do.”

“His name is Bailey,” Morgan said.

“He’s yours?” Dr. Shannon said, her gaze holding more than a hint of disapproval.

“No, I found him hiding in my yard.” Morgan turned her fawn eyes to the vet. “Can you take care of him?”

“I’ll know more once I’ve examined him. Please have a seat in the waiting room for now, and I’ll be back when I have something to tell you.”

After ten minutes of Morgan’s pacing the small waiting room, Cole stood and intercepted her, grasping her hands. Her very cold hands. “Sit. Relax. Would you like me to get your dinner from your car?”

Her expression went blank, as if she’d forgotten she’d bought food. “Not hungry.”

Cole didn’t mention he’d heard her stomach growl. Needing to eat and wanting to eat were two different games. He guided her to the chairs, sat, and gave her a gentle tug. “Sit.”

Robot-like, she lowered herself onto the chair beside him. He dovetailed his fingers with hers, and she didn’t pull away.

“I almost had a dog once.” Her voice was barely audible. She stared straight ahead.

He waited.

“It was a stray. I brought it home. I was six. I didn’t know enough about animals to know if it was a boy or girl. I made a bed out of towels and gave it water in my blue cereal bowl. I emptied my allowance jar so I could buy a collar and leash. I insisted our housekeeper take me to the store. When I got back, the dog was gone. The towels were gone. My cereal bowl was back in the cabinet. My mom said she took the dog to a place where people would find it a good home.”

Morgan’s voice cracked. “I wanted to be that good home.”

Cole squeezed her hand. “So you’re making things right with Bailey.”

“One way or another, yes.”

Dr. Shannon ambled into the waiting room.

Morgan popped up from her chair. “How is he?”

“He’ll be fine, but his lacerations are several days old and showing signs of necrosis, so stitches won’t work. He’s also suffering from malnutrition. Some bruises, cuts. No broken bones. Mostly he’s scared. I’d like to keep him here a couple of days.”

“Can I see him?” Morgan asked.

Cole stood and interrupted. “Was he chipped?” Because if the dog had to go home to his legitimate owners, Morgan would be heartbroken.

Dr. Shannon shook her head. “No. I estimate he’s somewhere between three and five years old, and he seems to be of ... mixed parentage. You could send his DNA off, but I haven’t found a reliable company. My guess is he’s got border collie or Australian sheep dog along with some pointer in his blood.”

“Can I see him?” Morgan repeated.

“Of course. He’s sedated and we’re rehydrating him, but you can come on back.”

Cole stepped forward. Morgan put a hand on his arm. “Please. I want to see him by myself.”

The doctor accompanied Morgan. Cole paced. Was he bothered that Morgan seemed to have opened her heart to a stray dog, while he hadn’t even crossed the line into friendship?

That was stupid. She’d called him when she needed help.

She doesn’t know anyone else in town.

She’d told him her dog story, one he didn’t think she’d shared with many people. Friends did that.

Cole meandered to the front desk and spoke to the clerk, asking what supplies Morgan would need if she adopted Bailey. He’d offer to take her to the pet warehouse in Salem.

There you go again, trying to score points.

The more he saw of Morgan, the more important scoring points became.

Several moments later, Morgan emerged from the exam room, her eyes glistening. She turned, shook the vet’s hand. “What time can I come back tomorrow?”

“Anytime after ten,” the vet said.

“How much do I owe you?” Morgan asked.

“You can take care of that when you pick him up.”

So Morgan was going to keep the dog.

She adjusted her purse on her shoulder and stepped toward him.

Should he offer to help her go through the trunk? Suggest he take his measurements while she handled that task? Check for more dead rats in the boxes in the basement?
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Chapter 15
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MORGAN GAVE A WISTFUL glance at the clinic before driving off. She’d encountered dogs before. She’d never had this kind of reaction, the fierce compulsion, the need to take in a pet. Was it because of what had happened when she was six? Had what the vet said resonated deep in her core. That Bailey was of indeterminate mixed parentage. Were they connected on that level, too?

“Want some company?” Cole asked.

She gave a noncommittal shrug. “I’m not going to be much company, I’m afraid.”

“Sometimes, just having someone else nearby is enough. I can help with whatever it was you were doing at the house.”

Morgan remembered the trunk. Her plans for the evening. She noticed Cole held the takeout bag from The Wagon Wheel. Her stomach begged for an offering.

“You think my sandwich is safe to eat?” she asked.

“What kind?” Cole asked.

“Turkey.”

“It’s been what? Under two hours? You’re probably good.”

“Probably isn’t reassuring enough,” she said.

“Wagon Wheel’s still open. We can get something fresh there.”

She blew out a slow breath. “I wish I had a real place to live. The inn is okay for sleeping, but that’s it. And the house is—”

“Moving along. Things take time. I told you, I’m willing to help.”

She tapped her fingers on the wheel. “Okay. Quick stop at The Wagon Wheel, then back to finish what I planned to do tonight.”

“The trunk?” Cole said.

“Yes. I never got a chance to look inside before Officer Nolan showed up to ask what I was doing in the house. Then I heard Bailey. You know the rest.”

“Are you comfortable with me seeing what’s in the trunk?” Cole asked. “My apartment’s not far. I could get my measuring tape and get a head start on tomorrow.”

Morgan wondered what could be in the trunk she wouldn’t want Cole to see. Nothing came to mind.

“Not a problem either way,” she said.

Cole picked up his phone. “Two sandwiches to go. One turkey, one roast beef. For Patton.” He set the phone down. “Wagon Wheel, then my place, then your house.”

“I thought you had dinner,” she said. “I saw you and your friends when I picked up my food earlier.”

“Slice of pizza and a few wings wasn’t much of a dinner. Our get-togethers at The Wagon Wheel are more for decompressing. It helps transition from work to home, even if we’re going home to ourselves.”

“No girlfriend?” she asked. Was there a point in following up on the way every time she was with Cole, she wanted to be with him more.

“None.”

“Boyfriend?” she asked.

He smiled. “Negative on that one, too. You? Have someone you left behind? Someone who’ll be coming to join you?”

“No to the first part, maybe to the second. If things go right.”

“Oh.” His tone shifted, the disappointment obvious.

“It’s not like that,” she rushed to add. “Not a boyfriend, girlfriend, or significant other material. Just somebody I know who could have a better life away from where he is now.”

“Got it.”

Did he? Morgan wasn’t ready to share her dreams for Austin, not until they were closer to reality.

“I’d like to think of you as a friend,” she said. “At this stage of my life, I’m not ready for anything more.”

“Friend it is,” Cole said, his voice strained.

Was he already thinking of more? She’d lived in a virtual bubble until her parents died and was clueless about how actual relationships developed. Could something take root in three days? Or was he hoping for friends-with-benefits?

He didn’t say anything else as they drove to The Wagon Wheel, and Morgan’s thoughts swirled with worry for Bailey, for Austin, so she made no effort to venture into a what kind of friends discussion.

Inside, waiting at the counter for their food, Cole took her arm. “Come with me. There’s someone I’d like you to meet.”

He led her toward a table where a couple sat sharing a pizza. The man, even sitting down, was very tall, and the woman, a petite brunette.

“We shouldn’t bother them while they’re eating,” Morgan said.

“Just a quick hello. He’s head detective, in charge of investigations, one step under chief. He’s the one who can push for committing resources to look into your uncle’s history. He might be more willing to dig if he connects my request with a face. An attractive face.”

Heat rose to Morgan’s cheeks. Reluctantly, she tagged along as Cole made the introductions.

“Morgan, this is Detective Randy Detweiler, and his wife, Sarah. She runs a gift shop.”

Morgan nodded at Sarah, then turned to the detective—who’d risen from his chair, and yes, he was tall. Well over six feet. He stared at her, and the heat that had risen to her cheeks went four-alarm-fire and spread to her toes.

He extended a hand, and she reluctantly accepted it, afraid he was looking to make a psychic connection. “Morgan Tate?” he said.

“That’s right. I’m moving into Robert Tate’s old house on Elm Street.”

He sat. “Forgive me for staring. I swear you remind me of someone.”

No. He couldn’t know.

She composed her features into a friendly smile. “I have one of those faces, I guess. I’ve never been to Pine Hills before, so you’re probably confusing me with someone else.”

“That must be it.”

Morgan turned to see the hostess arrive at her station with their food. “There’s our dinner. We need to be going. Nice meeting you both.”

Trying not to run, Morgan grabbed Cole’s arm and hustled away.

The man. Detective Detweiler. He’d seen her. She hadn’t missed that confused look of recognition. Had she convinced him he’d been mistaken?
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COLE DID A QUICK IN and out when they stopped at his apartment for his toolbox and a flashlight, then ran down the stairs. When he opened the car door, Morgan was eating her sandwich and gave him a guilty nod.

“I was starving. Hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” That must’ve been why she was so eager to get out of The Wagon Wheel. He buckled up.

She put her unfinished sandwich in its box, and drove off.

“What first?” he asked once they were inside the house.

“I’m going to check the trunk. If you want, you can do your measurements.” She paused, as if she wasn’t sure how to broach the next topic.

He figured he’d made as much personal progress as he was going to tonight when she’d said they could be friends. “That’s fine.”

“It’s just—”

“Just what?” he asked, waiting.

“You’re putting in all this time and effort, and I haven’t committed to how much work I’ll be doing, at least right away, or—”

“Or whether you want me to do it. I understand. I’m a cop with construction experience, but I’m not a licensed contractor in Oregon. If you want to hire a construction company, I’m okay with that. But I’m here, so why not let me give you an idea of what I think you need to do?”

“The woman who lives behind me says her husband’s a firefighter and he’s part of a handyman service. Do you know anything about that?”

Cole dragged a hand through his hair. “Yeah, I do. I’ve worked with them a few times.”

“Are they any good? Do you think between you and them, I could get this place into semi-decent shape in a reasonable amount of time?”

He heard the hope in her voice, saw it in her fawn eyes. “Depends on what you mean by reasonable. I’ll finish my assessment, and then I can help you decide. I know these guys are all licensed to do what they do.”

“You’re licensed, just not in Oregon, right?”

“That’s right. Licenses don’t carry over from state to state. Working for the firefighter crew would be a way around it.”

“I’ll have to think about it,” she said. “Tomorrow. Right now, there’s a trunk that needs my attention.”

Cole watched her retreat toward the stairs, admiring the view. She wore jeans tonight, and they clung to her round bottom as if they’d been custom-tailored. Maybe they had. He picked up his tablet of graph paper and tape measure and set to work.

He’d finished the downstairs and moved upstairs. Morgan hadn’t brought a lamp for the second story, he discovered.

He went down for his flashlight and the living room lamp. In the master bedroom, he paused and stared at the graffiti. Did dead really mean dead? People made idle threats all the time, but rarely did they mean them literally. Heck, for all Cole knew, the message could have been written in reference to a role-playing game. Characters died all the time, but the players themselves never got hurt.

Cole set his thoughts aside. Once he had the information he needed to ballpark costs, he took the stairs to the attic to see how Morgan was faring. At least there hadn’t been any screams this time.

He found her sitting on the floor, leaning against a wall, her legs stretched out in front of her. A stack of colored notebooks in a variety of colors, with the familiar speckled covers Cole remembered from his college days sat by her side. She held one open on her lap.

Whatever it was must be engrossing, because she didn’t glance up when he stepped into the room. He backed up and tapped on the door jamb.

She turned her head and smiled.

“Interesting reading?” he asked. “Any connections to your uncle?”

“Yes to the first, no to the second. These are journals. They appear to have been written by one of the renters, a kid. A boy. One of the last people to live here, judging from the dates in the last book. But they go back a lot earlier.”

Cole moved to her side. “Okay if I look at one?”

She picked the top one off her stack and handed it to him. “Be my guest.”

He moved to the other side of the lamp and glanced around the room. The trunk sat open, with winter outerwear draped over the edge, some piled on the floor. “That was all that was in the trunk?”

“Yep. Old clothes, and these journals on the bottom. My guess is whoever wrote them wanted them safe, so he stuffed those clothes on top, then locked the trunk. Maybe the renters forgot about it and never came back.”

Like a bolt of summer lightning, a thought flashed through Cole’s mind. What if whoever it was couldn’t come back? What if he was the Now You’re Dead person?

Fascinated, he opened the journal.

The date on the first page was eight years ago. Around the time Morgan’s uncle moved to the Villas. Coincidence?

Had Morgan stacked them with the oldest or newest on top? “Where am I looking in the chronology?” he asked.

“That’s the last journal. The most recent. The first one was twelve years ago.”

“While your uncle was still living here, then. The one you gave me starts eight years ago, which would’ve been around the time he left. You’re sure these weren’t written by your uncle?”

“Unless he was writing a novel, I doubt it. The entries in the first journal talk about going to school. They start with him looking forward to middle school, hoping he’ll be able to find new friends who shared his interests. Sounds like he was being picked on.”

“Bullied?” Cole asked.

Morgan pursed her lips. “Not exactly. He hoped to find more kids who were into the things he liked. From what he’s written, he wasn’t into sports. More of a bookworm and a movie buff.”

Cole did some quick calculating, drawing a mental timeline. “So, what we have is a four year span, starting with the beginning of middle school. How old would that make him?”

“No idea,” Morgan said. “I was home schooled after third grade.”

Cole filed away the new piece of information about Morgan and did the backward math based on how old he’d been when he’d graduated from high school. “Eleven or twelve, give or take, I’d say.”

“I can go along with that. Maybe he’ll recount a birthday party somewhere and we can pin it down more precisely—if it matters.”

Cole wasn’t ready to share his wild speculation with Morgan yet. If whoever kept these journals was the person referenced in the graffiti, they’d have a gender and approximate age.

What if whoever wrote the journals was responsible for the graffiti?
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MORGAN CLOSED THE JOURNAL she was reading, using a forefinger as a bookmark. “Did you get all your measurements?”

Cole seemed to snap back from a distant place. “Yes. We can go over them now, or tomorrow if you’d prefer.”

“Tomorrow would be better. Now, I’d like to go to the inn and read in more comfortable surroundings. There might be a clue in here. These journals seem very important to this kid—after all, he brought them all with him when they moved into this house. He even went to the trouble of hiding them.”

“We could get the names of the people who rented the house. Maybe find more details about who he was.”

“The property management company went out of business. Wouldn’t their records be lost?”

“You never know what you’ll find when you start looking,” Cole said.

“Like rats.” Morgan shuddered. “Speaking of which, I should go through more of the basement boxes tomorrow. Make room for deliveries.”

“I can help. Like I said, it’s my day off. I thought we might go to Salem to the big pet supply store, too. Get things to make Bailey feel at home.”

Morgan gazed at Cole. “You’d do that? On your day off?”

“Sure. You can tell me your plans for the house. I can help you get organized so when you’re ready to decide who you’re going to hire, you’ll have the information they’ll need to give you a fair bid.”

“You’re going to a lot of trouble for me.” What did he want?

“It’s what friends do. We did agree to being friends, right?”

Not everyone had selfish motives, something Morgan struggled to remember. “That we did.”

Thoughts of what this house could be—what she’d thought it was when she’d learned she’d inherited it—filled Morgan with a warm glow of excitement. “What about this room? Could it be turned into living space?”

“A bedroom would be easy enough. If you want to add a bath up here, you’re talking major work.”

Did he expect her to hire him?

“Yeah, I was afraid of that. I’ll think a while longer. I want to update the kitchen as soon as possible. Who in his right mind would think puke green was a good color for appliances?”

“Nobody I know,” Cole said.

Morgan gathered the journals. “You can take the one you were reading. I doubt I’ll stay awake long enough to read them all.”

Surprised Cole seemed eager to do so, Morgan reached for the lamp. “We’ll need your flashlight to get downstairs.”

Cole flipped it on, and Morgan switched off the light. She glanced toward the window. “I suppose I should get curtains.”

“Smart idea.”

She heaved a sigh as she thought of the multitude of little things she’d have to do just to get started. At least there were curtain rods over most of the windows. She could use sheets and towels she’d brought from Ohio until she was ready to do actual decorating. “Project New Life on Elm Street, right?”

Cole raised a fist, and she bumped it with hers. Maybe this friends thing could work.

As she drove Cole back to his apartment, she planned her response in case he invited her in. He hadn’t said anything earlier, when he’d gone for his toolbox, but they were on a mission then. When she pulled up to his building, he clutched the journal and got out.

“If you still want to go to the pet store, I’ll pick you up at eight so you can be back around ten to check on Bailey,” he said.

She had to clear her throat before she could speak. “Thank you,” was all she could get out.

At the inn, still wondering why Cole was being so nice, she dashed toward the stairs, not sparing a glance in Mr. Death-Warmed-Over’s direction.

“Ms. Tate.” His nasal voice made her cringe.

With a sigh, she turned. “Yes?”

“There was a call for you. A detective with the police department. I hope there isn’t a problem. We can’t harbor fugitives here.”

Harbor fugitives? What television shows did the man watch?

She trudged to the counter.

~~~
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COLE SPRAWLED ON HIS couch with the journal, thinking of the way Morgan had responded when he’d offered to take her to the pet store in Salem. He hadn’t expected tearful gratitude, and it had shaken him. It was a simple offer, a friendly offer, yet she’d acted like he’d handed her the moon on a necklace of stars.

A pang of guilt over the way he’d left his tools at the house as an excuse to go back hit him. For whatever reason, Morgan had allowed him inside her barrier, and he vowed he wouldn’t betray her trust.

That meant keeping things platonic.

He liked her on her terms, but his body insisted on hoping for more.

Cole opened the journal. If figuring out who this kid was, and if there was a connection to the graffiti didn’t take his mind off his thoughts of Morgan, he could always take a cold shower. Or have another night with himself for company.

Morgan said it seemed like the kid was a bookworm, and the articulate way he wrote made for easy reading. Cole had read some of the books the kid listed, mostly because they’d been required in school. This kid seemed to enjoy them, sharing his thoughts about the themes and characters. Explaining why he and his teacher disagreed on interpretation. Enjoying the way his teachers had accepted his opinions, talking about staying after school to discuss the symbolism in “The Old Man and the Sea.” Was it important that the old man’s eyes were blue, when most Cubans had brown eyes? What did it mean?

The words blurred. Cole was back in his English classroom, taking that damn test about that very book. The one he’d stayed up late so many nights studying. He’d never thought beyond what Miss Oberg had said in her lectures. Lectures, with no opportunity for discussion. Cole hadn’t cared. He just needed to echo what she’d said, get a B or better on the test, and he’d pass her class.

When she’d scheduled the exam, Miss Oberg knew darn well it was a senior skip day, a day when many seniors planned to have breakfast at a local coffee shop. She’d made it clear there would be no make up exams. Cole couldn’t afford a zero.

Jazz had begged him to join the gang for breakfast, but Cole had done the right thing and gone to school.

As the memory surfaced, tears welled, splashing onto the page like blood dripping from a reopened wound. Cole slammed the journal shut.

~
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THE NEXT MORNING, COLE staggered out of the shower like a man with a hangover, although he’d had nothing to drink last night. He’d promised to go to the pet store with Morgan, and he’d have to haul ass. He threw on jeans and a long-sleeved Henley, shoved his feet into his slip-ons, and arrived at the Castle only five minutes late.

He jogged up the walkway to the lobby, casting his gaze across the people reading newspapers and having coffee. No sign of her. Good. She wouldn’t know he hadn’t arrived on time. He sent her a text letting her know he was waiting.

Be right down, she texted back.

He cast a sidelong glance at the woman at the counter, preoccupied with helping a guest, then helped himself to a cup of coffee from the station as if he belonged there. He’d skipped breakfast to be on time, and he needed that hit of caffeine to get his brain in gear.

He sensed Morgan’s arrival before he saw her, as if she followed behind an invisible pressure wave that declared Morgan is coming. Her scent? The way she walked? Was he tuned into her wavelength?

He hadn’t had these feelings since Jazz, and he’d spent enough time reliving the past last night. New day. New friend.

His smile as he caught her gaze was uncontrollable.

Her smile seemed pasted on. Not the enthusiasm he’d expected, considering they were on an errand for Bailey.

“Ready?” he asked.

Dumb. She wouldn’t have come downstairs unless she was. Dare he ask what was bothering her? Putting her on the spot to share something she didn’t think was any of his business would shove a wedge between them, and he wanted to move forward, not backward.

Why?

A question he couldn’t answer. He didn’t have trouble making friends. Until Morgan. She was nothing like Jazz. Curvy where Jazz was lean. Dark hair in tight curls unlike Jazz’s straight, blonde style. Latte-colored complexion where Jazz was peaches and cream.

Maybe that’s why you’re attracted to her.

Different in looks, yes. But the feelings inside, the quickening heartbeat, the spontaneous grins—things he hadn’t felt in years—those were all coming back.

In his car he flipped the radio to his heavy metal playlist and upped the volume.

At the pet shop, Morgan’s mood brightened. She seemed happier than a kid given free rein in a chocolate shop as she chose a bed, collar, leash, food, treats, toys, and every other imaginable accoutrement for Bailey. The dog had better pull through. Morgan said she’d checked with the vet first thing this morning, and Bailey’s condition was improving.

Things had a way of going south in a hurry. He hoped for her sake they didn’t.

He helped load everything into the back of his car, and they headed for the animal clinic. Cole lowered the radio’s volume to background level. “Did you find anything interesting in the journals you read last night?”

“No.” She stared out her window.

Cole abandoned his efforts, turned up the music, and lost himself in Iron Maiden’s “Run to the Hills”.

And Morgan’s scent.

At the clinic, Morgan raced from the car, not giving him a chance to play gentleman. He followed her inside, where she, fingers drumming on the counter, explained that the vet had given her permission to visit Bailey.

“Dr. Shannon is with a patient,” the receptionist said. “I’ll let her know you’re here. You can’t go back unaccompanied.”

Morgan’s shoulders bunched beneath her sweater. Cole moved in, guided her to a chair. “We can wait.”

Morgan lasted about ten seconds before she got up and paced the waiting area, looking at pictures, at the dog supplies, although he’d bet last month’s paycheck that she wasn’t seeing any of them. She came back, plopped into the chair.

“Cops are good at keeping secrets, right?” she said.
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AS SOON AS SHE SPOKE the words, Morgan regretted voicing them. Detective Detweiler—Randy, he’d told her to call him last night—had promised not to reveal her secret to anyone, but she didn’t know him. She’d been forced to take him at his word, that he wouldn’t say anything.

If two people know something, it’s not a secret anymore.

“You mean, can we be discreet?” Cole said. “It comes with the job. What we see on the job stays on the job. Unless we have to testify in court.”

She knew that might or might not be the full truth. She envisioned the cops sitting around the station, sharing and rehashing what they’d seen, not really thinking they were speaking out of turn. They were cops, all facing the same job stresses. They’d talk. It was human nature.

“What about when you’re doing your unwinding thing at The Wagon Wheel,” she asked. “You don’t talk shop?”

“Never with names if there are civilians around. Why do you ask?”

Before she got deeper into the discussion, Dr. Shannon approached. “Miss Tate. Come on back.”

Cole shot her a questioning glance.

She tilted her head toward the door, and he followed her and Dr. Shannon to the room where Bailey lay in a kennel—more like a cage, she thought—with a bright blue gauze bandage holding an IV in place, and two more bandages covering his injuries. Two other dogs occupied similar kennels, one making a quiet mfff sound when Morgan approached.

Mozart’s “Magic Flute” played softly in the background. Much nicer than Cole’s preferences—and better for the dogs, too.

“Hey, Bailey.” Morgan crouched beside the cage. “How’s my big, brave dog today? When you’re feeling better, I have a whole bunch of surprises for you.” She poked a finger through the grate and scratched him behind the ears.

Bailey’s ears perked up and his tail thumped. He remembered her. Morgan was sure of it.

She turned to the doctor. “How soon before I can take him home?”

“We’ll take it a day at a time. I’d ballpark two days, maybe three. I want to keep an eye on his renal function, and since we’re letting his lacerations heal naturally, I want to watch that, too. His bandages are medicated and infused with honey, and it’s better if we handle it here.”

“Honey?” Morgan asked.

Dr. Shannon smiled. “It’s a great natural antibacterial and anti-inflammatory.”

“How long can I stay?” Morgan asked, looking at Cole. She didn’t think he’d want to spend his whole day off at the clinic.

“Half an hour,” Dr. Shannon said. “You can come back again after two.”

That was all? Two thirty-minute visits? Morgan nodded, hoping her disappointment didn’t show.

“Do you mind waiting?” she asked Cole. “I’ll come back myself this afternoon.”

“Not a problem.” He squatted and rested the back of his hand against the metal bars. Bailey sniffed and gave a feeble doggie kiss. “You’re going to be one spoiled dog, fella.”

He rose and said, “I’ll be in the waiting room while you finish your visit.”

Morgan nodded her understanding.

Dr. Shannon excused herself to see more patients, and told her Derrick, the tech, would be there to answer questions.

Morgan hadn’t noticed the young man in blue scrubs working at the back of the room. He turned at the mention of his name and gave a quick wave. “Bailey’s doing fine. He’s an excellent patient.”

Morgan didn’t leave her place by the dog’s side.

Derrick gave another dog an injection, checked the IVs, and spoke in happy tones as he tended to them.

She hummed along with the music, interspersing the melodies with the same soothing words she’d used yesterday. Bailey’s eyes closed, but he seemed to be smiling. At least that’s what Morgan told herself.

When her cell rang, Derrick shot her a disapproving look. The display announced Mr. Hathaway’s office calling, and Morgan stepped to the far corner of the room. Could he have good news? Had he gotten approval for her to live elsewhere while she fixed the house? He’d said it could take a long time. Had he pushed things through?

“This is Morgan Tate.”

Lois Braithwhite came on the line. Morgan listened as the woman gave her the news.

~~~
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COLE LOOKED UP FROM the magazine he was reading when Morgan came into the waiting room. Had it been half an hour already? The article about personality traits of different breeds of dogs hadn’t been that interesting.

“Bailey’s asleep,” Morgan said. “The tech said he’d be out for longer than my thirty-minute allotted visiting time, so we can go.”

There was more, and it probably had nothing to do with Bailey. Cole set the magazine aside and stood. “On with New Life on Elm Street?”

She adjusted her purse on her shoulder, and he followed her to the door.

“The lawyer’s office called,” she said once they were underway.

“Good news?” he asked.

“I got a budget for the repairs and renovations, which should help. How far can I get on thirty-five-thousand dollars? Are we talking paint and basic repairs, or can I turn it into a comfortable home?”

Cole hadn’t priced materials, much less labor, in a long time, but he wouldn’t be the bearer of bad news. Then again, if Morgan had money of her own, she could supplement the budget. “We can go over my list and you can prioritize everything. Since you have a dollar figure to work with, a good contractor will be willing to work with you.”

“Would the firefighter group be the way to go? Would I get more for my dollars with them?”

If she hired them, and they’d let him fill in, that would mean more opportunities to see her. That wasn’t a fair reason to push for her to use them. It had to be her decision, based on facts and practicality, not based on hormones.

“Why don’t you make an appointment, show them the place? I’ll be happy to sit in and make sure they treat you fairly,” Cole said.

She nodded. Cole couldn’t read her expression, but it seemed as though she had to give serious thought whenever he offered to help.

After a moment, she said, “I’ll check with my neighbor for contact information and let you know.”

At least she hadn’t removed him from the equation. “Sounds good.”

“Can you drop me off at the inn? That way I’ll have my own car, and you won’t have to taxi me back and forth. Or, we could go over your information at the inn and save you a trip to the house.”

His hormones overpowered his attempts to downplay his involvement. “It would be better if we could walk through the house so I can show you what I’m talking about.”

“Makes sense.”

He pulled into the Castle’s lot.

“I’ll meet you at the house.” Morgan got out of his car and hurried to hers.

He waited for her to pull onto the road, then followed her to Elm Street. A dusty white panel van sat near the porch. Morgan pulled in behind it and ran toward a beefed-up, dark-haired man, dressed in coveralls, swaggering from the porch toward the van.

Cole left his car on the street and jogged over to join her. From the way Morgan had rushed over, it was someone she expected, but most legitimate companies drove vehicles with company identification. He felt for his gun, tucked into its holster at the small of his back.

“You’re early,” Morgan said to the man. “I’m glad I caught you.”

Cole looked more closely. The guy’s coveralls had the name Rich embroidered in red above the breast pocket. The pocket itself had a patch saying Rich House Cleaning. No law saying he had to have a logo on his vehicle. He looked young. Early to mid-twenties. Didn’t seem old enough to have his own company.

“You asked this guy to come?” he asked Morgan.

“Yes. He was supposed to come after lunch. By the time I’d buy everything I’d need to give the house a decent cleaning, not to mention do all the work, it would be cheaper and faster to hire out.”

“Had a cancellation, and took a chance on coming by early, getting a head start,” Rich—if that was his name—said.

“We have things to deal with in the house,” Cole said. “Hope you can work around us for a while.”

“Not an issue.” Rich walked to the back of the van, Cole at his heels, and opened the doors.

Cole wrapped his hand around the grip of his gun as he peered inside. Cleaning supplies. Buckets, stepladder, mops, vacuum cleaner. Cole relaxed his hand.

While Rich unloaded his supplies, Cole went to his car for his measurements and drawings. Morgan had opened the front door and stood on the porch. He joined her.

“You didn’t tell me you’d called a cleaning service,” he said.

Her brows lifted. “I didn’t know I was supposed to. Like I said, it seemed sensible to hire out.”

“Which is fine,” he said. “But you didn’t ask him for ID. His van wasn’t marked, and he didn’t show up at the agreed upon time.”

Her lips flattened. “His coveralls matched the company name. Maybe he’s just starting out, hasn’t been able to afford to customize his van. Maybe the company van is in the shop and he’s using a loaner. There are a dozen more reasons I could think of.”

“It’s easy enough to get coveralls personalized,” he said. “Did you check his website? See if his picture was on it? Is he insured?”

She yanked on a curl. “Anyone can put up a website. Besides, what’s he going to steal in here? A couple of secondhand lamps?”

Cole lifted his palms in surrender. “I’m too used to seeing the wrong side of everything. Next time, ask for ID and proof the company is licensed and insured, okay?”

Glowering, she stepped aside.

Cole turned. Rich carried a large industrial vacuum cleaner up the porch steps. Cole moved to let him pass.

“If it’s all right with you, I’ll take a quick look, lay out my battle plan,” Rich said, straightening so his two-inch advantage over Cole was obvious.

Cole ignored the posturing. Detweiler towered half a foot above Cole, and he’d adjusted to interacting on an even plane despite height differences.

And, Cole admitted, he had been playing the alpha dog card. Byproduct of his job.

Be honest. You were protecting Morgan, whether she needed—or wanted—to be protected.
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MORGAN THANKED RICH and left him to his vacuuming. She found Cole in the kitchen. “Guess what?” she said. “Rich might have known the kid who wrote the journals. They would have been in school at around the same time. Before you ask, no, Rich doesn’t have any idea about the graffiti. The kid’s name was Kirk Webster, and what Rich remembers about him matches what I read in the journals. He was a good student, always had his nose in a book. It didn’t make him popular with most of the kids. He was accused of being a suck-up, trying to be teacher’s pet. Kept to himself a lot.”

Cole set the paper he’d been reading aside. “That matches what I found in the last journal.”

“Do you have it with you?” she asked.

“No. It’s still at my place.”

“The rest are at the inn. With a name, you could look him up, couldn’t you?”

“Same way you can. Cops aren’t allowed to use law enforcement databases for personal use. Everything is logged and tied to a case number.”

The excitement in her belly turned to a dull sense of disappointment. “Do you think there would be people at the school—teachers and staff—who might remember him?”

“Could be. Why? I thought you were more interested in your uncle’s past, and he was gone when Kirk Webster lived here.”

“You don’t think he could be tied to the graffiti? That if we know more about him, we might solve the puzzle?”

“It’s an interesting exercise, but I’m not sure it’ll lead anywhere. Meanwhile, let’s go over the plans for the house so you can move in and fulfill the terms of your uncle’s trust. Didn’t you say you had to be living here within three days of the utilities being turned on?”

She blew out a sigh. “Yes, and don’t remind me that the clock is ticking. I have a bed scheduled for delivery tomorrow, which is another reason I wanted the house clean. Easier to do without furniture.”

Cole gathered his papers, then handed her several sheets. “These are your materials. Nothing specific. If you decide you want to put in new flooring anywhere, or tiles, sinks, vanities, countertops, your contractor can give you choices and prices.”

Morgan perused them, visualized a complete renovation, then shoved the dream aside. She needed numbers before she could make decisions. She had money of her own, but most of it was untouchable. She’d liquidated some assets when she decided to make the move to Pine Hills. Her financial advisor would have to juggle more funds, and he’d remind her not to mess with her portfolio, that everything was mapped out, that the market was down, that her own trust from her parents had been set up to release funds on an annual basis until she was thirty-two.

Three more years.

“Here’s how I think you should prioritize,” Cole said, and Morgan focused her attention on the next sheets of paper he handed her.

The two of them wandered the downstairs, Cole pointing out options as they moved from room to room. Morgan added her comments, Cole made notes.

“Wait,” Morgan said. “A fence. When I bring Bailey home, he’ll need room to go out and play.”

Cole scratched his head with the pencil he’d been using. “You’ve got two acres here. Fencing the entire property would be a major budget suck. What about fencing a smaller area in the back?”

Morgan strolled through the kitchen to the back door and let her gaze roam the yard. “That could work. I should get things rolling on that as a number one priority. Do you know any good fencing companies?”

“I’ll ask around,” he said. “I doubt you’ll find someone who could start immediately.”

“That’s all right. Bailey and I will go on walks together until he can be let out alone.”

The noise of the vacuum cleaner stopped, and Rich thumped down the stairs carrying the machine. “Okay if I hit the floors down here?”

“Good timing,” Morgan said. “We’re ready to move upstairs.”

Rich plugged in the vacuum, and Morgan approached. He paused, his hand hovering over the power switch.

“Do you know a good fence company?” she asked.

“I’d recommend Evans Fence Company,” he said. “They’re out of Salem, but they cover the whole area.”

Morgan thanked him and turned to Cole. Instead of the smile she expected, his brows bunched together. She moved past him and tromped up the stairs and into the master bedroom where she stood, hands fisted at her hips, staring at the message on the wall.

Cole joined her, stopping several feet away.

She didn’t turn to face him. “What did I do wrong now?”

“Nothing,” Cole said, without moving closer. “I trust you’ll get more than one estimate and check the company’s references before hiring them. I know you’re on a budget, and I know it’s tempting to take the fast, easy, and cheap way out, but those decisions can turn out costing you more money in the long run.”

She folded her arms across her chest. “Thanks for your sage advice. I’ll take it under consideration.”

“Morgan, I’m not trying to make your decisions for you. I just don’t want you to end up regretting them.”

“If I do, they were my decisions to make, and I’ll have to live with the consequences. Now, if you don’t mind, let’s finish your list. What would you prioritize in here?”

~~~
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COLE HANDED MORGAN the sheets of paper. “Here. Make your own notes.”

She took them, then held out her hand. It took a moment to register that she wanted his pencil, not a handshake. He extended it, holding it a little more tightly than normal so she had to tug on it.

Why are you being such a jerk?

Morgan reached for the graffiti, paused with her hand several inches away. “Will regular paint cover this? I don’t want to have to paint the room this dark a color.”

“There are special primers that should cover it. Your best bet would be to replace the section of drywall.”

“Which would cost more money than paint, right?”

Maybe Morgan didn’t have as much money as he’d thought. Maybe there was a stupid rule in the trust that didn’t permit her to use her own funds, although he couldn’t imagine why.

“Some, yes,” he said. “It’s a small area. I’d be happy to do that for you.”

She tilted her head. “Would it be a breakfast, lunch, or dinner job?”

The tension snapped like a cheap piece of particle board. Cole grinned. “After materials, a fast-food lunch should do it.”

“Can you do it right away?” she asked. “I’m going to be sleeping in here starting tomorrow, and it’s still creeping me out.”

“It’s a deal,” he said. “I’ll hit the Tool Shed for materials. After lunch.”

Why he didn’t want to leave Morgan alone with Rich—the man had been nothing but friendly and professional—made no sense, but his gut said to stay close to her. Whether it was his cop sense or his guy sense, wasn’t clear.

“I need to go through more boxes,” she said. “How about I pay for your lunch and you get what you need? Plus, I’m supposed to be getting an internet connection this afternoon, and I don’t want to risk not being here. The appointment window is noon to five, and it’s eleven-thirty.”

Telling himself it was hormones, not fear for her safety, he agreed.

“My purse is downstairs,” she said.

Where Rich could go through it.

Before Cole triggered another argument, Morgan headed down. Cole followed her to the kitchen, where her purse sat on the counter. She handed him a ten-dollar bill. “Lunch.”

“I’ll bring change,” he said, “and front you for the materials.”

“Save the receipts.”

~
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COLE GRABBED A BURGER from the takeout counter at Burger Hut and took it home. He powered up his laptop and searched Rich’s company. Great reviews, a family business for twenty-plus years.

Get your hormones under control.

Feeling a quick tinge of guilt for checking behind Morgan’s back, he checked Evans Fence Company. A startup, no red flags. Satisfied, he moved on to Kirk Webster, starting with the Pine Hills High School’s yearbooks.

Good-looking kid, based on his senior photo. Dark curls, expressive eyes behind black-framed glasses. Nothing memorable. Not listed on any club rosters, not flagged in any school photos.

Kind of like Morgan’s uncle. A nonentity.

As he stared at the picture, thoughts swirled through his head. He picked up the journal he’d abandoned last night, this time trying to read between the lines. To analyze the words, as Miss Oberg said. To look for a deeper meaning.

Cole had questioned whether authors had all those deeper meanings in mind when they wrote the books, or if it was an English teacher’s ploy to keep their classes occupied. Blue eyes were blue eyes, weren’t they? Maybe Hemingway had a good friend with blue eyes. Or he’d been looking at the sky.

His time as a cop had taught Cole about hidden meanings and subtext, although that was from watching body language and listening to vocal inflections.

Not wanting to mark up the journal without Morgan’s permission, and not ready to tell her why he was asking, he found a pad of sticky notes and flagged suspect passages.

He’d have to dig a little deeper. First, Morgan expected him to start drywall repairs. The mud would take a day to dry, but the offensive message wouldn’t be there. He grabbed his laptop and the journal and made his way to the Tool Shed.

According to the yearbook, Kirk had graduated six years ago. Were the Websters the last renters of the property? When and where had they moved? According to Morgan, Kirk had brought the journals with him when they moved into the house. Why had he left them behind? Had he gone to Oregon State? His journal entries hadn’t mentioned his being accepted, only that he was applying, and would be glad to close the door on Pine Hills High.

Had Rich known more about Kirk than he’d told Morgan?
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Chapter 19
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MORGAN CHECKED THE time. Again. Where was Cole? How long did it take to have lunch and buy some supplies? Two of Rich’s people had arrived, and the three-person crew was busy scrubbing and polishing, as well as cleaning the windows inside and out.

The internet people had come and gone. She had Wi-Fi and a television hookup, so she was free to leave, except for Rich. She wanted to get to the clinic for her second visit with Bailey.

Even though Cole treated her as if she had just bounced off a turnip truck, she wasn’t going to leave the cleaning crew alone in the house, even if the only things they could steal were a lumpy old couch—which she’d be delighted to have them abscond with—and a couple of cheap lamps, an old stove, and fridge.

She might have to live with puke green kitchen appliances, but what about a washer and dryer? Did buying those appliances fall under repairs? Morgan didn’t think Uncle Bob had known how much his house was going to deteriorate when he’d established his budget. According to Mr. Hathaway, he’d set up the trust two years before moving into the Villas, so numbers were based on ten-year-old values. Prices rarely went down.

Thinking of everything she had yet to do—and what she might be forgetting—had her head spinning and ready to explode.

She found a not-quite-so-lumpy spot on the couch and settled in with her laptop to check Rich’s company’s website. What she saw confirmed she’d made the right choice, even if she hadn’t executed due diligence before hiring him. Taking the advice of the hostess at The Wagon Wheel had panned out well.

She searched for local fencing companies and chose three—including the one Rich had recommended—to follow up with. She might as well price out furniture and see if there was an alternative to a standard IKEA decorating platform.

When her parents had died and she’d had to remake herself, Morgan hadn’t thought to redecorate their apartment, the one that had been home for brief intervals between travels. When she’d settled in Dublin, Ohio, into her own place for the first time, most of her personal touches fell into the accessories department. Having spent so much time in hotels all over the world, and not much time in any one of them, she’d never developed a style preference.

She thought back further. To her early childhood. When she was a normal kid. Her pink and purple bedroom, her stuffed animals—and her futile attempt to have a pet.

Bailey. How was he doing? The vet would have called if he’d gotten worse, wouldn’t she?

Where the hell was Cole?

A car pulling up sent her rushing to the front door.

Not a car. A pickup. She closed her search and moved to the living room window. Another of Rich’s crew?

The door opened and Cole jumped out. Morgan stepped onto the porch. Cole waved, then moved to the back of the truck and started unloading supplies.

“Took longer than I thought. I had to borrow a friend’s truck,” he said. “I can get the first coat done. I should have suggested this before you hired a crew, because drywall makes a mess, but I didn’t know you were having cleaning people in today.”

Was she supposed to check in with him every time she made a decision—or ask him before she made one? She pasted on a smile. “I’m sure I can count on you to clean up whatever mess you make.”

“I bought plastic sheeting to confine the dust,” he said. “Not perfect, but it’ll help. I’ll clean up after myself.”

“Can I trust you to be on your own for a while? I want to check on Bailey.”

Cole snapped his fingers. “Damn. I forgot. I’ve got all his stuff in my car.”

“Since I can’t bring him home yet, there’s still time.” She gave Cole her most innocent smile. “In case you didn’t notice when you drove in, there are two more people working with Rich, so now you have three people to keep an eye on.”

He grimaced. “I overstepped before, okay? I— Never mind. Say hi to Bailey for me.”

Was that an apology? Morgan got the feeling there might have been one hiding in there, obscured by his never mind and change of subject. “I’ll be off then. Back in about an hour.”

“Wait a sec. Would it be too much trouble to ask you to bring the journals over? I’d like to check out the earlier ones.”

She hadn’t noticed anything out of the ordinary in the ones she’d read. Had he found something? Whatever it was, she’d press for more when she got back. She wanted her wall de-graffitied and wanted to see Bailey. “Will do.”

~~~
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COLE CHECKED IN WITH Rich, let him know what he’d be doing, apologized for undoing the work he’d done upstairs.

“Haven’t started cleaning the carpet in that bedroom,” Rich said, a hint of exasperation in his tone. “Guess I’ll have to come back.”

“I’ll let Morgan—Miss Tate—know it’s on me. She might want to replace the carpet in that room. As I recall, it was in bad shape.”

A corner of Rich’s mouth turned up. “Agreed. Don’t think even I could get all the stains out, and there’s nothing anyone can do about the worn spots.”

“One more thing,” Cole said. “When you have a free moment, I’d like to talk to you about Kirk Webster, if that’s all right.”

Rich’s expression shuttered. “Not sure how much time I’ll have. I’ll try.”

Maybe there was something Rich knew. Something he didn’t want to talk about.

Cole set to work, spreading his plastic sheeting on the floor and over the doorway. Morgan might want to have the furniture people set up her bed in one of the smaller bedrooms. He’d move it back in here once the drywall mess was dealt with.

Cole gathered his supplies, his tools, and took one last look at the graffiti. Had Kirk written it? Given the broad brushstrokes, the all caps, there was no obvious way to compare it to the kid’s neat handwriting.

He cut out the offending chunk of drywall, inserted his patch and taped the seams. He’d finished the first coat of mud with no visit from Rich. One of his crew was cleaning carpets in the other two bedrooms, and the chemical smell wafting upstairs said someone was cleaning the oven.

Cole looked up as Morgan came through the plastic curtain, carrying the stack of journals. Her grin faded when she saw the mess. “You’re not done yet?”

“Takes three coats of mud, and each has to dry for twenty-four hours.”

She dropped the journals—rather forcibly—on the edge of the plastic sheeting.

“You didn’t see fit to mention this before you started? If I’d known, I might have opted to go the paint route. And you were chewing me out for not keeping you up to speed on every single decision I made?”

Cole flashed back on how his father had defused arguments. “You’re right,” he said.

Morgan’s expression reminded him of his mother’s. There was no good comeback she could offer, nothing to escalate the differences of opinion.

Once, when his father had used those words, it seemed to Cole as though it was Dad, not Mom, who should’ve come out on top. His father had taken him aside.

“In her mind, she’s right,” he’d said, “and there’s no point in playing one-upmanship. You have to let go of your ego. You’re more of a man, not less, if you can give in.”

“What am I supposed to do for three days?” Morgan asked, interrupting his reverie.

Cole shared his thoughts from when he’d realized his offer to eradicate the graffiti wasn’t a quick fix.

Morgan narrowed her eyes. “So, you’ll move the bed?”

“Of course. My bad, my fix. But,” he went on, “maybe you’d prefer using the other bedroom awhile longer. Take your time fixing this one. Get new carpet, paint, window treatments, furniture. That way, you don’t have to hurry your decision and can get what you want.”

Morgan’s expression softened. Almost dreamy. Had he managed to turn a negative into a positive?

Thanks, Dad.

Rich chose that moment to interrupt—of course. He glanced at Cole, then Morgan, and cleared his throat, as if he wasn’t aware she was up here. “We’re almost done, Miss Tate. Except for this room.”

“That’s fine,” she said. “Cole has explained what he’s doing, and it looks like this room has become project number one. Thanks for the fence recommendation. I’ve put them on my list to ask for estimates.”

The way her gaze cut to his told Cole that tidbit was for his benefit.

“I’ll get my invoice,” Rich said and left the room.

“I left something in the truck.” Cole strode after him.

Rich unlocked his van and reached for a clipboard on the driver’s seat. Cole waited nearby.

“I think I know what you’re asking,” Rich said, “and it was years ago. We were all kids, and most of us didn’t understand. We said things—did things—we shouldn’t have, and I’m not proud of myself for not stepping up.” He shrugged. “High school is—high school. It’s all about posturing and perceptions. That’s all I’m going to say.”

“Understood.”

In case Morgan was watching, Cole went to his borrowed truck and pretended to be looking for something. Rich’s reluctance to speak heightened Cole’s conviction that his hunch last night might’ve been right. He needed to look at the rest of the journals.
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Chapter 20
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IGNORING COLE, WHO was working on his patch job, Morgan kicked the graffiti-covered drywall across the room.

Why had she thought she could do this? She should have trashed the whole project as soon as she saw the house. Definitely when she found the graffiti.

It’s for Austin.

Thinking about his talent, how she could create a better life for the boy reset her determination. She checked her phone for text messages or missed calls. He hadn’t responded to the text she’d sent this morning. She’d try again when school was out.

“Sorry,” she muttered and fetched the drywall. “I guess I need to buy a trash can.”

One more thing for her list, which was growing like Jack’s beanstalk.

Cole hadn’t reacted to her temper fit. “Getting a Dumpster for construction debris will be part of your contract.” He dusted his hands on his jeans. “I can help with the boxes in the basement.”

She tried to hide her dread. They had to be dealt with, and now that her house was clean, she didn’t want to bring them into the living room. She’d have to suck it up and work in the basement.

She could do it. Her lamps would brighten the place. The sooner she went through the boxes, the sooner she could get rid of them, turn the space from a dark, gloomy dungeon into a ... less dark, less gloomy area.

Once the boxes were gone, could she get a concrete floor poured? Jack’s beanstalk had grown another branch.

Did she want Cole around? Which was better—having him see her fear or having him around for company and support?

She didn’t need his support.

What was wrong with company? Friends, she reminded herself.

“Are there outlets?” she asked. “So I can plug in the lamps.”

“There should be. There’s an overhead fixture which, if the bulbs are good, should help now that you’ve got power.”

Why hadn’t she noticed? As if she’d seen anything other than what was right in front of her, and most of that through her phone’s camera.

“I’ll check,” she said.

Her palms went wet, her mouth turned to sandpaper. Clenching her fists, she headed downstairs, ears perked to see if Cole followed.

Feeling a modicum of relief when she sensed his presence behind her, Morgan marched to the basement door. Flung it open. The stairwell lay in darkness. She fumbled for the flashlight app on her phone. A second light joined hers.

Sucking a deep breath, she descended, one hand on the rail, the other sending a beacon ahead of her.

If she didn’t stop, she could do this. Cole hadn’t said a word.

She reached the bottom step and moved her phone’s light across the space. The boxes hadn’t miraculously disappeared. Her phone revealed a large overhead fluorescent fixture in the center of the room. Morgan flipped the switch on the wall.

Nothing.

“Guess it needs new bulbs,” she said. “Given how everything else in the house is gone, I shouldn’t be surprised. Do you think the whole fixture’s dead?”

Cole stood behind her, and she realized he couldn’t get around her on the narrow stairs. She sucked in another mega-breath and stepped onto the basement floor.

Still not speaking, Cole moved past her and illuminated the fixture with his light. “No bulbs,” he said. “There’s a chance the entire fixture’s bad, but I’d go for the bulbs being the issue.”

“Would it make sense to go to a warehouse store in Salem, or can I get what I need at the Tool Shed?”

“Bigger selection at the warehouse stores, but you could get the essentials locally. Your call,” he said. “For a few starter items, it’s easier and faster to shop in town.”

“Would you mind another shopping trip?” she asked. “You have a truck today, and things like trash cans won’t fit in my car.”

If she asked, then it was her decision, not Cole trying to run the show.

“Glad to help.”

“Let me talk to my neighbor first, set up a time to meet with whoever’s in charge of their handyman slash construction company.”

“I’ll wait,” he said.

What? He wasn’t going to be her shadow? Had she gotten through to him? “I was locked in a basement storage room when I was five. I was alone for hours. My parents thought I was at a friend’s house.”

Why had she blurted that out now?

He paused, his gaze capturing hers. “Scary.”

“Terrifying. Apparently, there are still triggers.”

“Like dark basements.” He stepped closer, extended a hand.

To her surprise, she accepted it.

It was nothing more than a gentle squeeze. His hands were warm. Chalky traces of whatever he’d been working with filmed them.

She squeezed back, stood on tiptoe and brushed a quick kiss across his cheek, feeling the faint scrape of stubble against her lips.

Heat rising to her face, she darted up the stairs. “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

~~~
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COLE STOOD, FROZEN in shock. What had he done? Said? More like what he hadn’t done or said. He ran his fingertips where her lips had been, southerly stirrings making themselves known.

Morgan obviously didn’t like being told what to do, even if it was for her own good. Dare he start looking in boxes? She didn’t like being down here, and she’d told him why. He sensed it wasn’t something she shared easily.

Using his phone for light, he got out his box cutter and started slitting the cartons open. He wouldn’t look inside, just save her some work. He unstacked some boxes, but couldn’t get far without destroying the path through the basement. He could do more when he returned for the next drywall mud coat.

Back upstairs, he fetched the journals Morgan had dumped in the bedroom and brought them to the sofa. Forward or backward? Since he’d already read the final entries, he’d back up, one book at a time.

He’d gotten through a third of the next journal, his suspicions neither confirmed nor eliminated, when Morgan walked through the front door.

“Tom, the head guy of the handyman team, is coming at seven tonight. Will that work for you?” she asked.

“Not a problem.” Cole stuck a scrap of paper to mark his place and stood. “Ready to go shopping?”

Fifteen minutes later, they wandered the aisles at the Tool Shed. He held his tongue on offering suggestions.

Wait for her to ask.

He discovered by hanging back and keeping his mouth shut, she did ask his opinions.

“Should we go to Thriftway, too, as long as we’re here?” she asked. “They might have a better selection for basic housewares. And I need food.”

He agreed, and by the time they got to the house, it was pushing six. When he offered to go home and come back for the seven o’clock meeting, Morgan pulled the deli chicken she’d bought from the bag.

“Why not stay? I have plenty to share. Of course, it’ll have to be picnic style. I brought bedding with me, so we’ll have a place to sit instead of standing at the kitchen counter. I brought my silverware, too.”

“Works for me.”

Cole and Morgan set their purchases in the dining room space to deal with as needed. After they put away the perishables, Morgan set dinner fixings on the kitchen counter—a chicken, potato salad, and a bag of tossed green salad. “Hope this is okay. The card table is too rickety, plus—no chairs.”

He grinned. “My kind of meal.”

“I’m not much of a cook, I’m afraid.”

Cole had figured that, or she wasn’t going to get into cooking until her house was more in order. Either way, he was having dinner with Morgan.

She spread a large quilt on the middle of the living room floor. “Plastic plates and heirloom silver. Quite the picnic.”

“Eclectic is good.” Cole filled his plate and took it into the living room, sitting cross-legged on the quilt.

Morgan joined him. “I should have bought wine. To celebrate my first meal on Elm Street.”

“Another time.” Cole scooped up a forkful of potato salad. Her first meal, not their first meal. That would have been expecting too much. However, he wasn’t getting vibes that this would be their last meal together here.

“I slit more boxes,” he said. “Save you time when you’re ready.” He watched her body language, but she didn’t tense. Maybe admitting the reason for her fear had given her courage.

They finished eating, and Morgan gathered the plates and silverware. “I’ll handle cleanup. I’d appreciate it if you’d put the new bulbs in the basement fixture. See if that was the problem.”

“Glad to do it.”

Cole carried a stepladder to the basement, then rearranged a few boxes so he could install the light bulbs in the overhead fixture. A flip of the switch said it had been the bulbs, not the fixture.

Score one for Cole.

“All done and working,” he said when he entered the living room.

Morgan folded the quilt. “I should have bought something to offer Tom when he comes over. I don’t even have a coffee pot yet.”

“I’m sure he won’t expect it. He’s here on a job estimate.”

Promptly at seven, a vehicle rumbled up the drive. Footfalls thumped up the porch steps. The doorbell rang. Morgan jumped to answer it.

Cole stood, tempted to follow, but held back. Morgan asked who it was. Good. Did she know what Tom looked like?

Someone says they’re coming over at seven, the doorbell rings at seven. Odds were pretty good it was the right guy. Still, Cole’s cop training said you couldn’t make assumptions.

Morgan invited the man in. He looked familiar. Cole extended his hand. “Cole Patton. I’m with the Pine Hills PD. You’re fire?”

Tom, standing about six-one, blond buzz cut, hazel eyes, and looking like he could pose for one of those firefighter calendars, shifted a clipboard and accepted the handshake. “That’s right. Tom Limbaugh. I head up the handyman group. Your neighbor, Layton Forsythe, said you wanted an estimate.”

Morgan swept her arm around the room. “There’s a lot to be done, and I’m on a fixed budget.”

“Not a problem. We’re always happy to work with clients,” Tom said.

Cole stepped closer to Morgan. “I’ve done a couple small jobs with your crew, but I don’t think our paths have crossed.”

“Given there are ten of us, working different shifts, that’s quite possible,” Tom said.

“Ten? I didn’t realize Pine Hills Fire had that many qualified construction people,” Cole said.

Tom smiled. “We draw from the surrounding towns as well.” He turned to Morgan, his smile widening. “How about you show me what you want done?”

Morgan went to the kitchen for the notes she and Cole had made. “Cole’s a licensed contractor, just not in Oregon. I was hoping he might be included on your crew.”

Tom threw Cole a scrutinizing gaze. “If he’s worked with us before, we might be able to fit him in.”

“He did some drywall repair for me,” Morgan said. “You can look at it, see if he’s up to your standards.”

Cole bristled. There was nothing Tom would find fault with in his work.

Half an hour later, Tom had made his notes. Cole had to admit, the guy knew his stuff. The few times he’d pitched in with their crew had been paint jobs, and he hadn’t seen how they handled the kind of projects Morgan needed. His concerns she wouldn’t get quality work eased. He’d still remind her to get references.

He prepared himself for her reaction when he brought it up.

“I’ll have numbers for you tomorrow,” Tom said. “I’ll give you choices, like we discussed.”

Morgan walked Tom to the door, Cole right behind him.

“My schedule is first shift Saturday through Tuesday. I’m available after work, or on my days off, if you can fit me in,” Cole said.

Tom gave Cole another assessing glance, then shifted his gaze to Morgan. “See what I can do,” he said, still focused on Morgan.

Why did Cole think that if Tom hired him, he’d stick him with the worst of the grunt work? He could hear his father laughing.

If you’d stayed with me, you’d be ordering people around, not taking orders.
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Chapter 21
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MORGAN TURNED DOWN Cole’s offer to stay and help her go through the boxes. “You need to be up early tomorrow,” she said.

“I’ll come by after shift to put on the next drywall coat. Will you be around?”

“Don’t see why not. Text me when you’re on your way.”

Once he’d left, she admitted that she didn’t want the distraction of his presence tonight. When he was around, only half her mind was on task. The other half was on Cole. What he smelled like, how blue his eyes were—like the Mediterranean Sea. She recalled the view from the hotel room in Monaco, how she’d wished she could go out and enjoy the beaches like a normal person. Instead, she’d met the prince, been the guest of honor at a cocktail party she was too young to enjoy.

Boxes. Boxes. Boxes.

Morgan descended into the basement, which didn’t seem so frightening now with the glow from the overhead fixture erasing the shadows. She had a trash can and lots of plastic bags to dispose of any more unwanted guests.

She set a timer for twenty minutes. The way her mother had broken her practice sessions into smaller bits when Morgan complained her hands were tired and she’d rather go play with friends.

Of course, that had stopped with tutors and home schooling. There weren’t friends to play with anymore.

Grasping the flaps of the first carton, Morgan closed her eyes, held her breath, and opened the box.

No rats. Towels. All different shades of blue. Could she use them? Would she even want to? She held one up. Threadbare in spots. A quick perusal said they were all in the same basic condition. Old and worn.

They might make good rags, or bedding for Bailey. She went upstairs for her purse and found a pen to label the boxes. When her timer went off, she’d found more towels, magazines, old newspapers too crumbly to deal with, and clothes. Plus, a box of half-used candles. She’d categorized the boxes as keepers—she had the one with towels so far—trash, and charity. One box of clothes made that category.

She’d gone through all the boxes Cole had opened. She’d need help getting them upstairs so she could open more.

Morgan set her timer for another twenty minutes. She didn’t need help. This was her house, her project. She dragged the boxes labeled trash near the base of the stairs, which gave her access to another layer of boxes.

Using a kitchen knife, she opened six more. She added a recycling category when she opened a carton filled with empty plastic water bottles. Another held empty soda bottles.

She thought of what her mother would say, watching Morgan do manual labor. Your hands, Morgan. Be mindful of your hands.

All those years of being what her mother called mindful hadn’t made a whit of difference.

The sharp tingling told Morgan it was time to stop. She shook her hands, trying to dispel the painful pins and needles, then did some forearm and wrist stretches and her spider finger exercises. She’d work on more boxes tomorrow.

Back at the inn, she lay on her bed, thinking about tomorrow and the boxes. She hadn’t found anything remotely worth saving—rags didn’t count—or anything that hinted at who all the contents belonged to. If it was Uncle Bob, she should go through all of them. If it was renters, why not just call someone to haul it all away?

Could there be a connection to the graffiti? Even if there was, would she recognize it? Would it matter?

You know you’re too curious not to look in every box. Who knows? There might be a treasure in one of them.

If she was going to spend this much time moving boxes, she ought to pull out her wrist braces.

Nothing like advertising your failures to the world.

They don’t know who you were. They don’t know you’re a failure.

~
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MORGAN WOKE EARLY THE next morning, wanting to squeeze in time for a visit with Bailey before she had to be at the house for her delivery. She let the front desk know she’d be checking out and to have her bill ready.

“We hope you enjoyed your stay,” Mrs. More Cheerful said. “Do you want to keep everything on the credit card on file?”

“Yes, and I did, thanks. Would it be possible to find someone to help carry my bags to my car? If not right away, I can come back whenever it’s convenient.”

“If you’ll come back after breakfast, I’ll have someone to help you.”

When Morgan returned after a quick meal at Sadie’s, Mrs. More Cheerful beamed. “You’re in luck. I’ve got a hunk-and-a-half working on a room heater today. He’ll be happy to help you with your bags. Let me know when you’re ready to go.”

Morgan went upstairs and finished packing. After verifying she hadn’t left anything behind, she called down to the desk. A few minutes later, there was a knock on the door.

A familiar voice said, “I’m here to help with your luggage.”

When she opened the door to Tom, his polite smile turned to surprise, then a broad grin. “Morgan. We meet again.”

~~~
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COLE SHOWED UP EARLY for shift, hoping to have time to talk to Detweiler or Kovak before roll call.

He tapped on the door of their shared office. No response.

“Looking for me, Patton?” Detweiler’s voice carried down the hall.

Cole stepped aside to let the detective unlock the door. “I found something interesting about the graffiti on the old Elm Street house. I wanted to run it by you.”

Detweiler motioned him inside, and Cole took a seat in the visitor’s chair. He explained how he’d been helping Morgan, and about the journals she’d found. “I tried to track down the kid who wrote them at Oregon State, but hit a dead end. Going there seemed to be his goal, but the journals stopped before he mentioned being accepted. I couldn’t find him in school yearbooks or graduation records.”

“Maybe he went somewhere else.” Detweiler tapped his fingers on a stack of file folders sitting on his desk. Body Language 101 said the man was impatient to get to work, although he kept his gaze focused on Cole.

Cole explained the feelings he’d gotten when he’d talked to Rich. “There’s a secret in there, Sir, and I’ve got a niggle that Kirk Webster was either the one who wrote the message on the wall, or the one the message was talking about. I’d like to proceed.” Cole held up a hand. “Before you tell me niggles aren’t enough to open investigations, I know that, Sir. It’s just something that won’t let go.”

“What do you want from me?” Detweiler asked.

Cole flashed a weak smile. “I’m not sure. Guess I needed a sounding board. What would you do if you suspected something you couldn’t prove?”

The detective paused, as if examining a moment from his past. “I’d make damn sure I didn’t cross any lines while I dug deeper.”

Was that a subtle way of saying Cole was free to investigate...but to be careful?

“Thank you, Sir.”

Detweiler rested his hands on the edge of his desk and pierced Cole with his gaze. “And I’d make damn sure it didn’t interfere with my assigned duties as a member of the Pine Hills Police Department. Especially if I was the lowest ranking officer on the force.”

Cole stood at attention. “Yes, Sir. Understood, Sir.”

Detweiler tapped his keyboard. “Kirk Webster, you said? Went to Pine Hills High?”

Cole kept his expression neutral, despite feeling that he’d just hit winning numbers in the lottery. “Yes, Sir. Graduated six years ago.”

“See you at roll call.” The sound of computer keys clicking followed Cole as he walked to the briefing room. Was Detweiler investigating Kirk Webster?

Why would he look into a niggle?

At roll call, when nothing was said about the house on Elm Street or Kirk Webster, Cole suspected Detweiler had been humoring him. Let the new kid have his fun.

Cole coasted through his patrol routes. Could he find a reason to go into the high school? Conveniently work things around so asking questions about Kirk Webster wouldn’t stand out?

Nope. No calls about loitering teens.

While he was at Confections by Ashley for a caffeine and sugar boost, Dispatch called, told him he had more papers to serve. He shoved the rest of his Danish into his mouth, grabbed a napkin from a table dispenser, and headed for the station. He picked up the summons and passed reception on his way out.

Could he ask Scott Whelan to have lunch with him? Pick his brain some more now that he had new information? Okay, information was a stretch. Cole had a few facts he’d put his own spin on. Whelan’s experience might shed new light, or open new avenues of thinking.

Whelan agreed to a brain-picking lunch session, and Cole headed out to let some unsuspecting soul find out he was being sued and would have to go to court. Cole prepared for hostility—most people hated being served and took it out on the person doing the serving—but the man accepted the summons without comment, his eyes showing a hint of guilt.

Glad there had been no argument, Cole continued his patrol route, weaving through neighborhoods, making a police presence known. His eyes scanned the streets, the yards, alert to anything unusual. As was most often the case, all was quiet.

He let Dispatch know he’d take one swing by the river.

As he approached, he caught a glimpse of a powder blue Mustang tucked into a copse of trees. Great. He couldn’t read the plate, but what were the odds there were two of these classics in Pine Hills?

He let Dispatch know his whereabouts and tapped his vest before leaving his vehicle.
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MORGAN BLINKED AT THE sight of Tom standing in her doorway. Mrs. More Cheerful had been spot on when she’d called him a hunk-and-a-half. He’d been friendly and helpful last night, assuring Morgan he’d get her the best possible prices. Maybe he’d been flirting, too.

She got no twinges when she looked at him. No tingles. She invited him in and pointed out the suitcases and boxes. “These need to go into my car. Since there’s no elevator to get a bellman’s cart up here, it’ll be a couple of trips. Sorry.”

“Hey, no apologies needed. There’s a cart in the lobby. Glad to help a new resident of Pine Hills.” He winked. “Doesn’t hurt when they’re pretty.”

No question. Definitely flirting.

Ignoring his last comment, she grabbed her car keys and the handle of her carry-on. They assembled everything on the cart in the lobby and wheeled it to her car.

“I’m almost done here.” Tom put the last of her cartons in the trunk. “I could come over when I’m finished, help you unload at the house.”

Morgan wasn’t getting the same as a friend vibe she got from Cole. This guy seemed to be out for rolls in the hay with no commitment.

She flashed a polite smile. “That’s very nice of you, but I’m fine.”

“Hey, I forgot to mention it last night. The fire department has a program where we sell smoke alarms and carbon monoxide detectors at cost. I can bring them by later today if you’d like.” His smile was Hollywood bright.

This guy wasn’t going to give up. “I’m not sure when I’ll be around. Can I pick them up at the fire department?”

His smile lost a few watts. “Sure.”

Glad she’d already settled her bill and could drive off, she headed for the vet clinic.

Morgan swore Bailey perked up when he saw her, not just because she was another human who might pay him some attention, but because he recognized her. There was nothing phony about Bailey’s affections. Or was he anticipating the treats she gave him? The dog was no longer hooked up to the IV, and Derrick suggested she and Bailey go outside for a short walk.

“Doc said you can take him home this afternoon,” Derrick said. “As long as you’re able to keep an eye on things, he’ll be happier out of this environment. You’ll need to bring him back every few days so she can check the healing progress.”

Home. Home to what? Not to mention all of Bailey’s new supplies were still in Cole’s car.

One look in Bailey’s brown eyes made her say she’d make it work. “That’ll be fine.”

Derrick fixed Bailey up with a collar and leash and scratched the dog’s head. “Enjoy the sunshine, fella.”

Morgan chatted with Bailey as they strolled the grassy area around the clinic. He seemed intent on sniffing every blade of grass, every shrub, every stone, as if he’d never seen anything like them before. Every couple of sniffs, he’d turn and look at her, as if to say Are you still here?

“Always and forever, Bailey,” she whispered.

With a good-bye and a promise to return—and another treat—Morgan left Bailey for Elm Street. Leaving everything in the car, she returned to her boxes. Trash pickup was on Tuesday, and she vowed to be done long before that.

She sent Cole a text.

Need Bailey’s things. He’s coming home tonight.

Morgan didn’t know the rules about using personal phones while on duty, but she figured he’d check when he got off work, if not before.

Feeling organized and efficient, she pocketed her phone and slit more boxes. Things moved quickly now that she had a system based on what she’d found in the ones she’d already opened. Whoever packed them had been methodical. Every box held similar items, so after a quick peek to make certain there was nothing beyond that box’s category, she could label it and move on to the next. The worst were the ones that contained empty cans. Whoever had stored them had flattened them without cleaning. Although she didn’t find more dead rats, the smell and mold put those boxes into her trash section, not recycling.

She might be done by lunchtime.

The doorbell rang, and she raced upstairs. “Coming.”

“Bed for Morgan Tate,” one of the men said after she opened the door.

Having agreed with Cole’s suggestion to use another bedroom while she made the master her own space, Morgan directed the two men upstairs. They assembled the metal frame, positioned the box spring, and plopped the mattress on top. Okay for sleeping, but nothing much to look at.

With the delivery men gone, Morgan went downstairs to the dining area for the boxes she’d brought over yesterday. She pulled out a sheet set, then went for the plastic bag that held her pillow. That was one creature comfort she hadn’t been willing to leave behind, bulky though it was.

She made the bed, then wrestled the card table up the stairs to use as a bedside table. After making sure it wouldn’t tip over if she breathed too hard, she added one of the lamps.

Hands on hips, she stepped back. “Home sweet home,” she muttered.

Might as well bring in more of her things.

Once her suitcases were inside, she set them near the staircase. Easier—and safer—to make numerous trips up and down than to lug the heavy cases up there.

She opened her cartons, sorting based on what was essential, and where it would go. Rich’s crew had cleaned all the kitchen drawers and cabinets. Since Morgan wasn’t a kitchen person, the few items she’d brought with her seemed lonely and forlorn. She’d bought a coffee maker at the hardware store, so she set it up and started brewing a pot.

A bed and fresh coffee. All the comforts of home.

Her phone rang in her pocket. She jumped. Austin’s ringtone. Morgan swiped to accept the call. Why would he be calling when he was supposed to be in class?

“Austin? What’s wrong?”

The voice that responded wasn’t Austin’s. It was his mother’s. From the slurred speech, she was plastered.
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COLE SURVEYED THE AREA surrounding the Mustang for signs that someone was around. Randall had seemed appreciative when Cole had let him off with a warning last time. Had he decided to get even? Leaving the Mustang as a lure while he hid and watched?

To do what? The kid might be rich, might be spoiled, but getting back at a cop required a level of stupidity Cole didn’t think Randall possessed.

Cole radioed Dispatch, asked for a check to see whether Randall was in school. As he waited, he sorted through the possibilities sprinting through his head. Ambushing a cop was low on the list. Dispatch hadn’t reported any calls to this area, and why sit around on the off chance a cop—and one in particular—would happen by?

The car wasn’t rocking. No active encounters at the moment.

Was Randall in the car? What if he was hurt? Seconds could count. Cole hit the release on his holster and crept toward the car. “Pine Hills Police. Driver, are you in the vehicle?”

No response.

Best case scenario, Randall—assuming he was the driver—and anyone else he had with him were farther into the woods, drinking, smoking, or having a quick dip in the river.

Cole unholstered his weapon, left his prints on the trunk, made sure the cover was latched, and announced himself again. If someone was napping, that ought to wake him up.

Still nothing indicated the car was occupied.

Keeping low, weapon drawn, Cole moved toward the driver side door. He raised his head enough to peer inside.

Crap! He keyed his radio. “Dispatch. Patton. Roll backup and an ambulance to my location, end of River Drive. One casualty. Male, about sixteen. Assessing now.”

Cole yanked the door open. Randall Ebersold lay across the front seat, his eyes swollen shut, his hair matted with blood. Cole felt for a pulse. Faint, but steady. The boy’s chest rose and fell.

“Randall. Can you hear me? Help is on the way.”

A faint groan escaped from Randall’s lips.

“Do you know who did this to you?”

Randall’s eyelids fluttered.

“Are you hurt anywhere else?” Cole leaned in, checked for more blood.

A whisper. “Arm.”

Cole did a quick visual. No protruding bones, which was good. Touching or moving the boy could do more harm, so Cole crouched by the open door and offered assurances.

Dispatch’s update said Cole’s backup and ambulance would be there in five.

“Roger that,” Cole said into the mic. “Find out who else is absent from the high school today.”

“Just a couple minutes,” Cole said to Randall.

“My ... father,” Randall whispered.

“I can call him right now,” Cole said.

The boy’s eyes opened as far as was possible, given their swollen condition. “No!”

The sound was a sharp whisper.

Cole got the message as if it had been belted from a rock concert stage. “Your mother? Should I call her?”

Randall’s head moved from side to side. His no was softer, but a definite negative.

Why wouldn’t the kid want family around? He was sixteen. No way anything would happen without a parent present.

Flashing lights signaled the approach of the ambulance and backup. While the medics attended to Randall, Cole explained the situation to Brody. To Cole’s mild surprise, Brody made no move to put himself in charge, despite being the senior officer.

“What’s your take?” Brody asked.

“The kid didn’t talk much, but someone beat the crap out of him. It’s possible he—or they—are still around. I say we do a quick surveillance down to the river, see if we can find anyone.

Brody puffed his lips in and out. “Makes sense. You check around the car already? Unless they beat him up inside, there should be footprints, drag marks, some blood.”

“Nothing jumped out. I was looking for people at that point, and once I found the kid, I couldn’t leave him.” Cole gave it more thought. He and Brody didn’t have crime scene training. “We should call Connor.”

“Messing around in a classic Mustang would make his day. We’re not the ones who can call him to the scene, though,” Brody said. “Above our pay grade.”

“I’ll call it in.” Cole keyed his radio, got put through to Detweiler, and explained the situation.

“Already on my way,” the detective said.

Of course. He’d be listening to the radio traffic.

“Clear the area,” Detweiler added. “If the assailants are around, we don’t want to give them time to get away. Scope out areas that contain potential evidence, flag them. Then sit tight. I’ll be there in under ten.”

The medics had Randall on a gurney and were wheeling him to the ambulance. Cole shook his head. “Between the medics, and me checking the scene and trying to find out what Randall knew, we’ve contaminated the immediate area.”

The two men strolled along the path toward the river, looking for evidence that someone had been there recently.

“Any idea who did this?” Brody asked. “Didn’t you catch him in flagrante the other day?”

“I sent him—and his girlfriend—off with a warning. Why beat him up if nobody got in trouble?”

“Maybe the girl was pissed and decided to round up some of her other friends to get even. Wait.” Brody stopped. Pointed. “What’s that?”

“Where?”

Brody took his flashlight, shone it into the brush about ten yards off the trail. “Looks like beer cans. Nothing unusual about that around here.”

“Mark it,” Cole said. “It’s a Connor thing.”

Brody produced a packet of yellow crime scene tape from a pocket, ripped off a length and tied it around a branch. “I’m thinking by the time you found the car, our perpetrators were long gone. Let the big guy take over.”

Familiar sounds of Detweiler’s F-150 said the big guy had arrived.
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“WHY ARE YOU CALLING me, Mrs. Jackson?” Morgan gripped the phone as if she could make the woman’s eyes bulge. “Let me speak with Austin, please.”

“He ain’t here. I can’t do this no more. Piano playing ain’t going to do us no good. People like us, we gets money from kids what plays sports. You finds him a coach—football, basketball, hell, even tennis—that makes sense. Better yet, you take him on. Kid’s nothing but trouble.”

Her words were slurred, but Morgan had no trouble following the conversation, one they had every month or two. One the woman wouldn’t remember when she sobered up.

Morgan took a calming breath. “That’s right, Mrs. Jackson. Now let me talk to Austin so I can straighten this out for you.”

“Said he ain’t here.”

“Where is he?”

“School. Least he’s supposed to be.”

“That’s good, Mrs. Jackson.”

Nothing.

“Mrs. Jackson?” More silence. Damn, why didn’t cell phones have dial tones?

Assuming Austin’s mom had either disconnected or dropped the phone, Morgan hit the end call button and called Mr. Nakamura.

His “Yes, Miss Tate” when he picked up dripped with exasperation.

“I’m sorry ... again,” she said. “Austin’s mother has his phone, and from the way she sounded, it’s highly unlikely she’ll be in any condition to get Austin to his lesson. I’ll call the school, see if they’ll get a message to him that I’m ordering an Uber to get him there.”

His pause chilled her like a D flat minor chord from a silent movie organ.

“This might as well be the time to bring it up, Miss Tate. I’m afraid I can no longer provide lessons for Austin.”

“You’re dropping him?” she said. “You can’t. Not now.”

“It’s true he’s a gifted child, and that’s part of the problem. He needs a teacher who can offer more than I can. That, combined with his sporadic attendance, puts me in an uncomfortable place. I’m unable to serve students I can nurture.”

His words ran into each other like tumbling dominos. He was the best piano teacher anywhere near Dublin, Ohio, and there was no way Austin could travel farther for lessons. “You won’t reconsider?” she asked. “I can increase payments.”

“It wouldn’t be fair to you, me, or Austin. If he shows up today, consider this our last lesson. In any case, I’ll refund the advance payments you’ve given me.”

“I understand.” Despair settled like an anvil in her stomach as she ended the call. She was not going to fail with Austin. The world deserved to benefit from his talent. It was a matter of the best way to develop it.

Morgan called the school and made her request. “If possible, can you have him let me know he got my message, please?”

The admin, a woman Morgan had dealt with numerous times, said, “Austin’s a good kid. I’ll call him to the office to relay the message, and he can borrow my cell.”

After giving profuse thanks, Morgan ended the call and turned up her ringer volume. She’d wait until she heard from him before ordering the Uber.

Trying not to worry—which was like trying not to notice the sun had come up—Morgan continued to work her way through the boxes. When, half an hour later, her phone rang, she hurriedly swiped to take the call.

“I’m sorry, Miss Tate,” Austin said. “I forgot to hide my phone, and Momma found it.”

“That’s okay. We all forget things.” She instructed him to wait in the school’s pickup line after school for the Uber. “What are you wearing, so I can let him know how to find you?”

“Jeans, Bengals shirt.”

Which could be dozens of kids at the school. “You have your backpack?” Another piece of Bengals gear, one she’d given him last Christmas.

“Yep.”

“I’ll have him look for you. I’ll tell him to ask for—” she thought for a moment— “Frederic, just in case somebody else is trying to pick you up. Don’t go with your mom today, okay?”

“Okay, but Frederic?”

“As in Chopin.”

“Oh, like a code name. Can I be Wolfgang? Nobody’d ever think of that.”

Morgan laughed. “Wolfgang it is. Call me as soon as you get to your lesson.” She explained this would be his last one, but that she’d work something out. “I’ll work on getting your phone back, too.”

With luck, Mrs. Jackson would respond to Morgan’s threats to sic the cops on her for stealing the phone—assuming she was still boozed up enough to accept what Morgan said without thinking it through.

A harsh tone rang in the background.

“Gotta get to class. I’ll talk to you later,” Austin said.

Morgan arranged for his ride, told Mr. Nakamura he’d be there. Austin seemed upbeat, calm, not hiding anything. Maybe it was as simple as him forgetting to keep his phone tucked away from his mom’s prying eyes. Maybe she’d stumbled upon it lying around and had called on a drunken impulse. Alcohol brought out a belligerent streak in the woman.

Back to work. Two more boxes. Small ones. A few minutes and she’d have a major item checked off her to do list.

She pried open the flaps. Folded t-shirts. Charity or trash? Morgan lifted the top shirt. A long-sleeved polo. Much nicer than the rest of her finds. The one underneath seemed of equal quality. She went to move it to the charity section of the basement and was surprised by its weight—far more than what she’d expect from a box of shirts. She held up the next shirt. They looked very much like the ones in Uncle Bob’s box from the Villas.

Were they his? If they were, did that mean everything in the basement had also belonged to her uncle?

Didn’t matter. Regardless of who these things had belonged to, they were all being disposed of, one way or another.

Beneath the last shirt Morgan found the reason for the extra weight. More notebooks. Morgan pulled one out. Not a notebook. A hardbound ledger. Her heart doing a brisk mazurka, she opened the book.

More numbers, just like the ones in the spiral notebook.
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COLE SAT AT HIS DESK, filling out his report. Once Connor and Detweiler had shown up, it was Thanks for the information, we’ve got it covered, now get back to work.

Ahh, the life of a patrol officer. Front lines, first on scene, keep the peace. Digging for who and why fell to the detectives and crime scene people. Cole liked it that way, although today’s case had him curious. Why had Randall been so withdrawn about his assailants? Even if he hadn’t been able to identify them, if they’d been disguised or caught him totally by surprise, he’d have had an idea of who they were.

Detweiler had nixed Cole’s request to sit in on the interview. Cole turned in his official report, making mental notes about questions jouncing around in his brain. Whelan might make a good sounding board.

Whelan. Lunch. Damn. Cole checked the time. Almost two. Whelan’s cop experience meant he understood there was no such thing as a scheduled lunch, but Cole moseyed out to reception to apologize.

Whelan was on the phone, staring at the ceiling, a look of undisguised exasperation etched on his face. “Yes, ma’am. I understand, ma’am. I’ll be sure to report it.”

“Helpful citizen?” Cole asked once Whelan hung up.

“Wants us to move the handicap parking slots out of the city lots and put them in the hospital lots, because there are more handicapped people who need them there.”

“Wonder where she was when they were handing out brains.”

“Looking for a parking place in the city lot.” Whelan wrote notes on a phone intake form and shoved it into an accordion folder on his desk. “You had a little action today.”

“Yeah. Sorry about missing lunch. You didn’t wait for me, did you?”

Whelan chortled and patted his midriff. “If I waited every time someone said, ‘Let’s have lunch,’ I’d weigh twenty pounds less. Of course, taking up with a woman who runs a bakery doesn’t help.”

Cole smiled. “I’m off shift at four. I have to drop some things off for a friend right after work. I’d still like to pick your brain, even more so after what happened today. See if you can tell me if I’m overcomplicating things or show me the simpler solutions.”

“Occam’s Razor.”

“The simplest solution is usually the right one.”

“Casting a wide net at the start makes sure you don’t miss anything, even though it seems totally unrelated or trivial,” Whelan said.

“Wagon Wheel? Closer to five?” Cole could drop off Bailey’s gear, meet with Whelan for a bit, then go back to Elm Street to do the next coat on Morgan’s drywall.

“Should work. I’ll check with Ashley, let you know if I can’t make it.”

Cole thanked him, then pulled out his phone to check his messages. Nothing since Morgan had told him she’d be bringing Bailey home today.

He added another reply to the message thread. OK I drop Bailey’s stuff come back later 4 wall.

He smiled at her thumbs up.

Whelan called after him. “Detweiler wants to see you. His office.”

“Roger.” As Cole strode down the hall, he ran through everything he’d done at the scene. Had he screwed up?

Cole stood in the detectives’ office doorway. Detweiler motioned him inside.

Cole took a seat, still replaying his actions.

Detweiler folded his hands on his desk. “Good call about checking on school absentees. Randall Ebersold’s doing all right. Bruises, slight concussion, and a broken arm. He refused to talk, says he can’t remember much, and has no idea why he was accosted. All he gave us was he’d ditched school because he wanted to study for a major exam and concentrates better out in nature. I want you to go with Kovak when he interviews three boys who were on the absence list at the high school today.”

Cole’s brows shot upward. “Me, Sir?”

“You don’t think you’re up to it?”

“No. I mean, yes. I’ll go.”

“Kovak’s in the workroom. Report to him now.”

Cole shot to his feet. “Yes, Sir.”

He liked his job as a patrol officer, but being included in the followup had a balloon of pride swelling in his chest.

Kovak’s directive to take notes and observe, not speak, poked a pinhole in that balloon.

“They’re minors,” Kovak pointed out, “so parents will have to be there. Watch the body language, especially the way the kids look—or don’t look—at their parents before and after they speak.”

They arrived at the first house, home to Sean Dennison. Dark hair, shuttered eyes. Built like a linebacker. His mother was home, but not his father. She was all too willing to cooperate with the police. From her tone, her boy could do no wrong.

Cole looked at Sean. A few bruises, no cuts or scrapes. The kid passed them off as routine bumps incurred in football practice.

“You heard about Randall Ebersold,” Kovak said. “Got beat up pretty bad. We’re trying to find out who might have wanted to do this.”

Sean shook his head. “I hardly know Randall. No classes together, and football takes up most of my time.”

“Season’s over,” Kovak said.

“Coach has after-school sessions year-round. Wants us sharp for next year.”

“Why weren’t you in class today?” Kovak asked.

Cole shifted his gaze to the mom. She stood tall. “He wasn’t feeling well this morning. He said he was up to date with his classwork, and—” she shrugged— “sometimes a day off helps recharge the batteries.”

“Were you home with him, Mrs. Dennison?” Kovak asked.

“No, I work in Salem, half days for a real estate office. Receptionist. I got home an hour ago, and Sean was here, watching television.”

“You were here all day, Sean?” Kovak said. “Anyone come by who can confirm it?”

Sean gave a canary-swallowing grin. “Nope. Slept late, played video games, watched television.”

Kovak thanked them, and they moved on. It was more or less the same at the other two houses. Lives revolved around football, all had mysterious episodes of malaise, parents vouched for them with the attendance office.

“Your take?” Kovak asked when they were headed to the station.

“They’re lying.”

“Any way to prove it?”

Cole shifted to face Kovak. “Did Connor find anything that put them at the scene? Prints on the Mustang? What about those beer cans we flagged?”
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SPEAKING IN SOOTHING tones, Morgan clipped Bailey’s borrowed leash to his borrowed collar. “You’ll get your own pretty collar when Cole comes by. And a nice leash, too.”

Bailey stood poised on the edge of the seat.

“Come on, Bailey. This is your new home, boy. It’s not much now, but you’ve hit the jackpot with creature comforts. It’ll be crazy while they fix things up, but when it’s done, the two of us will have great times together.”

He tilted his head and pricked up his ears. Then, he jumped onto the ground with no indication of pain.

“Atta boy, Bailey. Let’s take a walk around the grounds.” The vet had said to use his name often, and he seemed to be responding.

Bailey explored, sniffed, and marked his new territory. When they approached the spot where she’d found him trapped in the shrubbery, she wondered what he’d do, but he’d either forgotten or didn’t care.

Inside the house, she let him off the leash and watched as he explored. Was he housebroken? Derrick hadn’t been sure. The dog sniffed, moved from room to room downstairs, but didn’t pee. Maybe he’d had an indoor life somewhere in his past.

“Want to sit outside, Bailey?” Morgan carried the quilt she and Cole had used for their indoor picnic to the front yard and spread it on the patchy grass and sat. The clinic had played classical music in the kennel area, so she opened her music library. After several long moments staring at the screen, she tapped shuffle and the classical playlist. If she’d never wanted to hear classical music again, she wouldn’t have put it on her phone.

A lump expanded in her throat, as Debussy’s “Arabesque” flowed from the speaker.

Tears she couldn’t hold back flowed down her cheeks.

Bailey gave another head tilt, then lay down beside her and rested his head on her thigh. She rubbed him gently behind the ears.

It’s been long enough. You can enjoy the music again. Associate it with good things. With Bailey. New Life on Elm Street, right?

Cole drove up a few minutes later. Bailey’s head lifted, and he looked at her as if to ask if she was all right, if he should ward off the intruder. Wiping her eyes, Morgan rose to her feet. “It’s okay, Bailey. He’s a friend.”

Cole got out of his car, looked her way, then jogged over. “Are you all right?”

She swiped at her eyes again. “Fine. Memory tears.”

With a skeptical gaze, Cole went to his car and started unloading Bailey’s supplies.

Morgan, Bailey’s leash looped over her wrist, rushed to help. “See, Bailey. I told you you’d have more things than you know what to do with.”

“Where do you want it all?” Cole asked.

“Living room will do for now. We’ll be moving things around once the repairs get underway.”

“You hire anyone yet?”

“Been busy,” she said. “Boxes are all sorted. Getting references and quotes for the repairs and the fence is next on my to-do list.”

“Anything good in the boxes?” Cole hefted a forty-pound bag of dog food onto his shoulder and moved toward the door.

“As a matter of fact, there might be.” She told him about the ledgers.

He set the bag on the porch. “What about a key, something to explain what they mean?” He flashed a grin, one that warmed her like a blazing fire on a snowy day. “Did you find a secret decoder ring?”

She returned his grin. “No ring. I haven’t had a chance to look at the ledgers to see if there was an explanation. What about your day? Anything good?”

“Detweiler had me accompany Kovak—he’s the other detective in the department—to interview potential suspects.”

Morgan tugged Bailey away from the bag of food. “Did you enjoy it?”

“I was strictly an observer, but it was ... interesting.”

“I take it you can’t discuss it further.”

“Open investigation, so no, that’s all I can say.”

“Good. I approve of the privacy thing.” If he had told her more, she’d wonder if Randy Detweiler had kept his lips zipped as tightly as he’d promised.

Her phone rang. Austin’s ringtone. He’d already used Mr. Nakamura’s cell to let her know he’d made it to his lesson. She checked the time. He could be home by now. Or, it could be his mother again.

Austin’s voice, filled with panic and tears, dropped a bucketload of ice water over her.

She moved inside, Bailey in tow. “Slow down, Austin. Say that again.”

A moment of ragged, sniffly breathing before he went on. “I came home. Mr. Nakamura was nice and drove me. Then, after he left, the cops came.”

“The cops? What did they want?” Morgan sank to the couch and dropped Bailey’s leash. Cole, a concerned expression clouding his features, crossed to the door, closed it, then released the dog.

“Momma got in a bad accident. She’s in the hospital.”

Morgan’s heart rode the Tilt-A-Whirl. “Where are you now?”

“With Miz. Slauson.”

His elderly next-door neighbor. A loving soul, homebound and providing afterschool care for four of her grandchildren.

“Where’s your dad?” Morgan asked.

A pause. Then a weak, “Don’t know. He ain’t—hasn’t—been home in a while.”

A bit of information Austin hadn’t bothered to mention before. “Do you have anyone else in your family nearby? Grandparents? Aunts? Uncles? Cousins?” He’d never spoken of relatives, but that didn’t mean they didn’t exist.

“MawMaw and PawPaw died when I was seven. They was—were—my momma’s momma and dad. I don’t know about any others.”

Her heart squeezed. “Stay with Mrs. Slauson for now. I’ll find a way to help. Hang on to your phone. Is it charged?”

A pause. “I’ll get my charger.”

She offered what comfort she could, then disconnected. Paced. Tugged on her curls.

“What can I do?” Cole asked.

Just like that. No questions, merely offering his presence. More tears threatened, and she built a dam to hold them back. Pinching the bridge of her nose, she sucked in a breath, held it, then let it escape.

“Austin—a kid I’ve been trying to help—got home and the cops showed up to tell him his mom was in an accident. She’s in the hospital. His dad’s nowhere around.”

“How bad was the accident?” Cole asked.

“Austin didn’t know. The cops didn’t say. Austin convinced them his neighbor would watch out for him, but she’s not capable of dealing with him for more than a few days.” Morgan lowered her head, buried her face in her hands. “I can’t let Children Services take him. Austin’s—special. Talented. This whole house thing—I wanted to get him away from his parents.”

“How old is he?”

“Twelve.”

“Is he the special someone you wanted to bring out here?” Cole asked.

She nodded.

Cole frowned. “You can’t just walk in and decide a kid’s going to live with you. Does he have any other relatives?”

She lowered her head, pressed the heels of her hands against her temples, as if she could squeeze all her whirling thoughts into a tidy, bow-wrapped package. “He said he’s not aware of any. I hoped to convince his mom to sign over a shared custody agreement. She’d be done with him in a heartbeat. She said so. More than once.”

Cole sat beside her. Rested his hand on her thigh. It gave comfort, just the way Bailey had. Okay not exactly the same way, but comfort nonetheless.

“Where is Austin?” he asked.

“Dublin, Ohio.”

“I’ll make a few calls.”

She met his eyes, surprised by the gesture. “You’d do that?”

“Of course. We’re friends, right? That’s what friends do. Believe it or not, the system’s designed to help people. Sometimes, there’s too much red tape for things to be easy.”

“Thank you,” she whispered.

“I’ll be back later for the drywall. I should have some news by then.”

She thought she’d cried herself dry until another onslaught overcame her. Cole wrapped his arms around her. No words, just warmth. Hands caressed her back. Gentle strokes. Offering comfort when she hadn’t asked for any. Hadn’t realized she’d needed any.

Morgan lifted her head, gazed at the worry in Cole’s Mediterranean Sea eyes. As if someone else controlled her body, she tilted her head further upward, and pressed her lips to his.

~~~
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COLE’S BODY HAD RESPONDED when Morgan leaned into him, all soft curves and fruits-and-flowers scent. When her lips touched his, he sprang to full attention. Did she know what she was doing? She was upset. Would accepting a kiss send the wrong message? He’d reached the point where any time he was within five feet of Morgan, the message was I want you. Were he and Morgan on the same page? Friends, friends-with-benefits, or a full-blown relationship?

He’d only known her a few days, but he was ready for the full package.

She pressed harder, and not just her lips. Her breasts pushed against his chest. Her hips tormented his cock. Her tongue teased his mouth.

Suppressing a groan, he parted his lips. Cupped her ass, pulling her closer. “Morgan... Are you—?”

His words were swallowed when she grabbed him behind the neck, letting her tongue dance inside his mouth, exploring. Demanding.

He gave her what she wanted. One long, drawn out kiss. He savored the feel of her, the warmth of her tongue, the hardness of her teeth. The taste of her, salty from her tears, fruity from her glossy lips.

Digging deep for control, he broke the kiss and leaned back, breaking contact. He threaded his fingers through her hair, thumbed her tear-stained cheeks. Placed a gentle kiss on her forehead.

“I should be going.”

I want to stay.

“I need to make those calls, check with the Dublin cops.”

Why can’t someone else do it?

Morgan’s fawn eyes, pupils dilated until the brown irises were almost black, grabbed him again. He squeezed her hands. “I’ll be back to work on the wall.”

And more?

Stopping to pat Bailey, who had curled up on the couch, Cole shuffled his way to the door. He paused, one hand on the knob. Morgan hadn’t followed him. She stood, staring in his direction, but he wouldn’t put a dime on whether she was seeing him.

“You gonna be all right?” he asked.

She nodded, then moved to the couch and sat beside Bailey, one hand moving along his back in slow, even strokes.

Don’t go there.

~
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STEPPING INTO THE WAGON Wheel, Friday night happy hour specials in full force, the aromas of barbeque, grilling burgers, and pizza assaulted him. Cole scanned the room for Scott Whelan and spotted him sitting with the gang, a half-empty mug of beer in front of him.

Cole strode to the table, wondering why he hadn’t suggested Sadie’s or Burger Hut.

Whelan stood at his approach, picking up his mug. “Nice chatting, people. Gotta give this youngster a schooling.”

Great. Cole could imagine what the locker room would be like tomorrow. If his colleagues weren’t going to be privy to his brain-picking session with Whelan, he could make shit up.

Whelan tilted his head, indicating Cole should follow, and led him to a small table in the rear corner of the restaurant, where a jacket was draped over the back of a chair. Cole recognized it as Whelan’s.

“Thanks for hanging around.” Cole pulled out a second chair.

Whelan looked at his watch. “I’ve got twenty minutes. What did you want to talk about?”

Speaking just loud enough to be heard across the table, Cole laid out his suspicions. “It’s just a niggle, but it would explain Randall’s not wanting to talk.”

“You don’t think he’s protecting his friends?”

Cole shook his head. “If my niggle holds true, they’re not his friends. He’s being bashed. Do you know his parents? I get the feeling his father is the type to keep his son in the closet. With the door locked. And bolted.”

“I’ve encountered Vance Ebersold a time or two. He fits the pattern. Didn’t you say Randall was out with a girl?”

“I think he was having identity issues, trying to figure out where he fit. Either that, or he was trying to prove he’s straight.”

Whelan nodded. “Possible.”

“I ran a quick search on the girl. Seems she was picked up for prostitution a couple times.”

Whelan nodded again. “That would fit with the kid trying to prove something.”

“Have there been other incidents at the school?” Cole asked. “Or Pine Hills in general? I haven’t been aware of any since I got here.”

“You asking if there are prejudiced people in Pine Hills? Are there confused kids? Sure, same as anywhere else in the country. On the planet.”

“When I was standing in on Kovak’s interviews, he had me watching the parents. I got the feeling they stood behind their kids, not because they were their kids, but because they thought the kids had done a good deed. How do you handle something like this?”

Whelan took a long, slow pull of his beer. “Those three boys broke the law. Can you prove it?”

“Connor’s supposed to be checking the Mustang and discarded beer cans for prints. We’d need exemplars, and I don’t know whether the kids have been printed anywhere else.”

Whelan set his mug down and wiped his mouth. “Let the detectives do their jobs.”

“I shouldn’t tell them what I think?”

Whelan grinned. “I’d be damn surprised if they’re not already following that trail, but I’ll keep my ears open.”

Cole looked up as Will approached their table. “What can I get you, Officer?”

“Just coffee,” Cole said.

Ignoring Will’s raised eyebrows, Cole scooted his chair closer to Whelan. “I’ve got another question. Several questions. Okay, favors, maybe if you can do it—and are willing.”

Whelan’s brows hiked, too. “Go for it. Worst that can happen is I’ll say no.”

Cole pushed out a breath. Despite wanting to know more about Kirk Webster, Morgan’s problems had shoved their way to the front of the line. “Do you have contacts in Dublin? Ohio, not Ireland.”

“Been on the job as long as I was, you have contacts everywhere. What’s the problem?”

Cole explained what had happened to Austin’s mother. “Seems this kid is special to Morgan, the whole reason she picked up stakes and moved here. I don’t have details, but the mother was picked up after a TA. She’s in the hospital, and the kid’s with a neighbor. Father hasn’t been around. Morgan’s trying to step in.”

“You want me to find out what the situation is.”

“If you can. I haven’t been on the job long enough to have the kind of contacts you do. Plus, there’s no reason anyone would talk to me about an incident from halfway across the country.”

“Shouldn’t be a problem.” Whelan checked his watch again. “I’ll let Ashley know I’m running late.”

Will arrived with Cole’s coffee.

“There’s one other thing,” Cole said. “I mentioned it to Detweiler, but he hasn’t said anything to me. I think he’s got too much going on to spend time digging into something that may or may not have happened years ago.”

“So you think I’ve got time.” Whelan’s smile said he was interested.

Cole took a sip of his coffee. “Do you? I’ve worked phones. There were plenty of quiet stretches.”

“Trying to keep me from getting bored?” Another smile.

Cole related what he’d said to Detweiler about the possible connection between Webster and the graffiti. “It’s not high priority. I have a curiosity streak, and sometimes it itches worse than the aftermath of a day on the river in mosquito season.”

Whelan stood. “I’ll see if I can find some calamine lotion.”
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Chapter 25
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MORGAN SAT WITH BAILEY until her heart stopped using her ribcage to play a Chopin concerto. What had she done, kissing Cole like that? Who had taken over her body? Morgan Tate didn’t make advances on men.

You’ve never met someone like Cole.

Instead of the expected embarrassment she should have felt after throwing herself at him, she wanted more. A lot more. Her breasts throbbed, her lips tingled from the kiss, and her female parts longed for more intimate contact.

Ridiculous.

She jumped up from the couch. “C’mon Bailey. Let’s set up your things.”

The clerk at the pet store had recommended a crate as Bailey’s safe place, so Morgan assembled it and spread a layer of the towels she’d set aside from the basement boxes on the base. She put his food and water dishes in the kitchen, then got out the toys she’d bought.

“Do you like this one?” She let him sniff a fuzzy squirrel, gave a squeeze so it squeaked—G-sharp—and tossed it in the direction of the crate. Tail wagging, he chased after it, chomped on it, tossed it into the air, and chased it again. He caught on to how to make it squeak in no time.

While Bailey entertained himself, Morgan went upstairs and set up the hall bathroom to use until work on the master bedroom was finished.

Who was going to finish it? From the way Tom had talked, he knew his stuff, and Cole had vouched for him. Had Tom figured out she wasn’t interested in his flirting? Would it make a difference either way? Not to her.

Downstairs, Bailey had curled up in his crate with his squirrel and was sleeping peacefully. Morgan set up her laptop and found two more construction companies with good reviews. She made appointments, then did the same with fence companies.

“Looks like you and I will be hanging around home tomorrow, Bailey.”

He didn’t stir.

She watched him sleep for a few minutes, then went for the ledgers. She’d look at every page while she waited for Cole.

Numbers. Numbers, numbers, and more numbers. Didn’t whoever wrote these know there was an alphabet with twenty-six perfectly good letters?

Painstakingly, she worked her way through the first book. No key. No secret messages. Nothing in the margins. No notes tucked between the pages. Not even a date telling when it had been written, or what days, weeks, or years it covered. The only potential clue was that many of the number sequences repeated.

For all she knew, Uncle Bob had been going off the deep end when he’d filled these ledgers, and it was all nonsense. Numerical gibberish. Transcribing messages dictated by space aliens.

Morgan moved onto the next book. More numbers. Could this be some sort of language only financial people understood?

On impulse, she took a picture of the first page and emailed it to her advisor, then continued turning pages. Anything to keep her mind off Austin.

Her stomach rumbled. She couldn’t remember eating lunch. At least she had food in the house now. She made a sandwich and went back to the ledgers.

If Uncle Bob had kept these ledgers as part of his job, would somebody at the company he’d worked for understand them? She made a note to call them on Monday, see if anyone there knew what they were.

Bailey’s head jerked up, and he moved toward the door, hackles raised. A low growl rumbled from his throat.

Morgan jerked.

At the sound of an engine approaching, she stepped to the window, the glare of headlights effectively blinding her. The lights went dark, the car door opened and slammed shut. She couldn’t make out the identity of the silhouetted figure striding toward the porch, but the gait said it was Cole. She went to the door, grabbed the dog’s collar.

“Good boy, Bailey.” Remembering Cole’s admonition when she’d let Tom in without making sure who it was, she looked through the peephole and waited for a knock.

Three sharp raps.

She asked who was there, although she’d recognized Cole, illuminated by the porch light.

“Cole.”

Bailey’s hackles lowered and his tail worked like a windshield wiper on high speed.

She stepped aside to let Cole in, thinking about the way they’d kissed. He seemed to have put it past him as he gave her a quick hello, then crouched to chat with Bailey.

Greetings taken care of, he stood. “I want to get the drywall done before it gets too late, and I have things to tell you. You can keep me company while I work.”

Upstairs, Cole sanded the seams he’d put up yesterday.

Bailey sneezed and decided he’d rather wait somewhere else.

“What did you find out?” Morgan asked. “Did you talk to the police in Dublin?”

“Scott Whelan did.” Cole put down his sanding block. “Not the best news, I’m afraid.”

Morgan’s sandwich sat like a lump of lead. “Tell me.”

“The cops didn’t give Austin the details. His mom was intoxicated, hit the other vehicle. The driver died. Austin’s mom didn’t make it, either. I’m sorry.”

Morgan sank to the floor. What was going to happen to Austin now? “Is there a way I can bring Austin here?”

Cole spread white goop over the patch and smoothed it like he was frosting a cake. “It won’t be easy. The state will try to place him with a relative first.”

Morgan pictured Austin’s future with his here-again, gone-again father and her sandwich threatened to make a return trip. She had to do something.

“Can I argue for custody?” she asked.

Cole continued smoothing the goop. “You have anything that says the parents would have allowed it? Preferably a written statement. I doubt the woman had a formal will, so the state’s going to control everything.”

“Wait.” Morgan stood, hope smoldering inside her.
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COLE STOPPED PRETENDING that sanding and spreading joint compound required his total concentration. The despair in Morgan’s voice had turned to hope. He faced her, trying to ignore her full lips, forget their kiss.

One kiss. A first kiss. You’ve had those before.

Never with Morgan.

“You have something?” he asked.

“Maybe. Isn’t there a way cops can get phone companies to release transcripts of cell phone conversations? Austin’s mom just today told me she’d rather be rid of him, and I was welcome to have him. She’s said similar things in the past, too.” Morgan frowned. “Of course, she was drunk at the time, but nobody needs to know that.”

“Contrary to popular belief, what you say on your phone isn’t stored—unless you’re doing something the NSA or the FBI would be interested in. When calls were made, who they were to, where the phone was, yes, but actual transcripts, no. Unless you recorded the call.”

“I would have if I’d known I would need it. I never thought she’d die before I could try to work something out with her. What would happen if I bought Austin a plane ticket out here? Given how much red tape there is with everything, and that it’s a weekend, he could be here before anyone realizes he’s gone.”

“I don’t know. Kind of a gray area.”

“Once he’s here, I could prove he’s got a much better life than he had with his mother. Or would have with his father. That assumes someone can find the guy. Heck, I’ve been footing the bills for most of Austin’s clothes, his school supplies, and sometimes making sure he has food to eat.”

Morgan’s phone blared music.

“That’s Austin.” She swiped the screen. “Hello.”

Cole listened while he worked on his patch. Judging from Morgan’s end, Austin knew his mother had died, and was wondering what he should do.

“Stay with Mrs. Slauson. I’ll call you in the morning after I’ve put together a plan. Would you like to come stay with me for a while?”

From Morgan’s smile, the kid had said yes.

“Let me talk to Mrs. Slauson.”

Cole snapped the lid shut on the drywall compound and went downstairs to rinse his tools. Could Morgan be accused of kidnapping? If so, could she argue her way out of it? From what she’d said, she was already part of Austin’s life. Courts went with blood whenever possible, but there were exceptions. Could she be approved for temporary custody? There had to be emergency or extenuating circumstances clauses in the system.

Morgan came downstairs looking less worried and more hopeful than she had before.

“Do you have a plan?” he asked.

“I’ll cash in a slew of frequent flyer miles and get Austin out here tomorrow or Sunday. First thing tomorrow, I’m going to buy furniture. The renovations can wait, or the workers can work around furniture. After all, that’s what they do for homes with people living in them.”

A flash of panic crossed her face. “Dang it. I have appointments with construction and fence companies scheduled all day tomorrow.”

“Shop online?” he suggested.

“I wanted to see things in person first. Might need to change that, at least for some things. Like a bed for Austin. I might put the master bedroom on hold, too.”

Bailey whimpered by the front door.

“I guess he’s housebroken. I’ll take him out.” Morgan found his leash where Cole had draped it over the arm of the couch.

While Morgan was outside, Cole calculated how much headway he could make into the critical repairs on his own. The place had to be safe if she was going to convince anyone this would be a suitable home for a twelve-year-old boy. He snorted at the double standard. Biological parents could raise their kids in dumps, but if you wanted to foster or adopt, the bar was astronomically higher.

The front porch, for sure, would have to be fixed, and maybe the inside staircase, which didn’t need major repairs. Tightening fittings should do it. Glue it and screw it, his father used to say.

Morgan and Bailey came back, the dog sniffing Cole’s ankles as if to make sure he was the same human he’d left here before. Seemingly satisfied, he lapped from his water bowl, then went into his crate, chewing contentedly on a rubber bone.

“I’ll be going.” Cole washed his coffee mug. “I’ll call you tomorrow if I can find anything out.”

Morgan studied the floor. “Don’t go.”

“Morgan—”

“I ... I’d rather not be alone tonight. Things are so ... crazy.”

Did she mean tonight, as in all night, or just awhile longer, until she felt more in control?

He took her hands, gazed into her eyes, trying to read her intentions. “I’ll stay as long as you want.”

She wriggled from his grasp, then took one of his hands and led him upstairs.
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BLOOD POUNDED IN MORGAN’S ears as she walked upstairs. She needed a friend tonight. Would Cole understand?

She could’ve stayed on the couch, lumpy or not. Yet her feet had been taken over by the same entity that had grabbed Cole for a kiss, and here she was—here they were—headed into her bedroom.

It’s the only other room with furniture.

She crossed the threshold, still holding hands with Cole. His hands were warm. Dry. Soft.

Mind your hands, Morgan.

The last thing she wanted in her head was her mother.

She stopped.

“Morgan,” Cole said.

She loved when he said her name. He said it so many different ways. Stern, hesitant, comforting. There was an underlying hesitation this time.

“You’re in charge,” he said. “I won’t do anything you don’t want to do. If you need a friend, I’ll sit with you. Listen to you. If you want more ... I’m here, but it has to be what you want.”

“I don’t know what I want. I mean, I know what I want, but I don’t know why. Or if it would be fair to you. I just know I really, really don’t want to be alone.”

“I said it before. I’m here for as long as you want me to stay.”

She sat on the edge of the bed, her hands clasped between her thighs. “Do you want to ... you know ... have ... sex with me?”

“More than I want to draw my next breath, but only if you think it’s right.”

“I don’t know if it is.”

“Then it’s probably not,” he whispered. “This has all been fast, and so much has happened. I like you, Morgan. A lot. I think we could have something, but I’m okay with waiting.”

“You don’t know who I am,” she said. “If we’re going to have anything, be it friendship or something deeper, you should know the truth about me. Then, if you want to walk away, I totally understand.”

She dared to look up, meet his eyes. She saw mild curiosity. And warmth. Whoever said blue was a cold color had never seen Cole’s eyes the way they looked now.

He sat beside her, not facing her. He rested a hand on her thigh. “If you want to talk, I’m listening.”

Where to start? At the beginning, she guessed.

“I’m adopted. I never knew my birth parents. All I know from my mom—and I consider my adoptive parents my real parents, because they raised me from infancy—is that my birth mother’s mom said that there was no way she could accept a mixed race granddaughter into the family. My birth father was half black, and, as my mom put it—from a different social class. I think my mom told me this to show me that it wasn’t my birth mom’s fault or even her decision to give me up. She was only sixteen when she got pregnant. According to my mom, she died a year later in a drive-by after she rebelled against her parents and went to live with my birth father.”

The pressure on her thigh grew ever so slightly, and Morgan put her hand atop Cole’s. “My parents had tried for years and years to have a child. They’d done everything. They found my birth mom’s family through a private agency. They paid for all medical expenses, plus—although they never said so—a lot of money to adopt me. They were much older than the acceptable—” she crooked her fingers— “age for adoptive parents. They wanted a baby, and I was it.”

“None of this bothers me, Morgan. I don’t know why you thought it would. Being adopted, being mixed race. Why would it matter?”

“It would to some people. Family history, being accepted. After all, I’m who I am because someone else’s family wouldn’t accept me.” She drew in a lungful of air, held it, and squeezed it out. “There’s more.”

“I’m listening.”

“I had a happy, normal childhood until I was five. School, friends, birthday parties, vacations to the beach, Disney. I was—spoiled isn’t the right word. Doted upon, maybe.”

“Makes sense. The child they’d waited so long to have. What happened when you were five?”

She wrapped a curl around a finger. “We were visiting my parents’ friends. They were engrossed in grownup talk—the other couple didn’t have kids, and I was bored. They had this piano sitting in the middle of the living room, so I went over and played.”

“And?”

“No, I mean I played. They had background music on, and I started to pick out the melodies of what I was listening to. All of a sudden, they got up and chose different things for me to copy. I thought it was a game, and was thrilled to be included. Plus, playing the piano—I had moved from one-finger melody picking to playing chords and full passages—gave me this sense of ... happiness. As if I’d just discovered a new part of me, and I wanted more.”

Cole moved his hand from her thigh and draped an arm across her shoulder. She leaned into him, inhaling his scent, absorbing his warmth.

“I’m still not understanding why I should think less of you,” he said.

“It’s more a matter of whether you can deal with my past.”

“You were adopted, you played the piano at an early age. Not seeing a problem.”

“I’ve buried my past, and I want to keep it that way. When you know who I was, you’d have to agree to keep my secret.”

Cole shifted so he met her eyes. “You’re not going to tell me you robbed banks, or are a serial killer, are you? I am a cop, remember?”

Morgan almost laughed at Cole’s attempt to lighten her mood. She’d built a tall, thick, highly reinforced wall around her past, and she wanted to keep it there. Randy Detweiler had found a crack when he’d recognized her, but he’d agreed to honor her wishes.

“Nothing that bad,” she said. “No laws were broken. Once my parents discovered my talents, they went the whole nine yards. Bought a piano, had me take lessons. I outgrew three teachers in less than two years, and my last one encouraged my parents to—his words—share my talent with the world.”

“How did you feel about that?” Cole asked.

Morgan snorted. “I loved it. They created an entire new persona for me. I became Tatiana Morgan. I thought it was a cool, exotic name. I pretended I was a Russian princess. For privacy, my mom worked hard to keep my true identity hidden. She changed my look.” Morgan tugged on her curls. “Mom played down my black heritage, but I didn’t realize it. Straightened my hair, gave me fancy clothes to wear. I was a guest on television shows. People thought I was special. Important. I was doing what I loved. Making music. The fact that other people liked it was secondary.”

“So, I’m not supposed to tell anyone you had a secret identity as Tatiana Morgan, is that it? I don’t see an issue.” He caressed her cheek.

Could it be that easy?

“Tatiana Morgan dropped off the face of the earth when I was seventeen. I don’t want to end up in one of those What Ever Happened To? stories. I absolutely don’t want to have people whispering about me, calling attention to the life I used to live. That life is over, and I can never go back.” She massaged her wrists.

“Do you think people in Pine Hills would recognize you?”

She studied her hands in her lap. “One already has.”
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COLE PULLED MORGAN’S head against his chest. Clearly, she thought he’d be upset about her past, but honestly, he couldn’t see why. Unless whoever had discovered her wanted to exploit the knowledge.

“Who?” he asked.

“Randy Detweiler.”

He jerked, shifted so he was facing Morgan again. “Detective Detweiler? My boss? He’s not going to give away your secret.”

“That’s what he said, but—”

He cupped her cheeks, forced her to meet his gaze. “I know the man, and if anyone can keep a secret, he can. If he told you he wouldn’t tell anyone, he won’t.” Cole tried to imagine how Detweiler would have recognized her, if she hadn’t been seen as Tatiana Morgan in over a decade. People changed. But the detective played the piano, and he had an excellent eye for faces.

“This is why you feel so strongly about mentoring Austin,” he said.

“My mom meant well, but she made mistakes. Austin’s already older than I was. I want him to share his talent, which needs nurturing. I want him to be part of the decisions.”

“I take it you weren’t.”

“No. In the beginning, it was all an adventure. I was a kid. I never thought to ask if I could offer input. I gave concerts all over the world. I had no real home, just hotel rooms. Nobody invites a bunch of other kids to cocktail parties and receptions. I was surrounded by adults all the time. I never had a childhood.

“I knew how to behave with royalty, with celebrities, but I was clueless about how to get along with kids. I wasn’t into the fads, what was popular, not even the music. I was a classical pianist, and my mom thought listening to pop music would corrupt my playing. And forget boys. I didn’t go on a real date until I was nineteen.”

“Morgan, stop. You turned out great. You’re a caring person. I like the Morgan I’ve met, and everyone’s present is shaped by their past. Whatever your past was like, whatever mistakes were made, they’ve turned you into today’s you.”

She was quiet for several heartbeats.

Cole waited. It had taken courage for her to share, and that made him like her all the more. He ached to hold her, to let her know everything was fine, that he accepted every part of her. To show her with his body what he couldn’t express with words. First, she had to ask.

He raised her hand, palm up, and kissed it, then folded her fingers over the spot.

Her eyes half-closed, her lips parted. Her breathing accelerated. She opened her hand, touched her palm to her mouth. “Nice. But I think I’d prefer the real thing.”

Cole angled her head, brought his lips to hers. She’d asked, at least for a kiss. Promising himself he’d stop whenever she said to, he allowed the kiss to go where she took it. Tongues danced, plundered. She’d kissed him before, but this one was magnified tenfold. His erection strained against his jeans. Tentatively, he laid a hand on her breast. Not moving, not exerting pressure, simply letting it rest there. She could pull away.

Instead, she leaned into his hand, moving her torso back and forth, exerting pressure. He trapped her soft moan with his mouth.

She broke the kiss.

“Cole?” she whispered.

“Morgan?”

“I think I want more. But...”

Thinking wasn’t good enough. “But?”

“I don’t want to disappoint you.”

He released her, sat next to her again, side by side, staring at the blank wall. “What do you mean?”

“I ... I don’t think I’ll be very good. I haven’t had a lot of experience.” She gave a quick huff. “Sheltered upbringing, remember.”

“Do you want me to stay, Morgan? Because the experience thing is a non-issue for me. And no, it’s not because I’m a man and expect to jump into bed with any woman who indicates the slightest bit of interest. For the record, I haven’t found a woman I’ve wanted since I moved to Pine Hills a year ago. That’s a long dry spell, and I might be out of practice myself.”

“You want me? For me?”

He took her hand, placed it on his erection. “Especially for you.”

Morgan let her hand stay where he’d placed it. She glanced around the room. “Not very romantic.”

“All it needs is you and me.” And a damn condom. He doubted Morgan had any. If he left for the first aid kit in his car, would she change her mind?

If she did, having sex tonight wasn’t meant to be. He’d been a year without. What was one more night?

There are other ways.

Might as well be honest. And practical.

“I hate to break the mood.” Did he ever. “Protection. In my car.”

“Right,” she said. “Yes. Protection.”

Which meant she was on board with going all the way.

He gave her a quick kiss and dashed for his car.

All the way? What are you, back in high school?

The thought brought Jazz to mind, how they’d never gone all the way, promising to wait until they were married. They’d never had the chance. Now, thinking of Morgan, he realized that although he and Jazz had sworn always and forever, his feelings for her had been first love, young love, puppy love. In a few short days, he’d felt so much more with Morgan.

Love?

He’d deal with that later.

With no curtains on the windows, moonlight illuminated the bedroom. His heart plummeted when Morgan wasn’t sitting on the bed the way he’d left her, then skyrocketed when he realized she was waiting under the covers. She’d pulled them up, but not high enough to hide the skinny straps and lace of a bright red nightgown.
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SITTING UP IN BED IN semi-darkness, Morgan let her alternate persona take over. The one who knew what she wanted, and wasn’t going to sit around and hope things would happen. The one who changed into the sexy nightie she’d bought on impulse for her twenty-fifth birthday.

Once she was on her own, she’d made a point of losing her virginity. Morgan had regarded it as a life lesson, like learning how to do the laundry or choose the right produce in the grocery store. Cole made her feel like ... he made her feel, period.

Was she doing the right thing? When she’d asked him to stay, it was because she wanted a way to take her mind off Austin’s predicament. Sex had crossed her mind—she wasn’t dead—but it wasn’t at the top of her list.

When Cole held back, said she was in charge—something none of the other men she’d slept with had done— every female part of her wanted, no, demanded, more.

She could still back out. Cole had said so.

Then he walked into the room.

Smiling, but with a hesitation to his step. Did he not want to do this? No, if he was going to back out, he’d have driven away.

He walked to the side of the bed and put a strip of foil packets on the card table. And his gun.

Morgan stared at it. She considered asking him to put it somewhere else, but that wouldn’t be right. It was part of Cole. Who he was. She couldn’t pick and choose which parts she accepted. She scooted lower in the bed.

He sat on the edge of the mattress, pulled his shirt over his head, and let it fall to the floor, displaying broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist.

He stood, unbuckled his belt. She watched, transfixed at the way his eyes never left hers as he finished undressing. He left his underwear on—cotton briefs. Pale blue. There was no denying he was still aroused. After getting rid of his shoes, he lifted the edge of the bedcovers and slipped in beside her.

She took one of her pre-performance calming breaths.

He lay on his side, propped on an elbow, facing her. “Any time you want me to stop, say so.”

Morgan touched his chest, her fingers exploring the dusting of hair, the ridges of his muscles, as if she was testing the keyboard of an unfamiliar piano.

“Turnabout’s fair play.” He slipped a finger under a strap of her nightie and lowered it down her arm. His finger traced her collarbone, then lower, to the edge of the lace trim.

She sucked in a breath. How did his touch up here make her respond down there? Moisture pooled between her legs. His finger wandered to her breast, circled her nipple.

Her head fell back. She closed her eyes. She wriggled, intensifying her pleasure.

“You like that?” he whispered, nuzzling her neck.

She’d lost the capacity for speech. “Mmmh.”

He kissed his way along her jaw, down her neck, until his mouth replaced his finger, sucking and teasing her nipple.

Her hips arched upward, demanding his touch there, too.

When his mouth moved between her legs, she gasped. After the briefest Who is this wanton woman? moment, she succumbed to his touch. Which she couldn’t get enough of.

Her hips directed the rhythm of his tongue. Her hands gripped his head, pulling him tighter against her, release building to an explosive crescendo.

Panting, slicked with sweat, she released him. “What about you?” Her words came out between gasps for breath.

~~~
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“LADIES FIRST.” COLE stared at Morgan, washed in moonlight. Honestly, he wasn’t sure he could have satisfied her if she’d as much as touched him, much less been inside her. As it was, his control was teetering on the edge of a tripwire, ready to explode at the slightest disturbance.

He laved her breasts again, tugging, nibbling, nipping gently, studying her for a reaction. She wasn’t a one-and-done woman, evidenced by the way she moaned with pleasure and pulled him tighter against her breasts.

With his hand, he caressed her from neck to the soft curls of her femininity, smiling inwardly as her hips lifted. He slid a finger between her folds, all slick, wet, and hot. Found her swollen nub and rubbed lazy circles. When her breathing shifted and her hips moved in rhythm to his touch, he broke away long enough to sheath himself and position himself above her.

When she reached for his balls, he almost lost it. He guided himself to her entrance, moving slowly—tortuously slowly—as he slipped inside, bit by bit.

“Morgan. If you want me to stop, say it now, because I’m not going to be able to in about three seconds.”

“Don’t. Stop.” She moved her hips, taking him further inside her until he was hilt deep in her heat.

“This feels so good,” she said.

Between it being Morgan and his long abstinence, Cole was on the edge far too quickly. He reached between her legs, touching her, stroking her, until all he could do was pray she was with him as he groaned with his release.

He flopped onto his back to get his weight off her, sucking air until his breathing came close to normal. They lay in silence several long moments, his fingers dovetailed through hers.

She spoke first. “I didn’t know ...”

He waited, still incapable of coherent speech.

“...That it could be like this. So good.”

Okay, he was a guy, and allowed a quick moment of pride before he answered. “I’m glad. It can be even better. I was a bit too ... quick. Let me recharge and I’ll make it up to you.”

~
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COLE GRABBED HIS PHONE before the alarm went off the next morning, crept out of bed for the bathroom, taking care of bare necessities. He’d shower at the station.

Before he left, he put on a pot of coffee for Morgan, took Bailey for a quick pee, then found a piece of paper for a note.

You needed to sleep. I let Bailey out. TTYL.

He drew a happy face. What the hell. He added two more.

~
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AT ROLL CALL, OFFICER Nolan gave a quick, skimming-the-surface summary of yesterday’s assault on Randall Ebersold and passed around photos of the three suspects. “As of now, we have nothing that confirms they were the ones involved. Consider them persons of interest and keep your eyes open.”

She gave patrol assignments, and Cole tried to hide his disappointment when she put him on the front desk. Civilians manned reception, but not until nine on weekends. Cole had drawn the assignment of covering the phones and dealing with walk-ins until then.

He grabbed a cup of coffee from the break room, then settled in behind the desk, checking the call log and fingering his way through the accordion file. He stopped at the PQ slot when he found an envelope with his name on it.

For a split second, he entertained the notion that Morgan had dropped it off while he was at roll call, but that was ridiculous. If she needed him, she’d have sent a text. Or called. He slit the envelope open.

A stack of papers clipped together, with a sticky note.

You’re in luck. Ashley has a big sale this weekend, so she was working late. Figured I might as well, too. ~ SW

Cole yanked off the clip and began reading. Printouts of screenshots of newspaper articles. Copies of a few arrest reports from five years ago in Portland. Had his hunch paid off? Had Whelan shared this information with the detectives? Even if he had, this was an old case, which, as far as Cole could tell, barely tiptoed into Pine Hills jurisdiction.

The detectives should be in today, following up on the Ebersold case. Cole would check in then. Meanwhile, he strove to maintain polite responses when people called in with their suspicions and demands, dutifully filling out the requisite forms and staying current with the filing.

Mr. Grossjean’s daughter called, and Cole did what he could to assure her the man appeared to be in perfect health on the last well-being check. “An officer will be stopping by.”

He reported the call to Faith Nolan, who notified Dispatch to send someone out.

Cole wondered if it would be Brody getting his eyeballs fried.

During lulls, he worked his way through the paperwork Whelan had left, trying to find a link between Kirk Webster and the graffiti. A twinge of guilt hit as he read the newspaper articles, because those were public records, and Cole could have found them himself.

It was almost time for the reception clerk to show up when Cole got to the last of Whelan’s pages. He’d pulled whatever strings, called in whatever favors, and finagled a copy of Austin’s mother’s traffic accident report.

Things would be different now that she’d died, but Cole read through the report anyway, hoping to find something that would give Morgan leverage in getting Austin to live with her.

Nothing unusual. Mrs. Jackson had been unconscious and taken directly to the hospital. The trail ended there. If Austin’s mom had survived, her blood alcohol levels would have been used as evidence, but Cole couldn’t see anything to help Morgan.

Spotting his relief approaching, Cole put everything back in the envelope and discovered another sticky note adhered to the inside. Must have fallen off one of the pieces of paper. Cole relinquished his seat, briefed his replacement, and headed for the locker room.

There, he read the note in what he now recognized as Whelan’s handwriting.

Talk to Judge Hope Abernathy. Sympathetic to good Samaritans.
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Chapter 28
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MORGAN WOKE TO THE aroma of coffee in her nostrils and a cold, wet nose in her ear. Smiling, she reached out and found Bailey lying beside her. She checked the time. Seven-thirty. That would explain the otherwise empty bed. She must have been zonked not to have noticed Cole’s leaving.

He did give you a workout.

Bailey didn’t seem anxious to go out, so Morgan took care of her own needs before slipping on a robe and padding downstairs. She found Cole’s note and her smile widened. Thoughts of him did that to her.

She poured food into Bailey’s dish. “We’ll go for a walk later.”

Leaving the dog to his breakfast, she took her coffee to the couch and fired up her laptop. She needed to book a flight into Portland for Austin. How would he get to the airport? Did he even own a suitcase? Would she have to go fetch him in person?

Too much to deal with. First, she’d shower.

As Morgan climbed the stairs, sore places reminded her of what she’d done—what they’d done last night. Another smile spread across her face.

After she showered and dressed, she checked Bailey’s bandages for signs of infection. Satisfied he was healing, she clipped on his leash and they went for a stroll.

As they approached Trisha’s house, her two toddlers were playing in the yard. Bailey tugged on his leash, wanting to visit. He stood on his hind legs, front paws resting on a fence rail.

Morgan paused while the kids uttered sounds that sounded like doggie.

“I understand you might be hiring the firefighter crew,” Trisha said.

“They’re on my list,” Morgan said. “I’m supposed to get more estimates later today.”

“They’re good.” Trisha lowered her voice. “The extra money would really help. Trent—” she motioned to one of the boys— “has been having medical issues, and the insurance company is fighting us all the way.”

“I can’t promise, but Tom’s assessment seemed quite reasonable.” Morgan tugged Bailey away from his two new friends and finished their circuit of the block. When she got home, she called the two other construction companies and cancelled her appointments. Friends came first. She wasn’t sure Trisha fell into the friend category yet, but neighbors counted, too.

If Tom acted like a flirtatious creep, she’d deal with it. If Cole objected to her hiring without interviewing three companies, she’d deal with that, too. Her life, her decisions.

She called Austin, offered what support she could. His mother might not have placed in the top five mother-of-the-year standings, but she was still his mother, and kids loved their mothers, even through tough times. She asked to speak to Mrs. Slauson and went through her list of questions.

Nobody had come from Children Services. Austin could stay with her as long as he needed to. He’d been a big help with her grandchildren. She’d raided the Jacksons’ pantry and refrigerator, so no need to send money for food. Yet.

When Morgan ran through the logistics of getting Austin to Pine Hills, Mrs. Slauson was more helpful than Morgan had dared hope. Her son, Mrs. Slauson said, would take care of getting Austin to the airport, and she’d lend him luggage.

“I’ll replace it,” Morgan promised. “Easier than shipping it back.” Or, Morgan would bring it, because there was bound to be a trip to Dublin. She hoped everything she needed to do could be handled in two-day visits once a month. If not, she’d fight the terms of the trust. The same way she’d fight to keep Austin with her.

“I’ll call with flight information,” Morgan said. “It’ll be tomorrow, maybe Monday.”

Later in the week would give her more time to have furnishings delivered, but Morgan didn’t want to risk someone from the legal system in Dublin showing up and placing Austin in foster care. Was she breaking any laws?

Better to ask forgiveness than permission.

Morgan asked to speak to Austin again, told him he was being a real man, and to start gathering his clothes and any other things he needed. “Like your sheet music. And your school books.”

Next, she called the airline. Tickets for unaccompanied minors were wrapped in balls of red tape, but she’d untangled them just as the first fence appointment showed up, a man from the company Rich had recommended. They discussed the best options for materials, the ideal yard a dog Bailey’s size would need. He drew a sketch, took measurements, and promised to give her an estimate by late afternoon.

She was impressed but remembered to ask for references. Maybe Cole would forgive her for taking the shortcut with the construction if she showed due diligence with the fencing.

While she waited for the next appointment, she called the company she’d bought her bed from and ordered another one in twin size.

Trusting the online reviews, she ordered a microwave and a toaster oven for the kitchen, as well as a set of dishes. A television set, plus someone to help set it up.

She needed a fully functioning stove. As long as she was going to get rid of the puke green one, she might as well order all new appliances. The warehouse store in Salem was having a sale, with deeper discounts for buying several pieces.

Twist my arm, why don’t you?

She called the store, made sure she ordered pieces that would fit—she’d forget about doing major remodeling.

“What if I added a washer and dryer?” she asked.

The clerk said he’d talk to his manager about offering better pricing, and came back a moment later with approval for an extra discount. “Plus,” he said, “with an order this size, you get express delivery, so we can have it to you Monday.”

She tried to think about what she was saving, not what she was spending.

Morgan studied the empty living space, trying to visualize it with furniture, then searched for living room and dinette sets. While she’d have preferred to pick out furniture herself, accumulating quality pieces over time, she looked at room ensembles, chose sets she thought she could live with, and crossed her fingers that the quality would be at least a few steps above mediocre. Dressers and night tables for the bedrooms came next.

By four, Morgan felt satisfied she’d done as much as she could on line. She’d have to request increases in her credit card limit. On a more positive note, she’d be replenishing her frequent flyer miles by using her rewards credit card.

Her phone buzzed. Cole, in his texting shorthand, said he’d be there before five to put the last coat of compound on the wall patch.

Wine? she texted back. Keep the receipt. Feeling wanton, she added, condoms?

She got two thumbs up and five happy faces in reply.

Cole arrived at five with a bottle of wine, and bags from Thriftway and Loomis Drugs. He reached into the Thriftway bag and tossed a new toy to Bailey. “Let me finish the wall, and you can open the wine.”

She frowned. “I don’t have a corkscrew.”

“I thought that might be the case. I’m presenting you with your very first housewarming gifts.” He reached into the bag again, and with a flourish, handed her the necessary tool, plus two wine glasses.

She thanked him with an embrace, one that turned into a lingering kiss. One that promised more.

He broke away, tapped her nose. “Let me get to work. When I’m finished, I’ll tell you what I learned today.”

Good news? He wouldn’t seem so cheerful if it was bad. Waving the drugstore bag, he headed for the stairs.

~~~
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COLE FINISHED THE LAST coat, leaving the sheets of plastic in place. He’d have to give the patch one more good sanding.

Downstairs, Morgan had opened the wine and poured two glasses. She offered him one and carried hers to the couch. Bailey followed, flopping at their feet.

When she related what she’d accomplished, Cole held back a retort that she was moving too fast with the construction. After what she’d told him last night, he understood why she didn’t like people giving her unsolicited advice. She’d spent her growing-up years having every decision made for her, being told what she should and shouldn’t do. She could have turned out as someone who was afraid to do anything without being told, but she’d gone the other way. She wanted to do things her way, and Cole had to respect that.

On a positive note, if she hired Tom’s crew, there was a good chance Cole would get to be part of the job.

“I bought a plane ticket for Austin, a flight that gets into Portland tomorrow at four. I know it’s soon, but I wanted him out of Dublin as soon as possible.” She twirled her glass. “Am I doing anything illegal?”

Cole sipped his wine. “I think it’s a gray area. Unless his father shows up, there are no other relatives, right?”

“He’s never mentioned any. I thought I could say I invited him out for a visit, to be with someone he knows while he gets over his mother’s death. Then try to work out a custody agreement. The problem is, if I go to Ohio more than once for any length of time, I forfeit the house, and then I’d be starting from scratch.”

Cole raised his glass. “I got the name of a Dublin judge who might be on your side.”

The way Morgan’s face brightened lit a fire in Cole’s belly. She tapped her glass to his before taking another sip.

“When’s your furniture being delivered?” he asked.

“Appliances on Monday,” she said. “The rest of the stuff on different days. We’ll be roughing it for at least a week. I’ll give Austin my room and I’ll sleep down here until his bed’s delivered.”

“One other thing,” Cole said. “Are you going to get a job here? Or do you already have one lined up? I know being employed, having a steady income, is important in custody cases.”

“Sure. Easy-peasy. Get a job. I’ll add that to my to-do list. Is the library hiring? That’s what I’m trained for.”

“I wouldn’t know. Have you subscribed to the Pine Hills Patter yet?”

She raised a brow. “What’s that?”

“Our online newsletter. More community events than news, but it’s a good place to see who’s hiring, what’s happening around town. It’s a free weekly.”

“I’ll do that.” Morgan took a gulp of wine, set the glass down and hung her head. “I didn’t tell you everything last night.”

“You really are a serial killer?”

Not even a hint of a smile.

“You didn’t ask what became of Tatiana Morgan. Why I stopped playing the piano.”

“I guess I figured you got tired of it, or it was related to your parents dying. It’s not important to me. Like I said, I like the Morgan you are today.”

“Even if I’m a cowardly failure?”

“You? A coward? You gave up the life you had to move halfway across the country to help nurture a kid. You’re diving into remodeling, you’re standing up for yourself, you’re doing whatever needs to be done as it happens. Okay, you did scream when you saw the rats, but that’s a normal reaction. I won’t count that against you. I’m sure you’re going to succeed with this house, with Austin, and—” he reached down to pet the dog— “with Bailey.”

When she didn’t go on, Cole wondered if she’d been waiting for him to shove a foot into the door she’d cracked open. “If you want to tell me why you stopped playing the piano, that’s fine. If you don’t, I won’t think less of you.”

“I’m afraid you’ll think less of me when I do tell you.”

“You willing to take a chance?” From her forlorn expression, Cole wondered if they’d ever get to the condoms he’d brought.

Aren’t you the selfish one?

He went to the kitchen for the wine bottle and topped off their glasses. They sipped in silence for several moments.

Morgan set down her glass and turned her hands face up. With a forefinger, she pointed to the base of her palm, first on one hand, then the other, showing two faded scars.

Cole’s first reaction was it was a failed suicide attempt, but he dismissed the thought. The scars weren’t in the right place.

“Carpal tunnel,” she said. “Doesn’t play nice with piano.”

“You had surgery, didn’t you? Isn’t that supposed to fix it?”

“That’s what we thought.” She heaved a sigh. “I complained about having pain, tingling, and numbness. At first, my mom thought I was trying to get out of practicing, that I wanted to start socializing with my peers. Parties, dates, movies. Then, when I kept complaining, she said it was probably tendinitis, had me take yoga classes, saying that would strengthen my wrists. There was some improvement, but the symptoms didn’t go away.

“When I was seventeen, she finally agreed to let me see a specialist, who convinced her it was advanced carpal tunnel, not tendinitis, and recommended the surgery. I had concerts booked for another three months, and I agreed to keep the dates, although by the end, there were murmurings that I was no longer the talented pianist I’d been as a child, that maybe I’d outgrown my gift.”

She worked on her wine for a moment. “Don’t get me wrong. I was not exploited by my parents. They’d made it clear I could quit whenever I wanted. I did love playing, even if it became harder and harder. We agreed that I’d take an extended leave from giving concerts, and I’d have the surgery. Dad suggested we have it done in Paris, take a family vacation, be regular people for a while.”

Cole traced her scars with a forefinger. “That’s when their accident happened?”

“No, it happened almost two years later. The surgery has a high success rate—something around ninety-eight percent, I think. But if you wait too long, the odds of a complete recovery drop. I was in that group. So, my extended leave got longer and longer.

“There were still invitations to parties. When I refused to perform, the invitations slowed, then stopped. I started to hate listening to classical music. Things I used to love were snatched away, and I built a wall separating me from who I’d been. My parents’ accident was the final blow. I withdrew from everything for about a year, then moved to Dublin. A place as far away from my old life as any place could be. I went to school, got a degree in library science. I buried Tatiana Morgan. For good. Now, if I hear a classical piece I used to play, or even see a piano, I get the shakes and feel physically sick.”

She swiped at her eyes. “I’ve lived with my failure—perceived, or otherwise—for over ten years. It’s ingrained. It’s not a switch I can turn off just because someone says it shouldn’t matter. Morgan Tate wants Tatiana Morgan to disappear. Tatiana failed, which means I’ve failed. But deep down, she’s still a part of me.

“Randy Detweiler recognized me, which means other people might, too.”

Cole raised each of her hands in turn and kissed the scars. “I understand. But this is who you are now. This is the woman I want to spend time with.”

He forced a smile. “Frankly, I wouldn’t care if I never heard a piece of classical music again.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 29

[image: image]


MORGAN LAY BESIDE COLE, her mind awhirl. They’d made good use of his other housewarming presents, but she couldn’t keep from wondering if he was too good to be true. He seemed to care about her, put her first—and not just in bed—and was going out of his way to help her.

She wondered if his claim that he accepted her for who she was would survive with time. He was a cop. A man who’d been brought up in a contractor’s household. She’d been a celebrity, traveled the world. Had money. Would that come between them? Love conquers all might work in fiction, but this was real life.

Who says you’re in love with him, or he’s in love with you? This was all about friendship. Take what he’s offering, give him what you have. But keep a padlock around your heart for now.

He stirred, caressed her arm. “What’s bothering you?”

How could he know her so well already? He’d been asleep, hadn’t he? While they’d made love, she’d existed in the microcosm of her bed, herself, and Cole. Or so she thought. Was there a part of her still thinking about Austin, a part Cole picked up on? He couldn’t have read her mind, sensed her doubts, could he?

“Thinking about Austin,” she said. A half-truth, but a truth nonetheless.

“It’ll work out.”

Easy enough for him to say. A feeble attempt to make her feel better. Maybe, coming from Cole, it did.

She pulled aside the covers and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “I’ll scrounge something for dinner.”

“Scrounge is my go-to meal. I’ll let Bailey out.”

Morgan wrapped herself in her robe and opened the bedroom door. Bailey, bless his doggie heart, lay curled up in the hall, seeming to accept there were times he wasn’t allowed in certain places. He tilted his head and thumped his tail, as if asking What’s next?

“Cole’s going to take you outside.” She bent down and rubbed him behind his ears.

After a repeat of the previous night’s dinner, Morgan asked Cole more about the judge he’d mentioned. “Can I call or email her, or does communication have to go through a lawyer?”

Which would be yet another expense.

“Before you do anything, you should document everything you’ve done to help Austin. From what you’ve said, you have a strong case, but I’m not a lawyer. I go to court to testify, but dealing with traffic citations or drunk and disorderly cases is nothing like custody battles. I’ve never been involved in any of those.”

“I have credit card statements, but they don’t itemize what was purchased the way a grocery store receipt does. When I bought him food, it was along with my own stuff.” She did a mental rundown through what she’d spent on Austin, places she’d taken him. Movies, concerts. The zoo. Parks. “It never occurred to me to save receipts. I paid for his music lessons. Mr. Nakamura, his teacher, would vouch for me there.”

“You paid him by check?” Cole asked.

“Sometimes, or by bank transfer.”

“There are records of those,” Cole said. “Is there a chance Austin’s mom would have mentioned she thought you should have him to anyone else? Even in passing? It might help your case.”

“The only person I know is her neighbor, who’s being very helpful. I’ll ask her”

Her beanstalk had shot another ten feet into the air. As her belly twisted with tension, Bailey trotted over and dropped a tennis ball at her feet.

“Trying to cheer me up, are you?” She picked it up and rolled it across the room. He scampered after the ball, scrambling to keep his footing as he turned to bring it back.

She tossed it again. “Hard to stay upset around such cuteness.”

“Fur therapy.” Cole tossed the ball. “Any progress on the ledgers?”

Morgan told him what she’d done. “You know what? We’ve been trying to connect those pages of numbers to something that would have upset the housekeeper. What if it was a one-time thing that set her off?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. People get upset about things that don’t make sense to anyone else.”

“You’re telling me,” Cole muttered.

She got the sense he had plenty of stories from his work as a cop. She went on. “What if Uncle Bob did something that rubbed her the wrong way, and she blew it out of proportion and has been holding a personal grudge all these years? Maybe he grabbed the last package of cookies at the store. Cut her off in traffic. Didn’t give her his seat on a crowded bus. Nobody else we’ve run across seems to have anything bad to say about him.”

“Good point. I guess short of dragging her into an interrogation room and turning on the bright lights, we’ll never know.”

Morgan smiled at Cole’s teasing. “What? No rubber hoses?”

“We prefer to save those for more hardened criminals.”

She chuckled. “Cop humor is almost as good as fur therapy. What made you decide to become a cop?”

His face shuttered. He hurled Bailey’s ball into the kitchen.

~~~
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COLE KNEW HE HAD TO tell Morgan about his past. About Jazz. About what happened. He wasn’t ready to do it now, though. He stood. “I’ve got to be at work early. I’ll come back after shift tomorrow for the final sanding, and then the wall will be ready to go.”

Morgan stood, toe to toe, staring him down, fire in her eyes. “That’s it? I’ve opened up my past—bared my soul—and you say you have to be up early for work when I ask you one simple question? You leave now, you don’t need to come back. I’m sure Tom would be happy to sand the drywall.”

He sat. Pushed his hands through his hair. “It’s not a simple question.”

“That’s no excuse for not answering. Unless you’re a serial killer, and you thought being a cop would be a good way to hide your secret? Who’d ever suspect a cop?”

He glanced up into her expectant smile.

She was right, dammit. “I had a girlfriend once. A serious one. At least we thought so.” He kept his voice to a whisper so she wouldn’t hear it crack. He told her about Jazz, their plans, their love.

“What happened?” Morgan’s whisper matched his. Her hand rested on his thigh.

“I did what was right for my future. Went to school, took my exam. She went to breakfast with a bunch of other seniors. Some crazy, hopped up kid comes in brandishing an automatic weapon, sprays the restaurant because they were out of cherry pie. Killed six people.”

“Your girlfriend—Jazz—was one of them.”

He nodded. “It took too long for the cops to get there. There was a major traffic accident across town involving an officer, and a good portion of the force had been deployed to deal with it. In retrospect, unless cops had been inside the restaurant when the kid came in, they wouldn’t have gotten there in time no matter where they were. It wasn’t a hostage situation, the kid hadn’t made any demands. He just went in, started screaming and shooting.”

Even though Cole hadn’t been there, he’d replayed what must have happened over and over in his head. Had the nightmares.

Sweat trickled down his back. “I gave up college—couldn’t face it without Jazz. Worked for my dad instead. Eventually, I made up my mind the world needed more cops so there were always enough available. Maybe I could save people. Like Jazz.”

“Which is why you keep trying to protect me from myself,” she said. “It’s not because you’re a control freak.”

Cole half-smiled. “Control freak? No way. Sure, when I’m working, I need to have the upper hand with people breaking the law. Because of my job, I see a lot of bad stuff and don’t want it to happen again, especially not to people I care about.”

She ran a finger down his jaw. “You care about me?”

He wasn’t ready to tell her how much. He’d bared his soul the way she had, but he wasn’t ready to bare his heart. Too soon. Too much risk that she’d break it.

He took her finger and kissed it. “Damn straight, I do.”

“Still want to go home?” she asked.

“Want to? No. Need to? Yes. I’ve got paperwork to go over.”

“Paperwork? As in you get homework?”

He laughed. “No, this is about Kirk Webster. I want to look into his past. I still have his journals, and I want to correlate them with some newspaper articles and old arrest reports.”

“To explain the graffiti?”

“That’s my hope.”

“You can’t tell me about it? Is it confidential cop stuff?”

“Not all of it. The arrest reports would be. The newspaper articles are public.”

She tilted her head. “Will you share your ideas?”

Stay awhile longer? A no-brainer. If he didn’t mention Randall Ebersold’s case, she’d have no reason to connect the two. After all, the cases weren’t connected per se.

“When you were reading the journals, what kind of a person did you think Kirk was?” he asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I never kept a journal. To me, it was another word for diary, which I put in the those are for girls category when I was younger. It seems that Kirk didn’t have those reservations. Did you keep a diary?”

She shook her head. “The closest I came was a calendar of appearances. What are you getting at?”

“Did he mention his friends? People he wanted to be friends with?”

Her brow furrowed. “You mean like secret crushes? Wondering if he should ask a girl out? That kind of stuff?”

“Did you read anything where he mentioned any girls?”

She was quiet for a moment. Her eyes widened. “You’re saying he was gay?”

“I think so. I tried reading the journals based on that assumption, and it fit.” Maybe Miss Oberg’s lessons had merit after all.

Cole could almost hear the wheels grinding in Morgan’s head.

She gave a tiny head shake. “There was nothing in the journal entries I read that mentioned any persecution. Nothing about him being beat up, or ridiculed, or any of the other things he might have had to put up with.”

“True. From what I read, he wasn’t specific. Maybe he was afraid his parents would read his journals and he wasn’t ready to talk to them. Gays are much more accepted now, along with all the other sexual identifications, but not everyone’s on board with being anything other than straight.”

Morgan flashed a wry grin. “The circles I inhabited, I met a good number of alternative sexual identities. My parents never made anything of it. They said people were different, and some girls liked boys, and some liked girls, and the same for boys. I guess being exposed to those lifestyles from a very young age meant I accepted people for who they were.”

“Too bad Kirk Webster’s parents weren’t that enlightened.”

Or Randall Ebersold’s.

Morgan went on. “So, you think Kirk wrote the graffiti because he’d retaliated. Which would mean he killed someone. If you found him, would you arrest him?”

“There’s another angle,” Cole said. “Someone killed Kirk and wrote the message on the wall.”

“That’s so sad,” Morgan said. “I think I liked the prank theory better. I’d hate to think this house could have ties to a murder.”

Not the way a cop thought. Cole liked to know the truth, see justice done. “I’ll take Bailey for a quick walk, and then I need to get home. You have a busy day tomorrow, too.”

He left, wondering if either of the detectives would still be working.
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WAY TOO EARLY THE NEXT morning, Morgan ran searches for the best practices for becoming a child’s guardian, then started working on the Why Austin Should Live With Me list Cole had suggested. Documentation was still an issue. She went through credit card statements, taking screenshots of transactions she could tie to Austin.

Using the small keyboard and its touchpad was already aggravating her carpal tunnel. She put her wrist braces on and went through the box where she’d packed her office supplies and connected her ergonomic keyboard to her laptop. The floor was more comfortable than the couch, so she leaned against the wall and went to work.

School. If Austin stayed here, would she need to enroll him in the Pine Hills school? The semester was almost over. Another to-do list branch. Call Austin’s school in Dublin, see what they suggested.

Her mind veered to what Cole had said. Having a job rather than a trust fund would carry more weight with the courts. The income she was making from renting her condo when she’d decided to move to Pine Hills wasn’t much. She added check the want ads to her beanstalk.

She’d have to go to Thriftway, get some kid-friendly food. Take Bailey for a nice, long walk so he’d sleep while she was gone. Fill her gas tank.

A text from Cole interrupted her list-making.

Morning

Same to you, she texted back. Finish your homework?

Talked 2 dets when finish wall

Morgan read the message three times before she deciphered it. She wondered if Cole’s phone had a voice system so he could text in complete words, maybe even complete sentences. She wouldn’t be back from the airport when he got off work. She didn’t have a spare key—another item for her to-do list—so he couldn’t come while she was gone.

Let you know once we’re home. Or tomorrow? Did it matter if the sanding waited another day?

His thumbs up response said apparently it didn’t.

~
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IT WAS AFTER SIX BY the time Morgan and Austin arrived at the house on Elm Street. The boy had been quiet on the drive, and Morgan hadn’t pressed. His entire world had been yanked out from under him. He hadn’t said a word about his mother. Would the school have a counselor, or somebody they could recommend?

“You live here?” he asked. “It looks like a haunted house.”

“I warned you, didn’t I? It’ll be rugged for a few days, but we’ll manage.”

She helped him with his borrowed luggage. Mrs. Slauson had provided a large bag and a carry-on. Plus, Austin had his backpack.

“Watch the second step,” she warned. Her wrists protested as she tried to lift the large bag, so she climbed one stair above the bag and dragged it up each step. “Did you bring everything you own?”

Austin shrugged. “Just about. Mrs. Slauson said to pack as much as possible in case I had to stay a long time.”

“Would you like that?” Morgan asked.

He shrugged. “Suppose so.”

Morgan slipped her key into the lock. “Here we go. I’m sure Bailey will be glad to have a new friend.”

Austin stepped aside. When she’d told him she had a dog, his eyes had gone dinner-plate wide. “Really?”

Maybe Bailey could provide fur therapy for Austin, too.

While Austin and Bailey were getting acquainted, Morgan called to let Cole know they were home, that he could finish the drywall. “From here on, everything between us has to be platonic. I’ve been reading up on what case workers will be looking for, and if it’s a single guardian situation, they look at possible hints of impropriety.”

“Can we still see each other? Like for dinner? In public?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Burger Hut? Austin’s pretty wiped out, but they have tables and chairs there.”

“Fifteen minutes?”

“More like twenty to thirty. We need to take Bailey for a walk. He’s been in his crate for hours.”

Morgan showed Austin the rest of the house, explaining their temporary sleeping arrangements, saying there was damage to the wall in what would be her bedroom. “Once your bed gets here, you can decide if you want this room or the one across the hall.”

Another shrug. “Okay.”

She knew how traumatized Austin must be, yet she’d hoped he’d have shown signs of being glad to be here.

What do you expect? He’s been pulled from everything he knows. Give him time.

The question was, how much time did she have?

~~~
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AT BURGER HUT, COLE parked just as Morgan’s car pulled into the lot. He stood on the walkway, waiting for her to find a slot. He held back. Tonight, Cole knew, would be about Austin. He didn’t need to overwhelm the kid by doing what he wanted to do, which was rush up and put his arms around Morgan and give the kid an effusive welcome.

When Austin appeared, Cole took a moment to school his features. Morgan hadn’t mentioned he was black. Skin a few shades darker than Morgan’s. Why should it have come up? Ethnicity, political affiliations, and religion weren’t things Cole asked about when he met people. Or their sexual orientations. Things like that shouldn’t matter, but, as he also knew, too often they did. Pine Hills had its share of all varieties. Would Austin’s being black impact her chances of becoming his guardian?

Austin was small for twelve, on the skinny side. His gaze was focused on the sidewalk, his shoulders hunched. Feet clad in worn sneakers scuffed along the concrete.

Morgan approached, Austin hanging a pace behind. Cole waited for Morgan to make the introductions. Let her take the lead.

“Austin, this is my friend, Mr. Patton. He’s a police officer, and he’s also helping me fix up the house.”

Austin’s eyes grew wary.

Cole extended a hand. “Pleased to meet you, Austin. Welcome to Pine Hills.” Should he tell the kid to call him Cole? No, he’d wait and ask Morgan how she felt about it, since she hadn’t mentioned his first name. She might prefer the more formal arrangement. No hints of impropriety.

Austin took the proffered hand. “Pleased to meet you, Sir.” The words were polite, the tone was even, but the wariness in his eyes flowed through his hands.

Cole noticed the long, slender fingers, much like Morgan’s.

“Let’s go inside,” Morgan said. “Austin’s been on an airplane most of the day, and they don’t give you much food these days.”

“Not completely true. Peanuts or cookies?” Cole asked Austin, hoping to get a less rigid response.

A shy grin. “I got both. The flight attendants were nice.”

Cole held the door for the two of them, his gaze automatically sweeping the room. He stiffened when he saw his three suspects sitting in a booth, laughing and speaking in tones a little louder than socially acceptable in a restaurant—even for Burger Hut.

Morgan must have sensed his concern. “Something wrong?” she whispered.

“No.” He exhaled and smiled.

He found a table on the opposite side of the dining room, choosing a seat where he could watch both the door and the three boys.

They looked his way, and their demeanors did a quick shift. The laughter stopped, their voices dropped so their conversation was no longer audible to him. They leaned forward, heads together, as if formulating a plan.

Cole felt for the gun at the small of his back. His heart rate ratcheted a notch.

After placing their orders, Cole asked Austin what he thought of the Elm Street house.

He shrugged. “Miss Tate says it’ll get better once the furniture shows up and the repairs get going.” He shifted his gaze to Morgan. “Is there going to be a TV?”

“You think we need one?”

His face fell.

She punched his biceps. “Fifty-inch okay with you?”

His eyes popped. “Really?”

“You’ll have to help me learn how to use it,” she said. “All that techno stuff is too complicated for me. I’m old.”

“You are not.” Austin smiled, the first genuine one Cole had seen.

Their server arrived with the food, and Austin was too busy eating for the next fifteen minutes to be bothered with conversation. Cole shot Morgan a glance he hoped said I like him, then returned his gaze to the boys across the room. No question. They were keeping him on their radar, cutting their eyes his way. Were they looking at Austin, not him? They’d demonstrated prejudice against gays, of that Cole was certain. Did they have something against blacks as well?

Made no sense. They were on the high school football team, interacting with blacks on an almost daily basis. Cole knew the coach stood for no nonsense when it came to race. Players were judged on their game, not skin color.

No, Cole was sure they were focused on him, not Austin.

Morgan must have picked up on it. Unease rolled off her in almost palpable waves.

“You almost done?” she asked Austin, who was dunking each fry in ketchup, biting off a piece, and repeating the process. Three times per fry.

“Almost.” Austin dunked another fry.

One of the boys, from across the room, Sean Dennison, Cole recalled, slid out of the booth, wandered in the direction of their table, his gaze fixed on Cole.

Cole met his stare, kept his expression a hair on the neutral side of You don’t want to go there.

Under the table, Morgan gripped his thigh.

Sean smirked, then continued past the table toward the restrooms. The other two got up and waited for their cohort in the entryway.

Moments later, Sean swaggered past their table, bumping Cole’s empty soda glass. Sean grabbed for it, knocking it over, spilling the remaining ice cubes onto the table. He righted the glass. “Clumsy of me. I’m sorry.” Another smirk. “Officer Patton.”

Cole was sure the smile he gave Sean would freeze the river mid-summer.

Morgan had grabbed a napkin and was wiping down the table.

A server rushed over to help. “Can I get you another Dr. Pepper?” he asked.

“No harm done. Accidents happen,” Cole said. He shot the boy another deep freeze smile. “Once.”

Sean left, and Cole turned to Morgan and Austin. “Anyone up for dessert?”
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MORGAN WANTED NOTHING more than to leave the restaurant. The way Cole had been watching those boys across the room, and then one pretending that knocking over Cole’s glass had been an accident, had her stomach in knots. Austin hadn’t picked up on it, not that Morgan could tell, and the way his eyes had brightened when Cole suggested dessert had her burying her concerns. She agreed.

“They do a killer loaded brownie,” Cole said to Austin. “It’s huge. Ginormous brownie, chocolate sauce, raspberry sauce, whipped cream. And a cherry on top. Want to split it?”

Austin nodded. “Yes, please,” he hurried to add.

He was trying so hard to behave. Was he afraid he’d be sent away for anything less than perfect behavior? Didn’t he know he could act like a kid?

Give him time.

Wanting to give the guys a bonding moment, Morgan ordered a single scoop of vanilla ice cream for herself.

When their desserts arrived, Cole offered a knife to Austin. “You draw the line for how much you want. The rule is, you have to eat however much you choose.”

Austin tilted his head in Morgan’s direction, as if he thought he was being tested, then tentatively drew a line at about the one-third mark, giving Morgan another approval-seeking glance.

She patted his hand. “You’re the only one who knows how much dessert room you have. Go for it.”

With a shy smile for Cole, Austin moved the line dead center.

“That’s more like it.” Cole scooped half the dessert onto Austin’s plate.

Austin grinned and dove in.

Desserts finished, they went back to Elm Street. As Cole rounded his car for the porch, he uttered a not so quiet curse.

Austin, who was already by the front door, turned, wide-eyed.

“Sorry.” Cole grabbed his phone, took pictures of his car.

“What happened?” Morgan asked. “Did someone ding you?”

“Keyed it,” he said. “I’ll deal with it later. Let’s get your wall finished.”

They regrouped in the master bedroom while Cole did the final sanding pass.

“You’re a cop.” Austin eyed Cole warily. He sat cross-legged on the floor, petting Bailey.

“I am.”

“Someone messed with your car, right?”

“They did.”

“Do you know who?”

Cole shook his head, although Morgan thought he had a pretty good idea it was one of those kids from Burger Hut.

“If you found him, what would you do?” Austin said.

Cole glanced at Austin, but kept working. “First, I’d have to prove it was really him. I can see if there are surveillance cameras that show him doing it. Then, I could find him and make him pay.”

“You wouldn’t shoot him? Or beat him up?”

Morgan’s heart came to an abrupt halt.

Cole stopped sanding. He fixed his gaze on Austin. “My job is to protect people, not hurt them. I’ve never shot anyone, and I don’t want to have to.”

“If the person was bad, though, you could shoot him?”

Where had this come from? Cole would have to answer. She couldn’t speak for him.

“It would be a last resort,” Cole said. “First, I’d tell him that what he was doing was wrong. Tell him to stop.”

“If he didn’t stop?” Austin’s tone was curious, as if this was nothing more than typical conversation.

“It would depend on what he was doing. If he was hurting someone else, I would restrain him. You know what that means?”

“That’s when you beat him up.”

“No, I’d never beat someone up. I use just enough force to make him stop. I’d put handcuffs on him so he couldn’t keep hurting the other person.”

“You have a gun, right?”

“I do. But the only time I’d use it would be if someone was trying to shoot me first.”

“A cop beat up someone near my apartment once. Another cop shot someone.”

Morgan stifled a gasp.

Cole crouched until his eyes were level with Austin’s. “I’ll bet there are some kids at your school who aren’t nice, right?”

Austin nodded. “DeShaun’s a bully. He takes people’s lunches and beats on them if they try to stop him.”

“You’d say DeShaun’s not a nice person, then.”

Austin nodded.

“It’s the same in police departments. Most police officers aren’t like the one you said beat someone up, or shot someone. Unless you know the whole story, from both sides, you can’t make assumptions. Police departments have people who investigate cops to make sure they’re not breaking the rules.”

Morgan watched as Austin processed the information. Later, she’d have to ask what prompted the conversation.

Cole stood and ran his fingers along the wall. “I think we’re done.”

More like just beginning.

~~~
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COLE CLEANED UP WHILE Morgan got Austin settled into bed. When she came down carrying sheets and a blanket, he helped her spread them on the couch. “Not much of a bed.”

Morgan tucked the sheet under the couch cushions. “It’s only for a couple of nights.”

He noticed that she’d winced and shaken out her hands. “Your carpal tunnel bothering you?”

She arranged a top sheet and blanket. “Not bad.”

Now that she’d confessed her ailment, it seemed she wasn’t as worried about admitting her weakness in front of him.

After Morgan folded the top edge of the sheet over the blanket, she stepped back, as if surveying her handiwork. “You think the kid who knocked over your glass keyed your car, don’t you?”

He’d wondered how long before she brought it up. “Either him or one of his two buddies. But, like I told Austin, without proof, there’s not much I can do. I'm heading back to the restaurant to see if they’ve got surveillance footage.”

“I liked the way you answered Austin,” she said. “I’d like to know why he asked those questions, though.”

So did Cole. “Does he—did he—live in a rough neighborhood?”

“Better than some, worse than others. I’d call it the low end of middle class. A mix of races. Heavy on black and Latino, some whites and a few Asians, too. No gangs that I’m aware of.”

“Give me the address, and I’ll see if I can find references to what he was talking about.”

“You said you talked to detectives about Kirk Webster. Did you get any answers?”

“Nothing definitive yet.” Most of what Kovak had said related to Randall Ebersold, and he couldn’t discuss that case with Morgan. If what Kovak had found held up, keying Cole’s car would be the least of these kids’ worries.

Morgan hid a yawn behind her hand.

He stroked her cheek. “You’ve had a long day. I’d better get going before we do something ... inappropriate.”

She gave him a gentle kiss. “Thanks for the wall, for everything.”

As he drove back to Burger Hut, Cole wondered if Morgan had intended her thanks to mean she was writing him off now that she had Austin to worry about.

Not if he could help it.

The surveillance footage at Burger Hut wasn’t definitive. Whoever had keyed his car had been wearing jeans, a black windbreaker, and a ball cap positioned so the brim hid his face. Cole hadn’t seen any of the three boys wearing ball caps in the restaurant, but one of them might have had a dark colored windbreaker slung over his arm as he walked out. Cole couldn’t swear to it. The move along his car was made quickly, casually, with the boy’s face averted from the camera so that a positive ID was impossible. Too many crime shows on television served as instruction manuals for lawbreakers these days.

The Burger Hut manager burned a copy of the footage onto a CD, just in case it might prove useful. Maybe Connor could perform some enhancement magic.

Cole took the CD to the station, put the disc in an evidence envelope and wrote a note for Connor to hang on to it. Neither of the detectives was in, so Cole went home. He could use public search engines to look up incidents in Austin’s neighborhood. It might show that Austin was better off here in Pine Hills than in Dublin.

Where Austin was living wasn’t the big question. It was who he was living with. If no relations were found, would Morgan have as much of a case in the eyes of the court as a registered foster parent?

Would a relationship with Morgan hinder or help? The courts frowned upon non-marital sexual encounters. Could she argue having a strong male figure in the mix was better for Austin?

The dreams he’d shared with Jazz included having children. At age eighteen, the reality of having kids was an abstract concept. Cole had never pictured himself interacting with those imaginary children. Did professions matter? Was a high risk job like being a cop a help or a hindrance?

Chastising himself for jumping so far ahead, Cole spent the next hour gathering information about criminal activity in Austin’s neighborhood.

One article stopped him. No wonder the kid had a low opinion of cops.
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MORGAN WOKE WITH THE sun the next morning, far earlier than she’d wanted to. She should have hung blankets over the windows.

Bailey wasn’t in his crate. Morgan tiptoed up the stairs and peeked through Austin’s half-open door. He and Bailey lay curled up together. Her heart swelled, and she lingered in the doorway for several heartbeats, watching the two of them sleep.

Fur therapy.

Downstairs, she started a pot of coffee. While it brewed, she went over her list for today. She’d heard from Rich’s fence guy and one other. Should she write off the third for not responding promptly? She circled check references on her list.

Too early to call Austin’s school or Mrs. Slauson. Or the company Uncle Bob used to work for. Was she even going to bother with that one? Don’t dwell on the past, her father used to say. Uncle Bob’s ledgers had been an interesting diversion, but she couldn’t imagine them providing information she could use today.

The appliances were supposed to be delivered between noon and three. What was the point of being up so early if you couldn’t get anything done?

There was the matter of dealing with Mrs. Jackson’s remains. Would a funeral be important to Austin? What had the hospital done with her body?

Her phone buzzed a text. Cole.

Up

Yes, she texted back.

She waited for his next abbreviated message, surprised when he called.

“Morning,” she said.

“How was the couch?”

“Lumpy, but I was tired enough that it didn’t matter.”

“I got a call from Tom about your job. Thought I’d let you know I’ll be part of the crew on my off days.”

An unbidden smile worked its way to her face. “Great. I guess that means I won’t be buying you food in exchange for work anymore. Tom is paying you, right?”

“Right.”

Padded footfalls and clicking toenails sounded from the stairway. “Gotta go. The boys are coming down.” She swiped to end the call.

“Morning. Sleep okay?” she asked Austin.

“Yeah. That’s a good bed.”

“Yours will be here tomorrow. It’s the same kind, but smaller, so it should be comfortable, too.”

She clipped a leash on Bailey and took him outside. “Once there’s a fence, guy, you can have privacy while you do your thing.”

The dog wasted no time finding a spot.

Inside, Austin had poured himself a bowl of cereal and sat on the couch to eat. She waited until he’d finished eating and had showered and dressed before bringing up the changes in his life.

“There are laws about who can take care of kids. The courts will be trying to find your other relatives, if you have any. Did you get Christmas or birthday cards from anyone your mom said was related to you?”

Austin shook his head. “It was just her and me. Sometimes Dad came home, but he never stayed. They was—were—always fighting. Mostly about Momma drinking, but she couldn’t stop. Said she’d tried, but it was better when she had her drink. She complained about her jobs, the way her new boss made her do too much stuff, but she said if she quit she’d have to start at the bottom somewhere else. She promised she only drank at home, not at work.”

Another crack formed in Morgan’s heart. “Okay, so if the courts can’t find a relative, they’re going to look for people who take in foster kids.”

“Can you, Ms. Tate?”

“Honey, I’m trying my hardest. For now, I’m going to wait until they tell me I can’t, and by then, I hope we’ll prove that this is the best place for you. That means you’ll have to keep up with your schoolwork. I’m going to call your school for your assignments.” She gave him a pretend glare. “You did bring your books, didn’t you?”

Austin’s eyes rolled toward the ceiling. “Yes, Ma’am.”

“Then go upstairs and get them. Do you have homework from last week?”

“Done.”

“Right now, I think it’s best if you consider yourself part of the Dublin school, just a long-distance student. If I’m going to help you, I need to know what you’re studying.”

“What about my piano lessons?” he asked. “And practicing?”

“I’m working on that, too. I’ve only been here a week, remember, and there’s so much to do. They’re going to start house repairs in a few days, and there’s furniture and other things we need that will be delivered.”

“Okay.” He called Bailey to follow him.

Austin sounded so much more cheerful today. She couldn’t break his mood with talks of cops shooting people.

She found the number for the police station and called. “May I speak to Detective Detweiler, please. It's not a police matter.”

~~~
[image: image]


COLE MADE THE HIGH school his first stop on his morning patrol route. He parked on the street and watched the kids file into the two-story red brick structure. The principal had denied any incidents on campus, but that didn’t mean things weren’t going on, just that the kids knew how to keep under the radar.

Or off campus.

Cole spotted Vance Ebersold’s Mustang as it pulled into the drop-off zone. Randall emerged from the passenger side, his casted left arm in a sling. He headed up the path to the building, his gait slow but steady.

The kid had guts. Cole would have expected him to take a few days off to recuperate, wait for things to blow over.

A small group of kids, both girls and boys, rushed over to Randall and walked with him, flanking him. Threatening him? Or protecting him? Would they have information to bolster a case against Randall’s suspected assailants? Connor had matched prints on the beer cans to some on the Mustang, but they had no way to know who they belonged to.

What Cole needed was a way to collect prints from the boys. A legal way. After reading Kirk Webster’s journals and seeing Randall suffering in the car—not to mention that incident at Burger Hut—Cole wanted to be involved.

His three suspects sauntered up the walkway, carrying on an animated conversation Cole couldn’t hear. They guzzled from soda cans.

He raised his binoculars to his eyes and zoomed in. Coke. He grabbed his department-issue camera and followed up with pictures.

He continued to take pictures as the boys approached the base of the stone steps leading into the building, paused, aimed, and shot their sodas into a large trash bin sitting off to the side. Two cans slipped in, the third bounced off the rim and landed on the grass. After some jeering from his buddies, the kid who’d missed jogged forward, picked up the can, and slam dunked it into the receptacle. Cole captured it all.

Cole kept his eyes on the trash bin. One other student dropped his soda can in. Mountain Dew. A bell rang, and the last stragglers rushed up the stairs.

Cole grabbed a handful of evidence bags and marched to the bin. He peered inside. His lucky morning. The bin must have been emptied recently, because there were only a few cans inside, resting atop discarded bakery and fast food bags. Cole gloved up and reached in for the Coke cans. There were five of them.

He paused, checked his pictures. His luck held. The three boys had been drinking Coke Classic. The other two were Coke Zero and Diet Coke. He bagged the three classics and let Dispatch know he was coming into the station.

He signed the cans into evidence, then told Detweiler what he’d done. “I’ve got pictures following them from the walkway to the trash can.”

Detweiler tapped his desk for a moment. “Defense might argue that the picture of the cans in the trash was of a different can, or taken at another time. The camera’s set for time stamps, right?”

“Yes, Sir.”

“Good job, Patton. Check the memory card into evidence, and I’ll let Connor know it’s here. You can resume your patrol route.” Detweiler’s desk phone rang, and he lifted the receiver.

Cole left. As he walked away, Detweiler said, “What can I do for you, Miss Tate?”

Why was Morgan calling Detweiler? Had something happened? Why hadn’t she called him? Knowing better than to go back and ask, Cole did as directed, deciding to head toward Elm Street.

When Dispatch ordered him to a disturbance at Alma Evans’ house, code two, Cole groaned. What now? Was she getting things on with Mr. Grossjean again? Were they bothering the neighbors? He flipped on his lights, swung a U-turn, and pressed the accelerator.

When he turned onto Alma’s street, the block was quiet. No curious onlookers standing in driveways. This time of day, this neighborhood, most residents would be at work. A green Subaru sat at the curb in front of Alma’s house.

Cole released his grip on the wheel, unaware he’d been white-knuckling it, and cruised around the block, eyes out for anything unusual, stopping two doors away from the house.

He let Dispatch know he’d arrived. “Initial visual looks calm. Do you have an update about what kind of a disturbance?”

“Negative. The caller reported shouting, and an unknown vehicle at the curb. She would not leave her home to confirm the plates.”

“Roger that.” Cole relayed the plates of the Subaru and waited for Dispatch’s response.

“Car is an airport rental.”

Maybe one of Alma’s friends or relatives was visiting. Cole still hadn’t heard any sounds from the house.

He got out of his vehicle, unsnapped his holster, gave his vest its customary tap, and strode up the sidewalk. The unmistakable crack of a gunshot shattered the silence.
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MORGAN THANKED DETECTIVE Detweiler for his help, and accepted his invitation to dinner. “Please let me bring something,” she said. “Dessert?”

“That would be fine,” he said. “Sarah’s partial to chocolate. See you tonight.”

Austin came down with his schoolbooks, and she asked him what assignment was giving him the most trouble, hoping it wasn’t a subject she’d have trouble with, too.

He set his books on the couch between them and sat. “Science, mostly. We’re studying geology and fossils and all the different eras. It all happened a bazillion years ago. It doesn’t make sense that we have to learn it all now.”

“Did you like dinosaurs when you were a kid?”

He scrunched his face. “Yeah. Why?”

“It’s all connected. Go read the last chapter you were assigned, and then ask me your questions. I’m not a geology genius, but I know how to look things up.”

“Like rocks? No rocks where I live—at least not the fancy kinds in the books. It’s chunks of bricks or concrete, and people don’t study them. They throw them.”

Austin had opened the door for Morgan to follow up on the questions he’d had for Cole last night. She would’ve preferred moving on, but she needed to know what Austin’s life had been like. If his neighborhood had degenerated—and if so, why hadn’t she known?—it might help her prove he was better off here.

Why was she assuming he’d continue to live in the same neighborhood? If the system found a relative living somewhere else, then Austin would be moving anyway. Same went for foster parents.

“Did anyone throw rocks at you?” she asked. “Did you throw them at someone?”

“Not me. DeShaun threatened to, but a teacher caught him first and he got detention.”

“What about what you told Cole—Mr. Patton—last night? About the police shooting somebody, and beating people up. When did that happen?”

“A while back. I was ten. I didn’t know much, but everyone was mad that the cops got off. They been giving the cops a tough time ever since.” He ducked his head. “Some kids, they keep chunks of bricks and stuff in their pockets. Say they’ll throw them if any cop gives them trouble. But they’s—they’re—bluffing.” He chuckled. “Their mommas would give them what for if they got nasty.”

“You kept away from those kids, didn’t you?” Morgan’s relationship with Austin centered around his music. She hadn’t asked for many details about the rest of his life.

She thought about him walking the three blocks to and from Mrs. Reardon’s house after school. The woman had taught elementary school music before she’d retired and had been kind enough to allow Austin to use her piano to practice. If the streets weren’t safe, she’d have mentioned it, wouldn’t she?

“Yes, ma’am.” Austin tapped the worn cover of his science book. “The troublemakers are on the other side of Clinton Street, and they ain’t—haven’t—crossed yet.”

Morgan visualized the area. Clinton Street was a major thoroughfare in that section of town and made a good demarcation line. If there were kids—dare she think of them as a gang?—who wanted to expand their territory, they’d move in the direction of Austin’s neighborhood. Going the other way would mean hitting the interstate, and beyond that lay middle and upper-middle class homes.

Austin was here now, she reminded herself, and part of her New Life on Elm Street.

While Austin studied, Morgan went upstairs where she’d be out of earshot and called his school.

The principal was sympathetic and understanding. “He’s such a gifted child. We’ll do everything we can to help while he deals with this tragedy. I’ll have his teachers email you lessons until he’s ready to return.”

Morgan asked about transferring Austin to the Pine Hills middle school.

“You don’t plan on Austin returning?”

“There’s less than a month left of the semester. I’d hoped he could finish the school year here. Fewer reminders of what happened.”

After a long pause, the principal said, “Get me the information about the school he’d be attending, and I’ll ask his teachers here to communicate and coordinate with their Pine Hills counterparts. One way or another, we’ll see to it that Austin moves forward.”

Was it really that easy? Morgan thanked her and hung up before the woman changed her mind.

She moved on, calling Mrs. Slauson to update her on Austin’s status and to see whether Children Services had come by.

“Not yet,” Mrs. Slauson said.

Morgan asked whether Austin’s mom had ever mentioned wanting to be rid of Austin.

“Not really,” Mrs. Slauson said. “She’d complain about the hassle of getting him to and from his lessons, but I never got the impression that she wished he was out of her life.”

Morgan thanked her and called Mrs. Reardon, who had the same basic response. Since Austin got to and from her home under his own power, there was less reason for his mom to consider it a problem best solved by being rid of her son.

Was Austin happy here? Or putting on a brave front? Or acting the way he thought Morgan wanted him to?

~~~
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AS THE SOUND OF THE gunshot registered, Cole froze for a split-second, then dashed toward his cruiser, keying the mic at his shoulder. “Shots fired. Officer requests backup.”

He gave the address.

“Backup en route. ETA three minutes. Maintain your position.” The calm, emotionless voice of the dispatcher did little to slow Cole’s galloping heart.

Neither did a second gunshot.

The underlying fear that accompanied him every time he put on his uniform crashed over him full force. Would he have the guts to do the job if his life was in danger?

This is why you became a cop. To help people. Make up for what happened to Jazz and those five other people.

Single shots. Not an automatic weapon, then. As bad scenarios went, this one could be worse. Cole went to his trunk for his shotgun. When a suspect has a gun, go in with a bigger gun.

He scanned the yard for cover, dashed toward the curb, and knelt behind a maple tree where he could keep an eye on the house. Impatiently waiting for backup, he ran through his training scenarios.

Two houses down, a door opened. A woman in a floral bathrobe stepped onto her porch, looked toward Alma’s house, then popped back inside. The overly-conscientious neighbor who’d called in, was Cole’s bet.

Flashing lights behind him said backup was here. Brody stepped out of his cruiser and pulled his shotgun from the trunk.

Cole straightened, nodded to Brody, brought him up to speed.

“The resident here is one Alma Evans, and I’ve encountered her before.” Cole explained Alma’s ... interest ... in her neighbor. “Didn’t strike me as the sort to have a gun, much less use one.”

“Never know what will provoke someone, though. You’re thinking there are at least two people inside. Alma Evans and whoever came in the Subaru.”

“Correct.”

“You’re first on scene,” Brody said. “There are two of Pine Hills Police’s finest out here. I’d say odds are stacked in our favor. Call it.”

As if Cole had been thinking of anything else during the longest three minutes in recent memory.

“You cover the back. I’ll take the front.”

“Ever done this before?” Brody whispered.

“Entered a house where shots have been fired? No. Only in training.”

“Bet you’re puckered up good. A six, at least.” Brody flashed a quick grin before his face shifted into pure cop mode and he headed for the back of the house.

An ambulance parked in front of Cole’s cruiser, and Cole jogged over to tell them to stand by until he’d assessed the situation.

Standing to one side of the door, Cole rapped on the wooden panel. He kept the pitch of his voice low, the volume high. “Ms. Evans. Pine Hills Police. Open the door.”

Nothing.

“Are you in need of assistance?” Cole asked.

“You might say that. Come in.”

Cole recognized the voice. Alma Evans. He called to Brody, who was already jogging toward the porch.

“I heard her invite us in,” Brody said.

Cole twisted the knob. Unlocked. Confirming that Cole would enter first, going right, he kicked the door open.

Inside, shotgun at the ready, Cole stood in amazement. Alma sat on the couch, a .22 pistol pointed at another woman perched on the edge of an easy chair on the other side of a large, square coffee table. On the floor were remnants of a large vase which appeared to be a gunshot victim. An oil painting of Mount Hood sported a neat, round hole near the mountain’s summit. Victim number two.

The second woman, a brunette, mid-fifties, with a thick neck, sagging jowls, and pointed nose, kept her vitriol-laden stare on Alma. Cole’s gaze shot to her hands, gripping the arms of the chair. Chunky rings in gold and silver tones adorned most of her plump fingers.

Brody divested Alma of her weapon, then cuffed her.

Alma glared.

“For both of our protection, ma’am.”

Cole did the same for the second woman as he asked her name.

“Christine Grossjean,” she said.

Bruce Grossjean’s daughter. She lived in Michigan. What was she doing here? Was her father hiding out in the bedroom?

“Is there anyone else in the house?” Cole asked.

Despite both women insisting they were alone, Cole set off to clear the rest of the residence. Swapping his shotgun for his pistol, he moved from room to room, senses on alert, channeling his training exercises. No reason to panic. He reminded himself—again—this was why he became a cop. To protect people.

The bed in the master bedroom was neatly made, so no apparent recent hanky-panky. Cole checked the other bedrooms, bathrooms, closets. No signs of anyone hiding, unless you counted the dust bunnies under the beds.

“Clear,” he reported when he came back to the living room. He holstered his pistol, took out his notebook and pen. “All right ladies. What happened here? Let’s start with you, Ms. Evans. Why the gunfire?”

“She barged into my house,” Alma said. “Of course I grabbed my gun. A woman’s got a right to protect herself. I didn’t shoot her, just wanted to let her know I could.”

So much for Cole’s impression that Alma Evans wasn’t the gun bearing sort. Making assumptions could get you killed. He’d heard that one often enough, both at the academy and at daily briefings.

“Why did you barge in, Miss Grossjean?” he asked.

The woman’s gaze never left Alma. “That ... that ... gold digger is after my father. He’s seventy-six years old, for God’s sake. Starting to lose his marbles. He has to be twenty years older than she is. She wants his money, nothing more. Money that should be coming to me.”

“Ha!” Alma spat the word. “Have you seen his will, bitch? You’re hardly getting anything, and that goes whether or not we get married.”

“Married?” Cole choked back his surprise. “You and Mr. Grossjean were getting married?”

She lifted her chin. “Are getting married. With or without Miss Greedypants’ approval. Bruce told her, invited her to the wedding, asked for her blessing, and she comes down and barges in here, telling me I’ll marry her father over her dead body. Which, as you’ll notice, is not the case, but I admit to being tempted.”

Brody shook his head. “Miss Evans. Did Miss Grossjean threaten you in any way when she came into your home? Other than voicing her ... displeasure ... with your upcoming nuptials?”

Nuptials? Who used that word in conversation?

“Of course she did,” Alma said. “She came in, picked up that vase and held it up like she was going to hit me over the head with it. That’s when I shot it.”

“Miss Grossjean, did you intend to strike Miss Evans with that vase?” Brody asked.

She shrugged. “I wanted to let her know I was serious about stopping her from marrying Daddy.” She shifted her gaze from Alma to Brody. “I didn’t hit her. She’s the one who fired a gun.”

“The two of you will need to come to the station,” Cole said.

The front door burst open. Bruce Grossjean rushed into the room, his gaze moving from his daughter to his apparent fiancée, both wearing handcuffs.

He clutched at his chest and dropped to the carpet.
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BY FOUR-THIRTY, MORGAN’S kitchen sported a new, shiny stainless steel fridge, stove, and dishwasher, and the basement now included a laundry area. Austin reported being comfortable with defining igneous, sedimentary, and metamorphic rocks, although Morgan thought a museum trip might help fix them in his mind. Was there somewhere local where he could see rock formations for himself?

Tabling that for another day, Morgan sent Austin upstairs for his sheet music and to change into a clean shirt. After a stop at Ashley’s bakery for a chocolate mousse pie, they wound their way to the Detweilers’.

When they arrived, Morgan handed Austin the bakery box. “You can give it to them.”

Sarah opened the door, a baby on her hip, a grin on her face. “Hi, Morgan. And you must be Austin. Come in.”

Austin extended the box. “Thank you for inviting us.” His tone was polite but emotionless.

Sarah gave Austin a broad smile. “My pleasure. Would you mind carrying the box into the kitchen for me, please? Tucker makes it tricky to hold onto things, and I’d hate to drop a box from Ashley’s bakery.”

“It’s chocolate pie,” Austin said, a hint of pleasure creeping into his voice.

“Then I’d really hate to drop it.” Sarah pointed to the counter, and Austin set the box down.

Randy came into the room and took Tucker, hoisting him into the air for a round of baby giggles, then settled him over his shoulder. “You’re with me, champ. Mommy has to finish dinner.”

He bent down, offered Austin a hand. “I’m Randy Detweiler. Morgan has told me a lot about you. Come with me.”

Austin, head tilted back, gaping at the six-and-a-half-foot tall man, threw a questioning look at Morgan.

“Go on. I’ll be helping Mrs. Detweiler.” She handed Austin the envelope with his sheet music.

Austin, eyes still wide, shuffled down the hall.

“It’s so nice of you and Randy to do this,” Morgan said to Sarah. “Regular practice is critical for Austin. What can I do to help?”

“Most of it’s done. Rigatoni with my grandmother’s pasta sauce, salad, and garlic bread. If you’ll open the wine, I won’t object to having a pre-dinner drink. There’s a bottle and glasses on the sideboard in the dining room.” She opened a box of crackers and tipped them onto a plate.

Morgan followed Sarah’s directions to the dining room. As she opened the bottle, Czerny piano exercises came from the hall. Smiling, she poured two glasses of wine.

Sarah came in and set the crackers, cheese, and vegetables on the living room coffee table.

The music shifted to Beethoven’s Sonata Number Eight. Pathetiqué.

Sarah’s eyes widened. “I’m no music critic, but living with Randy’s given me some appreciation for good playing, and Austin’s good. Really good. I admit, I expected something more along the lines of Lydia, a kid who lived in my old apartment building. She wasn’t bad, but ... wow. Nothing like this.”

Heat rushed up Morgan’s neck as the music brought back memories, and with it, the pain of failure. She ducked her head, reaching for a baby carrot, chomping on it as an excuse not to answer.

Randy came into the living room and set the baby in a jumper seat. To Morgan, he said, “How long has he been playing?”

“About two years. I ran across him goofing around in the library when we were setting up for a music program. He sat down at the piano and blew me away. When he said he’d never had lessons, I knew I had to do something about it.”

“You taught him?”

Morgan ducked her head again. “No, I found him the best teachers I could. I’m not qualified to teach him.”

Randy’s expression held disbelief, but because he didn’t object, she knew he’d kept his word and hadn’t told Sarah about Tatiana Morgan. “I’ll have to find him another teacher in Salem or Portland. Unless there’s someone qualified in Pine Hills?”

“What about you, Randy?” Sarah asked. “You’re good.”

He snickered. “I’m good, yes. Austin needs someone excellent.” He threw a pointed glance Morgan’s way.

She lifted her gaze. “Yes, he does.”

The music changed. Rimsky-Korsakov’s “Flight of the Bumblebee,” the piece where Morgan had first noticed the pain in her hands. She gathered every vestige of her composure. “Excuse me. Where’s your powder room?” she said, hoping she could get there before she burst into tears.

“Down the hall.” Sarah gestured in that direction.

Morgan stared at herself in the bathroom mirror. Her New Life on Elm Street project was progressing on a superficial level. Sure, she was fixing the house, and Austin was with her, although not the way she’d planned. She hadn’t transformed. She was still the same withdrawn coward inside as she’d been all those years ago when she’d buried Tatiana Morgan.

Cole had said nothing in her past indicated coward or failure to him. Why couldn’t she believe him? Accept that Morgan Tate could be a success? That success as a person wasn’t measured in concert gigs or adoring fans?

She wiped her eyes and straightened her spine. She’d have to remake herself. Learn to internalize the positive.

It’s like learning a new piano piece. You didn’t have it concert ready without lots of repetitions.

She returned to the living room. The music had stopped, and Austin was sipping from a glass of juice and nibbling on a piece of cheese. He turned to her, his eyes alive for the first time since she’d picked him up at the airport.

“Mr. Detweiler said I can come practice here, like at Mrs. Reardon’s, if it’s okay with you.”

The couple exchanged what Morgan considered a silent communication glance followed by a tiny head bob on Randy’s part. Clearly, they’d already discussed this.

“Of course it is.” Morgan turned to Randy and Sarah, sitting side by side on the couch, their fingers intertwined. “It would be for a couple of weeks at most. Right now, Austin’s not enrolled in school, so our time is flexible. You tell me what times would be good for you, and I’ll make it work. Of course, I’ll be with him.”

“I’ll get you a key,” Sarah said to Morgan. “Since Randy and I both work and Tucker comes with me, that makes the most sense. We can work out the timing details later. Now, how about dinner?”

After they’d finished eating, Randy challenged Austin to a piano playoff. “I’ll start, you finish. If you think you’re up to a challenge.”

Austin jumped up. “Bring it on.”

Sarah excused herself to put Tucker to bed, telling Morgan she should join the guys.

She’d been listening to Austin play. Why should it be so much harder to watch? She could do this. She would do this. She’d have to do this. For Austin.

“My Gram and I used to play this game.” Randy sat at the keyboard of the upright piano. Two cats looked up from beds in the corner, yawned, and went back to sleep. Randy tapped the bench for Austin to sit beside him.

Austin took a seat and looked at Randy, a gleeful challenge in his eyes.

You used to be that excited about playing. Why are you hiding from the magic?

For the next half hour, Morgan listened—and watched—as Randy began playing, then stopped abruptly. Without missing a beat, Austin’s fingers hit the keyboard and continued, repeating what Randy had demonstrated by coming to a halt mid-phrase and waiting for Randy to pick up the piece.

Back and forth they went, playing Mozart, Chopin, Schubert, and Debussy. How had Randy known what was in Austin’s repertoire? Of course. He’d looked at his sheet music.

“I’m getting you with this one,” Randy said, and strains of Bob Seger’s “Old Time Rock and Roll” poured from the keys.

“No, you’re not.” Austin added his hands to the keyboard, and the two finished the number as a duet.

Sarah clapped. Randy swiveled on the bench, took Austin by the hand and led him in an exaggerated bow. Morgan added her applause and stood. “Sorry to break this up, but we have a dog at home that’s due to be let out. Thank you all for a wonderful evening.”

Austin echoed her thanks, his smile genuine this time.
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COLE MOVED TO THE DOOR and flagged the paramedics, who gave the room a once-over, then attended to the fallen Mr. Grossjean.

His daughter’s shrieks of “Daddy. Don’t die, Daddy,” were doing nothing to help the situation.

Cole stepped between the woman and her father. “Miss Grossjean, you need to let the medics do their job. Does your father have a heart condition? Allergies? Any other medical issues they should know about?”

“Ask her.” Christine glared in Alma’s direction. “That floozy’s responsible. Carrying on with a seventy-six-year-old man, for God’s sake. That was her plan all along. Marry him, then give him a sex-induced heart attack. You lose, bitch. He’s in no condition to get married now, and you won’t get a dime.”

Alma tossed her head. “Did you not hear me, dimwit? He’s already made out a new will, and I’m in it.”

“Oh, you think so? I’ll see you in court.”

Cole gestured to Brody, who helped Alma to her feet. “This will all get sorted out later. Right now, we’re taking a ride to the police station.”

“Are you arresting me?” Alma asked. “Because I have rights. Which you’re supposed to read me.”

“I told you before,” Brody said, “the cuffs are for everyone’s protection, and at the moment, no, you’re not under arrest.”

“I still want a lawyer,” she said.

“You can call one from the station, ma’am.” Brody marched her outside.

Cole guided Christine to a spot within earshot of the medics, but where she wouldn’t interfere with their work. They asked questions about her father’s medical history, most of which she couldn’t answer.

A medic slipped an oxygen mask over Mr. Grossjean’s face and hooked him up to an IV, while the other attached leads to monitor his heart.

“What’s happening?” Christine shouted at an eardrum-splitting pitch. “Daddy. Don’t die.”

“Just routine monitoring, ma’am. He seems to be stabilizing. We’re going to take him to the hospital, let the docs check him out.”

“What happened, Daddy?” she asked.

“Ma’am, he shouldn’t try to talk now.” The paramedic chinned toward the door.

Cole led Christine to his cruiser and got her settled in the backseat.

“You can take these handcuffs off now, can’t you? I’m not going anywhere.” Her voice hadn’t dropped, either in pitch or decibel level.

“Sorry, ma’am. It’s policy.” Cole advised Dispatch of the situation and started the car on the longest, loudest six-minute trip to the station since he had started working in Pine Hills.

Brody and Cole turned the women over to Kovak, the detective on duty. Let his eardrums take the pounding.

Cole grabbed a snack from vending and worked on his report.

Brody stopped by his desk. “A couple of pieces of work, those two women.”

Cole read over his report, decided he’d covered all the bases, and hit Submit. “Can’t say Mr. Grossjean impressed me, either. At least he was wearing clothes this time.”

“Do I want to hear the rest of that story?” Brody asked.

Cole told him. Brody shook his head.

“Alma’s lawyer show up yet?” Cole asked.

“Not yet, but he’ll argue she was in fear for her life.”

Cole snickered. “From an attack by a deadly vase?”

Another disbelieving head shake from Brody. “Or a crazed person wielding it. Alma will claim she meant no harm.”

“It was Christine who was staring down a gun barrel. What do you bet Christine’s going to argue she was in fear for her life and snapped? After all, she didn’t bring that vase with her. No premeditation.”

Brody raked a hand through his hair. “We just bring ’em in. Detectives deal with sorting things out. The courts can have those two.”

“Those two aside, any word on how Mr. Grossjean’s doing?” Cole asked. “Be nice if he could shed some light on where he stands with his daughter and his ... girlfriend.”

“Not that I’ve heard.”

Cole checked the time. An hour til end of shift. Time to get back to what he’d planned before he’d been called away, which was to swing by Morgan’s neighborhood.

On the off chance she’ll be out in the yard?

Yes, he confessed to himself. He just wanted to see her.

You’ll see her when you’re working on her house repairs.

He checked in with Nolan, the duty officer, who was reading the report he’d filed. She looked up, brows winging upward. “You have got to be kidding, Patton. You ever want to write a book, this is one for it. Resume your patrol duties.”

Cole went to his cruiser and pointed it toward Elm Street. Remembering Morgan’s words, that everything was for Austin now, that it was too risky for them to be together, a vise clamped on his stomach. He drove on.

If Morgan did get custody of Austin, could Cole be part of their lives? He’d just met the kid, but he liked him. After reading the Dublin police reports, Cole understood Austin’s initial reluctance to open up, but he thought he’d made strides into getting the kid to accept him as a person, not a cop.

How long would it take for the custody issues to be resolved? Would Morgan wait for him? Did she care enough to wait? How long did you stay out of circulation for somebody you’d known a week?

As long as it took.

Cole continued his route, with stops to help a kid who’d taken a tumble off his bike and bent the wheel, and issue warnings to a couple of speeders. Another quiet day in Pine Hills, if you didn’t count the Alma, Christine, and Bruce adventure. End of shift was approaching, so he went back to the station. He had enough time to change before second shift roll call.

Since he had nothing pressing in his personal life—dammit—he opted to satisfy his curiosity and took a seat in the back of the briefing room.

A hand on his shoulder had him jerking upright. Connor.

“Thought you’d like to know I matched two sets of prints from your Coke cans to prints in the Mustang.”
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“YOU HAD A GOOD TIME, didn’t you?” Morgan asked on the drive home from the Detweilers.

“Yeah. It was fun. Not like a lesson, or plain practicing.”

“You’re getting off easy this time. Next time, it’ll be plain practicing.” She poked him in the shoulder and grinned.

He threw a mock salute, matching her grin. “Yes, Ma’am. Mr. Detweiler said the first times, it’s about the notes, but then it all goes inside you and turns to music. Gets into your soul. Mr. Nakamura used to say ‘You have to feel it.’ I like the way Mr. Detweiler put it better.”

Morgan had trouble answering. Her music lived in her soul, and that’s why she was so conflicted. “Did Mr. Nakamura teach you rock and roll?” she asked instead.

Austin ducked his head, and Morgan knew if she looked at him, his cheeks would be a deeper shade of mocha.

“Mrs. Reardon let me play modern stuff after I finished my lessons. That’s okay, isn’t it? She said there were no rules about playing one kind of music.”

“She’s absolutely right,” Morgan said. “You have a special gift for classical, but as long as you don’t skimp on your lessons, variety is fine.”

Morgan wished her mother would’ve had the same attitude. Morgan wouldn’t have felt like she was breaking unwritten laws of music when she’d played around with the contemporary hits. When her mother wasn’t home, of course.

She did the best she could. She shouldn’t have tried to do it all.

Promising herself she’d learned from her mother’s shortcomings, Morgan told Austin that when he practiced at Randy and Sarah’s, he could play whatever he liked after he finished his lessons, just like at Mrs. Reardon’s. “We can order sheet music for songs you’d like to learn.”

“Cool.”

They drove up to the house, and Morgan stopped in back, by the garage. As she got out and opened the heavy garage door, then back into the car to park, then out again to close it, she added an electric garage door opener to her ever-growing beanstalk. Seemed as if every time she lopped off a branch, two more grew.

“Can we take Bailey for a walk?” Austin asked.

“Sure.”

As they worked their way around the block, Morgan wondered why Austin hadn’t shown more signs of grief after the initial shock of finding out his mother died. She didn’t get the impression he was putting up a brave front. Rather, he’d shoved everything away.

Morgan knew he’d have to face it, work through it, but she didn’t feel comfortable bringing it up. Not until she had a better grasp of how to handle it.

After Austin had gone upstairs to bed, Morgan settled on the couch with her laptop and checked her email. Her financial planner had responded, saying the numbers from Uncle Bob’s ledger might have represented investment accounts.

Every investment company uses its own numbering system. Unless you know where the money was invested, there’s no way I can think of to check.

He went on to cite a couple of examples from her own portfolio and said he’d send funds within a couple of days, with his usual admonition not to mess around with her investments.

The market’s in a crazy state right now. You don’t have as much to play with as last year, and I can’t predict what it’ll do next year. It’s a time to remain conservative.

She replied, thanking him for his time, agreeing that she trusted him to know what was best, that this was a one-time money juggle.

Should she bother asking Uncle Bob’s firm if they recognized the numbers? She composed an email, attached the photo she’d sent to her advisor, and hit send. A negative response, which she expected, would mean one more avenue crossed off her list. It would justify her decision to let the ledger mystery go into a what difference does it make? mental file.

An email from Cole quickened her heart rate. The subject line read just in case. He’d summarized what he’d found about crime in Austin’s neighborhood. The reports he mentioned corroborated Austin’s story about the shooting two years ago. He also included links to archived newspaper articles.

As expected, there had been quite the furor when the police officers had been judged as acting appropriately considering the circumstances. The two cops had been white and Latino, the victims Latino and black.

Morgan reflected on what Cole had said to Austin. That nobody really knows what’s going on in someone else’s head. People, she’d learned, believed what they wanted to believe, and that was often based on what they’d been taught to think.

Given that Austin was ten at the time, and more apt to believe his peers than the adults in his life, it made sense that he might not trust cops.

Would allowing more interactions with Cole or Randy help change Austin’s perceptions? Could she continue seeing Cole without being tempted to have more than a platonic relationship? Would that hurt her chances to get custody of Austin?

Sobs from upstairs sent her running. Austin was sitting up in bed, Bailey licking tears from his face.

“Momma,” Austin said, his voice teary and barely audible. “I dreamed she was here. But she’s not coming back. Why did she have to drink?”

Morgan’s eyes burned. Her throat closed, making it impossible to answer. She sat beside him, enveloped him in her arms, and joined him as he cried.

~~~
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COLE FOLLOWED CONNOR to the lab. “Thanks for keeping me in the loop. Is this enough to pull them in?”

Connor handed Cole a file folder. “Maybe. Would have been better if they hadn’t all been drinking the same kind of soda. I’ve got two matches, and you’ve got prints from three suspects. No way to know which two boys left prints in the car, or when.”

“And which one didn’t, either because he wasn’t there or because he was careful.” Cole opened the folder. Inside were copies of the pictures he’d taken, pictures of the Mustang, plus blowups of fingerprints. He was no expert, but he could see where the prints matched. “What happens next?”

“I’ve already informed Kovak. He said they’d bring in all three boys, question them.”

“With their parents,” Cole muttered. He thought about Alma Evans. “The parents will demand a lawyer be present. Not to mention that by now, the three of them have concocted a story to explain it all.”

“Ye of little faith.” Conner hiked a hip onto the edge of his desk. “Kovak and Detweiler know their jobs, and how to get to the truth. Even as we speak, I’ll bet one of them is following leads, questioning teachers and peers, gathering information, baiting their interrogation traps.”

“Wonder if they’ll let me sit in,” Cole said.

“I don’t see why not. It’s good training, and the kids know who you are. Makes it harder to lie when there’s a witness standing beside you. If they say no, the detectives will be recording it, so you can watch after the fact.”

“You know when this is taking place?” Cole asked.

“Nope. I’m a lab geek. I deal with the evidence, report my findings. The rest is out of my hands.”

Cole thanked Connor, went to the briefing room where Nolan was wrapping up announcements. If he asked, would she pull strings with Kovak to let him observe the interrogations?

Heads turned as Chief Laughlin entered the briefing room.

“Chief. Do you want to address the troops?” Nolan asked.

“If you’re finished,” he said. “It’ll be brief.”

“The floor is yours.” Nolan moved aside and Laughlin marched to the lectern.

“Pine Hills is our city, and you’re all here because you believe in making it safe for everyone.” He peered over his glasses, his lips curving with a hint of a smile. “Even though some of you became cops because you like the guns.”

Snickers rippled throughout the room.

“That being said,” the chief continued, all levity gone, “we’ve had recent incidents that bother me deeply. I want each of you to know that I—we—will not stand for any kind of discriminatory action at any level. You are all aware, are you not, of a recent attack on a high school student.”

Laughlin paused, swept his gaze across the room. Heads nodded in agreement. “I’m appalled to learn that this attack was prompted by nothing other than the youth’s sexual orientation, something, sadly, he’d felt necessary to conceal from his parents. However, due to counseling at the high school, he, as the terminology goes, came out to his parents and identified his attackers as three of his classmates. They are being dealt with, as are their parents.”

Cole figured this meant he wasn’t going to be privy to any interrogation techniques, but the good—much better—news was that they’d caught these creeps.

“While this case may be wrapped up,” the chief continued, “I want each of you to pay special attention to anything remotely resembling bullying. I—we—will not tolerate this in Pine Hills, the same way we do not tolerate religious or racial persecution. Any one of our citizens who puts so much as a toenail outside legal boundaries is to be reminded of the law in a polite, yet firm manner. I will be discussing this with the town council to see if there are any programs we can instigate to help educate the public.”

Cole wondered what Vance Ebersold would think of that.

The chief peered around the room again. “Questions?”

Head shakes.

“Very well. You’re doing good work out there. Keep it up.” The chief left, and Nolan dismissed the shift.

Cole headed for his apartment and called his sister.

“Hey, big brother. To what do I owe the honor of a call? It’s not my birthday, Christmas or Easter.” A pause. “It’s not Mom or Dad, is it? They’re all right, aren’t they?”

Cole chuckled. “Everything’s fine. Just wanted to touch base, say hi. How’s work, how’s Nan?”

“Fine to both. We’re thinking of a baby.”

Cole snapped his mouth closed. “Wow. Fantastic.”

“We’d thought about in vitro, but couldn’t decide on a donor or who would carry it. And about hiring a surrogate, but had the same donor issue. We decided there are already plenty of kids in the world who need a home, so it’s the adoption route.”

A smile spread across Cole’s face, radiating a warm glow throughout his body. “That’s fantastic. Have you told Mom and Dad yet? Takes the I want a grandchild burden off me.”

“No, and if you breathe a word, I’ll personally—no, Nan and I will both come down and do you grievous bodily harm. Operative word—thinking. We’re saving the news until we get further into the process—like do we want an infant or an older kid—rather than get Mom and Dad’s hopes up and have to disappoint.” She paused. “What about you? Found anyone for the I want a grandchild deal?”

Cole’s thoughts shot to Morgan and Austin. “Not yet.”

“That sounded more like a maybe to me.”

“It’s...complicated.”

“Isn’t it always? Good to hear from you, but I’ve got to get back to work. There’s a client I need to keep happy.”

Cole disconnected and stared into nothingness for a good, long time.
	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Chapter 36

[image: image]


THE NEXT MORNING, MORGAN went upstairs, tapped gently on Austin’s door.

“I’m up,” he said, his voice thick with sleep.

Last night, after he’d expressed his grief, she’d had him share happy memories he’d had with his mother, told him those were the things he should remember. That life wasn’t always fair, that it didn’t always make sense, that it was okay to be sad, but you had to keep moving forward.

“That’s what my dad always said,” she’d told him. “‘Look through the windshield, not the rearview mirror.’ When I inherited this house, I thought it would be the perfect time to move forward. I call it my New Life on Elm Street, and I wanted you here with me. I wanted you to want to come here, and I wanted it to be with your mother’s blessing.”

“Maybe she’s blessing us from heaven,” Austin said. “I like it here so far.”

“I’m sure she is,” Morgan said with a smile.

She’d sat with him until he’d fallen back to sleep, with Bailey watching over him. She wondered if her parents were blessing her from heaven, too.

Now, downstairs, Morgan folded the couch bedding, looking forward to sleeping in a real bed tonight. Tom said construction materials would be delivered before noon, and he’d be by to supervise.

She strode to the foot of the staircase. “Austin. Get moving. We have a lot to do today.”

The boy thumped down the steps, Bailey at his heels. Morgan smiled at the way the two had bonded, feeling a twinge of jealousy that she’d been relegated to second fiddle once Austin had shown up.

Fur therapy.

By five that evening, Morgan had taken the pruning shears to her to-do beanstalk. Bailey had been checked out at the clinic. The vet was impressed with the way he was healing and had removed the bandages.

They’d spent two hours at the Detweilers’. Morgan had spent the time listening, making mental notes, and offering a few suggestions about dynamics and flow on the ride home.

“How come you don’t give me lessons?” Austin asked. “You know a lot.”

She’d never told Austin about her life as a child prodigy. “I’m looking for someone who can give you the best lessons. I’m okay helping you practice, but you need someone to help you grow.”

Austin had—thank goodness—accepted her response. Morgan braced herself for the day she’d have to reveal her past.

While they were gone, Tom had supervised the delivery of his construction materials, and repairs were underway. She and Austin had returned in time for his bedroom furniture delivery, and the crew was willing to move Morgan’s bed to the master bedroom. Tom had pulled back a corner of the ratty carpet and discovered hardwood floors, well preserved by having been covered, so he and his crew had ripped the carpeting out, and disposed of it in the Dumpster. After giving the floor a thorough cleaning, removing the last vestiges of Cole’s drywall repair, she stood back and admired the results. She was truly on her way to a new home.

“More furniture and other stuff’s coming tomorrow and Thursday,” she told Austin. “We don’t have a kitchen set yet, so we’ll have to eat picnic style, but we can test the new stove. And the washing machine. I’ll bet you have some not-so-clean clothes, since you had to pack in a hurry.”

As they gathered clothes for the machine, Morgan decided she’d use a portion of her newly transferred funds to take Austin clothes shopping. Not that she had a clue what the kids here wore to school. She’d let him pick everything out. If he was comfortable, he should be fine. At least his clothes wouldn’t have holes, stains, or be faded beyond recognition.

She and Austin dined on burgers and fries—okay, the fries were frozen and all she had to do was heat them in the oven—but it was close enough to a home-cooked meal. She poured them each a glass of juice and they toasted the successful day.

“Is Momma going to have a funeral?” Austin asked. “She used to go to them for people at church.”

Morgan set her glass down. “Do you want her to? Did your momma ever say anything about what she’d like if she died?”

Austin shook his head. “I’ve never been to a real funeral, only seen them on TV. Usually, everyone is crying. I don’t think Momma would like people crying about her. But it seems like you’re supposed to have one. Otherwise, what would happen to her?”

Morgan filled her lungs. “My mom and dad died when I was a little older than you.”

“At the same time?” Austin asked.

Morgan nodded. “It was an accident. They were on vacation in France, and were driving on a winding mountain road. It was raining, and the road was slick. My dad lost control of the car and it went off the road and down the mountain.”

His eyes widened. “You weren’t there, were you?”

“No, I was at home. We had a funeral, and it helped me say goodbye. If you’d like, I can check with people in Dublin and see what I can do.”

He gave a solemn nod. “I think it’s important.”

Church. Why hadn’t it occurred to her to ask Austin whether they went to church? Surely the pastor or somebody in the congregation would be able to help. What about Mrs. Jackson’s coworkers?

She’d been putting herself in Austin’s shoes, thinking of herself as a child, with a dearth of people she could call friends. Austin’s life wasn’t like hers.

“Then I’ll try. First thing tomorrow.”

~~~
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TUESDAY AT LAST. END of shift, end of work week. Cole signed out and moseyed to the locker room. The Ebersold case was in the hands of the legal system, along with Alma Evans and the Grossjeans. Mr. Grossjean was stable, and, from what Cole heard, was drawing up a new will. Cole would love to know what the man was going to do with his money now. And how much he had. Must have been significant to initiate such a cat fight.

Cole’s phone buzzed a text as he was changing out of his uniform. He smiled when the display showed Morgan’s name.

Need to talk. Call when you can.

The Snoopy-dance his heart had begun at seeing Morgan’s name turned into an elephant’s trudge. Need to talk rarely had a good ending.

He finished dressing, then went to his car before making the call.

“You need something?” he asked.

“Yes,” she said. “You’re off for three days, right?”

“Starting right now, in fact.”

“This is a huge favor, so please, don’t feel like you have to agree.”

Cole braced himself. Morgan, who preferred doing things herself, was admitting she needed a favor. A huge one. He’d say yes, no matter what. “Name it.”

He listened as she explained having to go to Dublin for funeral arrangements, that Austin needed closure, but she didn’t want to put the house repairs on hold or reschedule all her deliveries.

“And there’s Bailey. He likes you. Per the trust, I can’t stay away long, although I’m willing to restart the clock if that’s what it takes. It’s only been a little over a week.”

“Let me get this straight. You’re asking me to stay at your house while you’re gone?” Cole asked, shocked.

“Yes, please. You said you were going to be working for Tom on your days off, so I thought you might already be here some of the time anyway.”

“Of course I’ll stay. Friends do that for each other.”

He realized that because he’d be there when she wasn’t, it shouldn’t impact her shot at being Austin’s guardian.

“That’s fantastic,” she said. “I really appreciate it. I’ll try to make it up to you.”

“No strings, Morgan. I’m happy to help. When do you want me there?”

A slightly longer than normal pause.

“Um ... we have a flight out at six-forty-five.”

She’d known he’d say yes. Did she have a plan B? He was plan A—or was he? Had she called someone else first? Mattered not. She asked, he said yes.

The trudging elephants in his chest broke into a ballet right out of Fantasia. Or were those hippos? Didn’t matter. Dancing beat trudging.

“The crew will be working until five,” she said. “If you get here after we leave, I’ll make sure they know to expect you.”

No way was she getting away without him seeing her. “I’ll come right over. I can get the rest of my stuff later.”

He darted into the station, grabbed his emergency toiletries from his locker, and gave his teeth a quick brushing. He’d have skipped the onions on his burger if he’d known Morgan would call.

Morgan’s front yard was filled with stacks of construction materials. The edge of her sofa protruded from the Dumpster, along with a rolled up carpet. The whine of a power saw and the harsh reports of a nail gun filled the air. The scent of sawdust permeated his nostrils.

Sounds and smells of his youth.

Morgan came to the door to greet him, using a leg to keep Bailey from running out. Cole maneuvered his way past the two of them, and she closed the door. One large bag and two carry-ons sat in the entry.

“Thanks for doing this.” Morgan stood on tiptoe and kissed his cheek.

“Not a problem. Glad to help out.” He bent down to scratch Bailey’s head.

“There’s a key and instructions in the top kitchen drawer, left side of the stove,” she said.

“Got it.”

“Austin. Time to go,” she called.

“Already?” Cole’s tone reflected his disappointment.

An apologetic smile crossed her face. “I checked the traffic cams. An accident has things slowed down.”

“Be safe,” he said, resting his hands on her shoulders.

Her eyes half closed, her tongue swept over her lips.

Clumping footfalls on the stairs shattered the moment.

“I’m ready,” Austin said. “Hi, Mr. Patton.” The boy breezed by and crouched beside Bailey. “You be a good dog for Mr. Patton, okay, boy?”

“We’ll get along great,” Cole said. “You have a good trip, and we’ll be here when you get back.”

Morgan reached for the handle of the large suitcase.

Cole intercepted her hand, allowing his to linger against hers. “I’ve got it.” He hefted the bag, which barely weighed more than the case itself would have.

He gave her a questioning look.

“As long as we’re going back, I’m returning the luggage Austin borrowed,” Morgan said.

Glad she hadn’t been preparing for a lengthier stay, Cole carried the bag to the garage and raised the heavy door.

“I’m getting an electric opener soon,” Morgan said.

Making sure he kept his tone light, he said, “Might think about replacing the entire door with a newer model. Metal. Won’t be so heavy.”

“Good idea. I’ll keep that in mind.”

No defiant comeback. Good. Progress?

“Let me know you arrived safely,” he said.

With a quick nod, she and Austin climbed into the car. He waved them off, watched them drive away, and went inside.

The crew was finishing up for the day. “Need any help?” Cole asked.

“You’re not scheduled until tomorrow,” Tom said.

Cole shrugged. “Dog-sitting while they’re gone. Don’t mind being useful.”

“Getting debris into the Dumpster is always helpful.”

Of course. Scut jobs, as expected.

“We’ll be here at eight tomorrow,” Tom said. “Plan is to redo the front porch first. If you want to start demo before then, your call.”

Demo work. That’s what Tom would have him do tomorrow anyway. “Sure thing.”

Once he’d cleared up scraps of baseboard, he checked Morgan’s instructions. Primarily a list of delivery schedules. He guessed one of them would be a new couch, or she wouldn’t have disposed of it already. Fence construction was due to start tomorrow. A note saying sheets were clean on both beds, to take his pick. An entire page devoted to Bailey’s schedule, his likes and dislikes.

“You’ve got her trained already, don’t you, fella?”

Bailey tilted his head and thumped his tail in apparent agreement.

Cole took in the living and dining areas, bare except for canvas drop cloths covering the floor. He went to his apartment, filled his carry-on with essentials and took advantage of the remaining daylight to get a head start on tomorrow. It helped that the porch was in crappy shape, so pulling it apart wouldn’t take long.

According to the plans, only the support posts would remain. They were going to replace the entire porch, not just the damaged boards. Nothing like demo work to get rid of frustrations.

Cole grabbed his tools. Once he’d ripped out the steps, he carried the old boards to the Dumpster, then gave the supports a once over. If they’d need to be reinforced with concrete, Tom would want to know.

They passed the shake test, but Cole went to his car for his flashlight for a better look.

From inside, Bailey’s whines caught Cole’s attention. He rounded the house, went in through the back door, and clipped on Bailey’s leash.

“Should have a fence tomorrow or the next day, fella. Then you won’t need somebody to go with you.”

Bailey sniffed and marked his way around the house. When they reached the now-absent porch, Bailey ran, yanking Cole along with him, then barked and started digging.

“What did you find?” Cole asked, tugging on the leash.

The dog turned around, a bone in his mouth.
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BY THE TIME MORGAN checked into their hotel in Dublin, it was nearly midnight. A sleepy Austin woke up enough to take in the two queen beds and the remote for the television set. He picked up the device and aimed it at the screen.

“Tomorrow.” Morgan pried the remote from his hand. “Pick a bed, get into your pajamas, and lights out.”

She followed suit, and set her alarm for eight, although she knew she’d wake long before that. The events of the last few days swirled like a tornado in her head, fighting her physical exhaustion.

Once Morgan had called the pastor at the Jackson’s church, she’d been impressed by how far he’d gone to honor a member of his congregation. She should have thought of contacting him sooner.

He’d assured her it was church policy to ensure no member of the congregation was at the mercy of the state after death, whether it was because they couldn’t afford a funeral or were alone. “We have funds for these things, and they cover a cemetery plot and burial expenses.”

Morgan explained she and Austin would be in Dublin, that she’d pay for the burial, and he promised to get the word out to the congregation about a funeral service.

“Is Thursday morning all right?” he asked.

“Fine.”

The pastor went on to speak of Austin’s mother’s positive qualities, her position in the church, how she’d tried to shake her dependence on alcohol. “I tried to get Hannah to join AA, but I failed her there.”

Morgan asked if he knew the whereabouts of Mrs. Jackson’s husband, if he’d shown up since she’d died, if he’d asked about Austin.

After a pause, the pastor said, “I thought you knew. Hannah Jackson wasn’t married to Austin’s father.”

Glad this was a phone call so the man couldn’t see the dumbfounded expression Morgan knew covered her face, she gathered herself. “No, I wasn’t aware of that.”

She’d made plane reservations with a Thursday afternoon return to Pine Hills, giving her all day Wednesday to deal with the details of school, custody, and the myriad loose ends. She gave Austin the choice of going to school or staying with Mrs. Slauson, and he’d opted to stay with his neighbor.

“Teachers are going to fuss over me, and the kids will ask too many questions,” he’d said. “But can I go to Mrs. Reardon’s, too? She gots—she has—cool music books.” He turned oh-so-innocent eyes on her. “This way, I won’t miss so many practice days.”

“Okay, but I’ll drive you there. I’d rather you not be alone. It’ll make me feel better.”

Morgan woke, as expected, well before the alarm went off. She took advantage of Austin being asleep to enjoy a leisurely shower in a bathroom light years ahead of the one on Elm Street. Even after the repairs, it would still be an old bathroom. A full remodel would cost more than the entire budget from the trust.

When she got out of the bathroom, Austin was sitting up in bed, remote in hand, channel surfing. Something she decided was part of the Y chromosome.

“Your turn in the bathroom. Would you like room service for breakfast, or go down to the restaurant?”

He beamed. “Really? We could have room service?”

She grinned and handed him the menu.

While he made his choice, she thought about life on concert tours. She was confident he had the talent to tour the country, if not the world. It was a matter of whether he had the drive, and she thought he did.

Breakfast finished, Morgan dropped Austin off at Mrs. Slauson’s, returned the borrowed luggage, and promised to be back no later than three to take him to Mrs. Reardon’s.

She pulled up the GPS on her phone and navigated to the Children Services office. Morgan had accepted that avoiding the issue wouldn’t earn her points with the powers in charge of granting her custody.

After explaining her situation, with profuse apologies for not having come sooner, she was directed to a back office where she met with a blue-suited, middle-aged woman—J. Accorso, according to the nameplate on her desk. The woman’s welcoming smile and demeanor reminded Morgan of Mrs. More Cheerful from the inn. Already feeling better, Morgan repeated her story.

“It sounds like you might fit into our Kinship Care Program,” Ms. Accorso said. “It’s designed for children whose home lives aren’t stable, or who are being neglected or abused, but I think we might make this work. You said he has no living blood relatives?”

Morgan explained about his father, dreading the woman might say they’d have to locate the man and if they found him, he’d get Austin.

Instead Ms. Accorso nodded, a hint of a smile playing at her mouth. “That adds to you qualifying for Kinship Care,” she said. “A father who’s neglected his son, hasn’t been a part of his life, isn’t what we’re looking for. You appear to have a more stable home to offer.”

One more check in the Morgan deserves custody column.

“Of course, this can’t happen overnight,” Ms. Accorso went on, “but I see no problem giving you temporary kinship custody. There’s an online form you can fill out, a background check, home visits, financial evaluations. From what you’ve told me, I’m sure you’ll pass all of these.”

Home visits? Morgan’s heart sank. No point in lying. Would she have to give up Uncle Bob’s house? The trust? Remain in Dublin until Austin was eighteen?

“I ... I don’t live in Dublin anymore.”

The woman’s eyebrows bunched. Morgan explained the terms of the trust, that Austin would have a much better life in Pine Hills than he’d had in his old neighborhood in Dublin. “There isn’t the same potential to nurture his talent if he stays here. I’ve lined up a music teacher—an excellent one—in Pine Hills.”

Talk about not lying. What if Ms. Accorso asked for the teacher’s name?

The woman tapped her pen on the desk.

“We both want what’s best for Austin, don’t we?” Morgan added. “That’s why your Kinship program exists. For the kids, right?”

Morgan stopped breathing while she waited for the woman’s answer.

Ms. Accorso stood, extended a hand. “I’ll do what I can, Miss Tate. Kinship guardians are allowed—encouraged—to take the children on family vacations, so there’s nothing that says they have to remain in Dublin. I’ll try to work that angle. Be sure to fill out the form right away.”

“I will.” Morgan accepted the handshake and left, not quite sure how to interpret the woman’s words.

She didn’t say no. That had to be good. Or at least not bad.

Morgan had planned to make an appointment to see the judge Cole had recommended, but after learning about the Kinship Care program, she decided that could wait until she heard more from Ms. Accorso. A court battle might not have to be part of the process.

Next stop. Austin’s school, where she signed countless forms and got copies of his school records.

Copies in hand, condolences accepted on Austin’s behalf, as well as best wishes for his future, Morgan headed for her last stop. Hannah Jackson’s church, to meet with the pastor.

~~~
[image: image]


“DROP IT, BAILEY.” COLE used his cop voice, and the dog, startled, turned, but didn’t release the bone.

Please let it be a deer, or leftovers from a ham or leg of lamb.

Cole pulled on the leash, switching to a happier, higher pitched tone. The ones he remembered K-9 handlers using at the academy to reward their dogs.

Bailey’s tail wagged as he came back.

“Atta boy, Bailey. Watcha got? Give it to me.”

Although Bailey didn’t drop the bone, he did release it to Cole’s grasp. The dog tilted his head, as if he was waiting for Cole to throw it for a game of fetch.

“Sorry, guy. Let’s go inside, and I’ll get you a treat.” Cole set the bone back where he thought Bailey had found it and went around to the back door. Inside, he gave Bailey a biscuit, then grabbed his cell phone and called the station.

Cole explained the situation to the duty officer. “You’d better send someone from the ME’s office to my location.” He gave Morgan’s address.

“You have a body?”

“Negative. A bone. Looks human. There might be more. I didn’t disturb anything else.”

“Roger that. Hang tight.”

Cole disconnected, thinking if he had to hang around and wait for a ME, there were a lot worse places to do it.

About an hour later, the Deputy Medical Examiner had proclaimed the bone a human tibia and had declared the porch area a crime scene and off limits.

A cursory examination of the site showed several other bones, presumably part of the same skeleton, so there would be no porch reconstruction tomorrow.

Cole let Tom know what to expect, and that tomorrow’s work would have to be staged via the back and restricted to the inside of the house until the scene was released.

Kovak, who’d responded to the call, strode Cole’s way. “You do have a knack for finding ... interesting ... cases.”

Cole hiked a shoulder. “What can I say? Trying to give you detectives some job security.”

“We’ll have to post an officer,” Kovak said.

“I’m dog sitting here, helping with renovations, so I’m happy to volunteer for the duty.”

“You’re off, though, right?”

“Yes, sir, but I’ll be here,” Cole said. “Doesn’t make sense to pull another officer.”

“Let me clear it with scheduling. They’re the ones who have to justify the budget—and before you say anything, you can’t be a volunteer. You do any police-related work, it has to be on the clock.”

Kovak made the call.

Cole helped him string tape, and once permission came through, settled in for a long night.

With Kovak’s approval, Cole pulled his car up so it was outside the tape, blocking access to the site. He figured he and Bailey could spend the night in the car, and should Cole be asleep, the dog would alert him to any trespassers.

Kovak agreed there was no need to stand watch outside, as in actually standing outside.

“These bones have been here awhile. They’re not going to walk off by themselves, and all the calls went through cell phones, not the Dispatch radio system, so it’s unlikely anyone else is aware we’ve found the bones. We can’t spare a cruiser, so we’ll communicate via cell phone.”

“Yes, Sir. One more thing, Sir.”

Kovak shoved his hands in his pockets. “Yes, Officer Patton?”

“Do you think these bones belong to Kirk Webster?”

“The kid with the journals?”

“It makes sense, doesn’t it? From the journals, he was having a hard time at school. We saw what happened with Randall Ebersold. It must have been worse for Kirk ten years ago. Maybe some of his classmates didn’t stop at a simple beating, or the beating went bad, and knowing the place was vacant, they buried him under the porch.”

Kovak’s lips pursed in and out. “Whoever did it had to brag about it and wrote that message on the wall. It’s a respectable hypothesis. But it works just as well the other way, too. Kirk got fed up with the bashing and retaliated, with the same ending.”

Cole had to agree Kovak had a valid point. “But it’s a legitimate case now, within Pine Hills’ jurisdiction. So you’ll be investigating, won’t you?”

Kovak lifted two fingers to his forehead in mock salute. “Investigate. Good idea, Officer Patton. I’ll get right on it.”

“I didn’t mean it that way, Sir. It was more of a question.”

“Pull your foot out of your mouth before it goes in any deeper,” Kovak said, grinning. “If you’re nice, I might even keep you in the loop.”

“Yes, Sir.” Cole’s neck felt as though it could illuminate the entire yard. “What I was trying to say was, now that it’s a Pine Hills investigation, maybe I could do a little research of my own, as long as I’m officially on duty all night. I can log in remotely via my laptop. The department could get twice its money’s worth.”

Kovak’s expression shifted to one a parent might use when indulging an overeager child. “Knock yourself out, kid.”

Cole didn’t care. Gave him something to do. He went inside, fired up his laptop, and logged into the department’s system.

His thoughts returned to his sister. What if she’d had parents like Randall’s or Kirk’s? How lucky she’d been, being born into a family that accepted her for who she was, showed her what mattered, helped her to understand she was a person worthy of being loved.
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THURSDAY MORNING, MORGAN watched Austin fasten his tie. “You do that like a pro.”

He shrugged. “Momma said I had to wear one for church, so I learned when I was a little kid.”

“She’d be very proud of you.” Morgan made a final adjustment to his suit jacket lapels, the suit she’d bought him before they’d left Pine Hills. No twelve-year-old should have to buy a black suit, she’d thought then, and seeing him wear it, so solemn and brave, had her thinking the same thing now.

“You ready?” she asked.

He nodded.

She double-checked her purse for her packet of tissues.

When they approached the church, the pastor greeted them at the door, his grave expression mellowing into a gentle smile for Austin.

“Austin, I’m so glad you could be here.” He put his hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“Hi, Pastor Nick. This is Miss Tate. She’s been helping with my piano and taking care of everything after Momma ... you know.”

Leaving his hand on Austin’s shoulder, the pastor turned to Morgan. “Call me Nick. Thank you so much for being there for Austin. He’s a special member of my flock.”

“He’s special to me, too,” she said.

The pews held a scattering of people, fifteen or twenty, Morgan estimated, as she and Austin followed an usher to the front row. Heads turned, and a few people offered soft, sympathetic greetings to Austin. Morgan sensed the curiosity in their glances as she and Austin made their way to their seats. She hadn’t thought about it, but it made sense that the congregation would be predominantly black. There were a couple of Latinos, one other white, and two Asians seated together near the rear.

As if he sensed her unspoken question, Austin said, “Those people are from Momma’s job.”

Morgan marveled at how much effort Pastor Nick must have expended to put this service together so quickly. The organist, the flowers, the choir. She lifted her gaze, and her breath caught at the flower-draped casket in front of the altar.

Austin must have noticed it, too, because he gripped her hand. “Is Momma in there?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

His grip tightened. “Are they going to open it up? Do I hafta look at her?”

“No.” After a discussion with Pastor Nick, Morgan had requested a closed casket.

The music swelled, then faded. Pastor Nick strode to the altar and stood behind the pulpit. “We’re here to honor the life of Hannah Jackson.”

~
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INSIDE THE HOTEL ROOM, Morgan kicked off her shoes and sat on the bed. Austin, his expression blank, tugged at his tie.

“Funerals are rough,” Morgan said, “I think your momma would be glad you came and be proud of the way you were so strong.”

Most of the mourners had come only for the church service, so it was a mere handful of people at the gravesite. Austin had shed a few tears, clutched her hand in a death grip, but held his head high. She’d suggested he think of a music playlist for his mother’s memory, and he seemed lost in his thoughts as they lowered the casket into the ground.

“Would a hug help?” she asked.

“Maybe,” he whispered.

She got up and embraced him, massaged the back of his neck.

Austin rested his head against her chest, his breathing steady. After a moment, he pulled away.

Morgan changed into more travel-friendly clothes, and Austin did the same, picking up the remote and running back and forth through the channels, stopping on a Power Rangers show.

They’d returned the borrowed suitcases, so she packed everything into her carry-on. As she rearranged her purse, she realized her phone had been off all day. Had the deliveries come through on schedule? What about the fence? The repairs? How was Bailey?

She pressed the power button and waited for the phone to come to life. A new message from Cole.

She opened the thread. Two new ones. Only two? The first, which had come through this morning while they were at the church.

AOK here Bailey fine Austin OK?

He’d actually used a question mark. And capital letters. His doing, or had he accepted the phone’s suggestions? She couldn’t keep from smiling.

The second message was a picture of her half-finished fence, sent an hour ago, accompanied by a thumbs up.

She texted back.

Funeral was good closure for Austin. Maybe good news on custody. Will text from Portland and shoved the phone into the side pocket of her purse.

“Fifteen minutes,” she told Austin. “We have to return the rental car and I don’t want to take any chances on missing the flight, or we’ll be sleeping at the airport tonight.”

Austin punched the remote, and the set went dark. “I’ve seen it before. We can go whenever you say.”

Morgan had wondered what she’d do if Austin wanted to live in Dublin. Apparently, he didn’t feel any ties to this community. Or were the memories of his mother making him want to sever any ties he had? She recalled how she’d felt after her parents had died. She’d been older chronologically. Emotionally, not so much. She’d wanted a new life, although that had been triggered by her failed carpal tunnel surgery, not a true desire to give up what she’d had.

Look through the windshield, not the rearview mirror.

The travel gods were on their side, and they touched down in Portland twenty minutes early.

“Can we stop to eat somewhere?” Austin asked. “I’m hungry. Peanuts and two little cookies don’t count as dinner.”

Morgan agreed. The flight attendant hadn’t offered her both cookies and peanuts. “We’ll stop at Burger Hut, okay?”

~~~
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COLE READ MORGAN’S text, looking for hidden meanings. Seemed straightforward. No hints that she was angry because he hadn’t made more of an effort to keep in touch. His efforts had all been directed at not keeping her updated. She had enough to deal with and didn’t need to worry about what finding a skeleton on her property entailed.

Guess what. We found human bones under the porch and we’re a little behind schedule.

Even a message saying the bones had been removed and taken to the state lab for analysis wouldn’t have made her feel better. Not to mention the questions it would have generated, questions better answered in person, not while she was dealing with a funeral and a twelve-year-old kid who’d lost his mother.

Bailey had seemed disappointed that the crew excavating the site didn’t share the bones, but with a new fenced in yard, chasing balls made an acceptable substitute.

Now that the Webster case was a Pine Hills investigation, Detweiler and Kovak had hit the ground running, looking for teachers at the middle and high schools who’d known Kirk, and more importantly, any classmates who might have been giving him a hard time. If they’d found anything, they hadn’t kept Cole in the loop.

Kovak did share that Kirk’s parents had been located—his father had died three years ago, but his mother lived in Connecticut. After they’d moved out of the Elm Street house, they’d gone back east, claiming no knowledge of any harassment. And—Cole’s stomach twisted as he’d read the detectives’ reports—had no idea their son might have been gay.

Cole promised himself he’d visit his sister as soon as he finished working on Morgan’s house.

“He said he wanted to take a year off before starting college, see the world, take a break from the academic life,” Kirk’s mother had said, according to the reports Kovak had discovered. “He wanted to go where the roads took him, not have an itinerary or schedule. Of course we worried, but Kirk had always been mature for his age. When we didn’t hear from him for over two weeks, we hired an investigator, with no luck. To be honest, Kirk had never seemed happy at home. I hoped he’d found whatever he was seeking. I still pray it’s Kirk every time the phone rings, or I check my email, or go to the mailbox.”

The Websters’ private investigator had entered Kirk’s information into NamUs, and with a name, Kovak was following up. NamUs had collected Kirk’s DNA, so it would be in CODIS. If the skeleton belonged to Kirk, they’d be able to confirm it.

Cole didn’t know which he’d prefer. Finding out Kirk had been buried under the porch, or finding out he’d been responsible for whoever’s body it turned out to be.

He went back to painting.

They’d finished the upstairs bedrooms while the techs excavated the bones, and Cole had taken special care with the wall where the graffiti had been. The room, now a welcoming shade of creamy yellow, bore no traces of what Morgan had found the day she’d arrived.

The nightstands and dressers had been put in the bedrooms. He wasn’t sure about the dinette set, so for now it was in the kitchen. Maybe Morgan ordered a fancier set for the dining room.

Aside from setting the microwave on the counter, Cole didn’t want to put things where he thought they should go, because he’d bet she’d want them somewhere else. Plus, there were still cabinets to reface, kitchen drawers to repair, all of which were easier done empty.

Morgan’s text that they’d landed in Portland came through as he was finishing the last section of the living room. He cleaned up the painting materials. Should he wait for her? He still had one more day off, and he’d be here working tomorrow. Bailey would be fine for an hour, so there was really no reason to stay.

The bones. Duh. Better Morgan got the story from Cole.

Once the scene had been released, Cole had made sure there were no bits and pieces of crime scene tape to alarm Morgan. The porch landing was installed, but the steps were temporary, and there were still holes where the techs had been digging.

Cole gathered the drop cloths, collected his things, and made sure the house was clean and neat—as clean and neat as a house could be while undergoing renovations.

His stomach reminded him that he’d skipped lunch. He’d grab dinner from Burger Hut, be back in plenty of time to break the latest news about Kirk Webster. And the excavation in her front yard.

He closed the windows, made sure Bailey had water, then headed to the restaurant.

He walked inside to place his takeout order, and a wave of tension flooded his system. The hairs on the back of Cole’s neck stood like an uncut lawn.

The hostess’s eyes telegraphed fear.
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COLE SWIVELED, NEEDING to get outside Burger Hut to call for backup. Mid-pivot, a figure, face covered by a rubber Easter rabbit mask shoved him aside, then locked the door and flipped the sign to Closed. Seconds later the dining room lights went out, emergency lighting providing the only illumination.

Cole’s initial reaction was that Easter was over and done. Then, the Easter rabbit was no restaurant publicity stunt. Realization that things were very wrong set in. Time slowed to a crawl. His vision tunneled.

The cop in him surfaced. This is what he’d trained for. He took mental inventory. He had a weapon. He did not have a vest. There were people in the shadowed restaurant, all sitting at booths and tables. All had hands folded on the tabletops.

Holy crap. That was Morgan at a back table. With Austin. Even in the dim light, he recognized her. She and Austin clutched each other’s hands atop their table.

Easter rabbit shoved a pistol into Cole’s ribs and marched him to a booth, already occupied by an elderly couple and a young boy about three years old. Grandson? A half-decorated kid’s placemat menu and four crayons sat on the table in front of him. He seemed more confused than scared when Cole slid along the bench beside him.

He smiled for the kid. “Hi, buddy. Okay if I sit here?”

Easter rabbit leaned in closer. “You weren’t here when I gave the rules, so I’ll forgive you this once. There is no talking. Understand?”

Cole mimed zipping his lips as he tried to analyze the rabbit’s voice, barely audible over the pounding in Cole’s ears. Likely a male. Muffled by the mask. No accent.

Rabbit walked toward the hostess stand. He was about the same height as Cole, stockier build. Wore bib overalls, a long-sleeved red-and-blue plaid shirt, gardening gloves. Red high-top sneakers. No way to judge skin tone, although from the glimpse Cole had through the mask’s eyeholes, he’d say white.

Rabbit returned, carrying a plastic Burger Hut takeout bag. “Phone goes in here. Then hands on the table.”

Cole produced his phone and dropped it into the bag. As he complied with the directive to put his hands on the table, academy training scenarios played out in slow motion, along with the monthly drills on the force. Jazz crowded his thoughts. What it must have been like for her that morning. Why he’d become a cop. Morgan. The same thing could not happen to her. Or Austin. He would not let it happen.

From his vantage point, he had a limited view of the restaurant. Morgan and Austin were beyond his field of vision. The hostess sat alone at a table, hands folded in compliance. Her expression was unreadable in the dim light, but Cole sensed it would be etched with fear. Another nearby table held six people wearing Burger Hut tee-shirts. So, staff had been rounded up as well.

What did Rabbit want? Not cherry pie like Jazz’s killer. Money? Why hadn’t he asked for Cole’s wallet? He hadn’t searched him. If so, he’d have found the SIG holstered at the small of Cole’s back. And his badge case. His guess was that if Easter rabbit knew he was a cop, things would get worse, not better.

With luck, the guy would get what he wanted and leave. The mask meant nobody could ID him with any certainty. His weapon was a Glock. Single shots.

Rabbit moved to a table toward the rear of the room, one with a chair set atop. He took the seat like a king on his throne overseeing his subjects. Gave him a good view of the room, but his position would slow him down. Then again, he had a gun. He didn’t need to tackle anyone when he could shoot them. What kind of a marksman was he? Didn’t matter. The threat of being shot was enough to generate compliance.

This guy hadn’t made any demands, hadn’t taken wallets, only cell phones. There had to be someone else in the back. Or due to show up, and Rabbit was waiting. Holding down the fort until his partner arrived.

Cole leaned back enough to feel the reassuring pressure of the SIG at his back. What would happen if he reached for it? He fidgeted, scratched his nose, then returned his hands to their folded position on the table. No reaction from Rabbit. How well could he see wearing that mask? Was his peripheral vision obstructed?

You’re here to protect people.

The kid next to Cole squirmed. “Gammy. I have to go potty,” he whispered.

“Can you wait?” the woman whispered back.

“No!” The boy pounded the table and shrieked in true three-year-old fashion. “I have to go potty now.”

A distraction? Cole turned toward their captor and half-raised one hand. “Sir, I’ll take the child. It’s not right to deny people the right to meet their needs. If you keep people here too long, you’re going to have more of them needing to use the facilities.”

The mask made it impossible to see the man’s expression, but he seemed to be considering Cole’s statement. “Not you. Her.” He pointed to the woman at their table. “She goes.”

Cole lifted both hands. “Understood.”

The woman rose, sliding a cane from the bench. “Come along, Rylan.”

Cole felt Rabbit watching as he slipped out of his seat to let the kid by. Once Cole was standing, his back away from the gunman, he used his left hand to help the kid, hoping if the gunman was watching Cole, his attention would be misdirected, focused on that hand while the other moved behind his back and slipped his gun from the holster.

As Cole hoped, Rabbit’s head had turned slightly as Rylan and his grandmother made their way across the room. The boy shouted and tugged, the grandmother moved deliberately with her cane, telling him to be quiet and slow down, which made the boy scream louder.

“Tell the kid to shut his yap,” the rabbit said.

With the man’s focus directed at the woman and child and away from him, Cole darted across the floor, keeping low, praying nobody in the restaurant would call attention to him. He made it to the table, reached up, and grabbed the man’s ankle and yanked as hard as he could.

The chair tipped. The man tumbled, hitting the table, then the floor. Cole put his gun to the man’s head. “Police. Don’t move.”

Cole put his knee on the man’s arm, the one holding the gun, and pinned it to the floor. He clamped his free hand over the man’s mouth so he couldn’t alert any accomplices.

Seconds later, three men from the restaurant were all over Rabbit. One, who must have weighed three hundred plus pounds parked himself on Rabbit’s chest. Two others grabbed his legs. Another man approached, sliding his belt from its loops and helped secure the man’s legs.

“Thanks, guys. Stay as you are for a few minutes. I’ll be right back.” Cole took the rabbit’s gun, slipped it into his holster, and turned to the diners, most of them still in shock. His eyes landed on a wide-eyed Austin, but Cole refused to single out any one person. He put a finger to his lips, signaling the diners to stay quiet.

Cole spoke in a loud whisper, waving everyone out the door. “Go. Go. Go.”

He made sure everyone was leaving. He couldn’t spare a moment for Morgan and Austin, other than to confirm they were in the group. Focus.

Gun at the ready, he crept toward the kitchen.

~~~
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HER HEART DOING ITS rendition of a kettledrum, Morgan hugged Austin close to her as they filed out of the restaurant. The hostess had the bag of cell phones, and everyone huddled in the parking lot as they tried to make sure phones went to their rightful owners.

Everyone was either calling 911 or their friends and family, so she didn’t need to add another call to the police. If the Easter bunny hadn’t been so quick to confiscate phones, she had no doubt this would already be all over the internet. Once Morgan had hers, she dragged a now-fascinated Austin to their car.

“Officer Patton was cool,” he said, buckling his seatbelt. “He just rushed up and knocked the man in the costume down. He didn’t even seem scared.”

“I know I was.” Morgan started the car, then waited her turn to exit the parking lot. Many people had the same idea she did. Get the heck away. “Surprised first, then scared. A lot.”

“Yeah. At first, I thought it was a joke. You know, somebody dressed up to greet people. Then he got nasty and showed his gun. So, I guess I was a little scared after that.”

Morgan couldn’t hold back a smile at Austin’s after-the-fact nonchalance and bravery.

“We didn’t get dinner,” he complained.

“We’ll eat at the house.” Sirens announced the impending arrival of the police, but Morgan didn’t have any desire to hang around and watch. Besides, now that everyone had their cell phones, the aftermath would hit the internet many times over. She made her way through the town center and headed for Elm Street.

You’re not going to wait to see how Cole is?

She’d be in the way. He knew what he was doing. She hadn’t drawn a full breath from the time he’d rushed the man in the Easter bunny mask until she and Austin were outside. Her philosophy was, in the face of potential danger, get as far away as possible. People with guns meant very potential danger in her book.

Cole would fill her in. Or she’d see it on YouTube.

Still shaking, she focused on the garage at the end of her driveway, barely noting the Dumpster and a stack of construction materials. She stopped in front of the garage, got out to wrestle the door open, telling Austin to wait until she’d pulled in. As soon as the car was inside, he jumped out, dragging the carry-on.

“Hey, they got the fence up,” Austin said. “Now Bailey has a yard to run around in.” He fumbled with the gate latch and ran toward the house.

Morgan closed the garage door and moved Cole’s suggestion to get a lighter door as well as the electric opener into her top five things to do. She took a moment to give the fence a cursory check. A real inspection would have to wait until tomorrow and daylight, when she was calmer.

Austin waited at the back door. She’d have to get him his own keys, too.

She unlocked the door, opened it to a wriggling, tail-wagging Bailey, along with the smell of fresh paint.

Austin ditched the carry-on and sat on the floor with the dog, accepting slobbery kisses. “Hey, Bailey. We’re home.”

Austin had called this house home. A glow warm as summer sunshine radiated through her chest.

Pleased that he appeared to be more interested in the dog than rehashing what had happened at Burger Hut, Morgan surveyed the kitchen. Aside from the microwave, everything was still in boxes. She’d wait until she talked with Tom before putting things away. Save doing things twice. The newly painted walls, a cross between peach and beige—which, for whatever reason, the color chart called Texas Rose—gave the whole downstairs a new, clean look.

“What do you think?” she asked Austin.

“Smells like paint.”

“I meant the color, silly.”

He tipped his head, first one way then the other, and scrunched his face. “Okay. My room’s not going to be this color, is it?”

“No. I thought you’d like bright pink better.”

At Austin’s wide-eyed expression of shock, she laughed. “I’m teasing. Your room is Windy Blue. The workers will be here early tomorrow. Up to bed, and you can check out the paint color.”

“I’m still hungry.”

Her appetite had disappeared with the sight of the masked man’s gun, along with most of her energy. Ah, the resiliency of youth.

She checked the freezer for something quick. Chicken nuggets. “There’s a bag of carrots in the fridge.”

Five minutes later, they sat at the table eating their last-minute meal. Austin didn’t complain that the microwaved nuggets weren’t crispy, so she offered no apologies. When he’d finished, she told him where to find a package of chocolate chip cookies.

She joined Austin in cookies and milk—although something stronger would have been more to her liking after the day she’d had. She considered Austin’s reaction if she had a glass of wine, given how things must have been with his mother, and decided a drink could wait until he’d gone to bed.

Austin cleared his place—even put his dishes in the dishwasher—and went upstairs.

She checked her phone to see if Cole had sent an update—he hadn’t—when Austin’s shout had her dashing for the stairs.

“What?” she called.

“I have furniture. So do you.”

From his beaming smile, Austin liked his new dresser and nightstand. And the paint color.

“Wonderful.” She was about to tousle his hair, but thought he might have outgrown that mode of showing affection, so she offered her palm for a high five. He performed an intricate series of hand motions.

“Whoa. Show me that one.”

He broke it down, step by step, looking at her as if she was clueless. Which, in matters of fist bumps and related choreography, she was. It took three repetitions before she got it down to a level Austin deemed acceptable.

“I like them, too,” she said. “First thing tomorrow, you can get all your clothes put away.”

Once she’d demonstrated her newly-acquired secret handshake in praise of her own bedroom furniture, she repeated her go to bed order. “You can read for a while. Lights out in twenty minutes.”

“Do you have some paper I can use?” he asked. “I want to write down the playlist for Momma’s memory.”

Her heart squeezed. “Of course.” She went down to the kitchen and fetched a notepad and pen.

She brought Austin the materials, and he started writing.

“I don’t want a bunch of sad songs. ‘Amazing Grace’ would be good, don’t you think?”

“I think it’s perfect.”

“I can’t decide if it should be first or last, though.”

“Why don’t you write all the pieces down, and you can work out the order later.”

He chewed his lip as he wrote.

Morgan left him to it and went to her room. Tomorrow, she’d deal with organizing her dresser. She crawled into bed with her laptop to check her email. She’d filled out the Kinship application form, submitted it, and even though she knew it was far too soon to hear anything, she had to check. Ms. Accorso had been helpful, as if she, too, wanted to resolve the issue of Austin’s custody as soon as possible.

For a government agency, that meant at a snail’s pace. As expected, no response.

The next message was from a D. Gehman at Metropolitan Financial Services in response to the email she’d sent. Did they know what the ledger sheets meant? Or was this a sorry, can’t help you message.

She closed her eyes and clicked it open.
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AS HE MOVED TOWARD the Burger Hut kitchen, Cole reflexively tapped his chest, driving home the point he wasn’t wearing a vest.

The kitchen door was solid, no way to peer inside. He put his ear to the wood.

“Hold still, dammit.” Male voice. “These aren’t medical tools.”

“You’re supposed ... to be fixing me, not ... making things ... worse.” Different male voice. Strained. In pain?

How many people were in the kitchen? Thinking of the six uniformed people in the dining room, Cole tried to remember how many wait staff were usually working. Not more than three. Whoever was in the kitchen must have moved the cooks to the dining room as well.

If there were only two in there, and one sounded incapacitated, Cole should have the element of surprise.

Didn’t slow his heart.

The way the door opened, he had a view of the far wall, which held the sink, dishwasher, and a steel door to what Cole assumed was the refrigerator. Could he sneak into the kitchen without being seen? Should he shove the door open and burst inside?

He had a gun.

He’d rather not have to use it.

Vision worked both ways. He couldn’t see who was in the room. They couldn’t see him. He pushed the door open a couple more inches. Listened.

Clearly, someone was attending to someone else’s injury. Cole, using the door as cover, slipped into the kitchen.

A man in a Burger Hut tee holding a thin, long-bladed knife hovered over a second man lying on a steel prep table.

What was he doing?

Neither looked Cole’s way. A quick glance revealed a rubber clown mask under the table. A revolver lay alongside. Cole took one more step into the room.

Swallowing, hoping his voice didn’t crack, he shouted, “Police. Show me your hands. Now.”

The man in the Burger Hut uniform dropped the knife to the floor and raised his food-service-gloved hands, panic in his eyes. “Don’t shoot. He made me do it.”

Bullshit.

“What’s the problem here?” Cole, still wary, considered the second man more carefully. Red high top sneakers. Overalls, straps released, bib folded down. Open shirt, covered in blood. The man clutched a blood-stained towel to his torso. His face was pasty-white.

“You need medical attention,” Cole said.

“That’s what I keep telling him, but the jerk refuses,” the uniformed man said. “A fileting knife is no scalpel.”

“What’s your name?” Cole asked.

“Donald Higgins. I’m the restaurant manager.”

“And yours?” Cole asked the injured man.

“John Doe.”

Cole let it drop. From outside, the welcome sound of approaching sirens had him breathing easier. Cops and medics. Somebody called 911. John Doe made a move to get off the table.

“You don’t want to do that,” Cole said. “The cops are on their way. Things will go better for you if you cooperate. Your partner’s already in custody.” Not police custody, but the man didn’t need to know that.

“We could make a deal,” Doe said. “I’ve got cash. Let me walk and half of it’s yours.”

“From the looks of the blood you’ve lost, you wouldn’t get far.”

Pounding sounded at the back door. “Police.” Brody’s voice. The knob rattled. “Come out. Show me your hands.”

“Patton here, Brody.” Cole rushed to unlock the door.

Brody stepped inside, grabbed and cuffed Higgins, escorting him outside. Nolan burst into the room, weapon drawn. “Can’t you have a quiet day off like normal people, Patton?”

Cole smirked. “That would be so boring.”

Nolan alerted the medics and patted down the man on the table for more weapons before securing his revolver. Two medics brought a gurney into the kitchen and set to work.

“You can put your weapon away, Patton,” Nolan said.

Cole looked at his hand, shaking as the adrenaline rush subsided, hardly aware he was still holding it. His chest felt as though a gorilla was shaking his ribs, trying to escape from its cage. Sweat soaked his armpits.

Brody rejoined them. “Mr. Higgins claims he had nothing to do with what happened, and I’m inclined to believe him. These two clowns—”

“One clown, one rabbit.” Cole pointed to the clown mask. “Rabbit was in the dining room.”

Nolan had her camera out and was documenting the scene.

Moments later, both Kovak and Detweiler showed up, along with Connor.

Detweiler snapped on gloves. He surveyed the room, shook his head, gave a tsking sound, then turned to Cole. “Good work, Patton. You’re dismissed. We’ll get your statements at the station.”

Brody nudged Cole, his voice lowered. “Bet this was an eight on the pucker scale.”

Cole might have said ten, but he hadn’t puked, pissed, or crapped his pants, and no gunfire had been exchanged, so he agreed with Brody. “All good.”

At the station, while they waited in the break room for the detectives to come back with their prisoners—prisoner, because the clown had been taken to the ER—Brody filled Cole in on what he’d learned from the restaurant manager.

“Clownie—whose name is Jake Fallon, but I think Clownie is more appropriate—and his partner held up a lounge in Salem. Restaurant, bar, upscale, but not snooty, you know. Thursdays are two-for-one drinks, karaoke nights, and the place was doing a fundraiser for a local charity. Some local celebrities performed. The coffers were overflowing.”

A platter of muffins sat on the counter, and Cole snagged one to give him an excuse to sit rather than admit to shaking knees. He set it on a napkin in front of him, picking it apart. “Cut to the chase, Brody.”

“Hey, how often do we get something like this in Pine Hills? I should be allowed to milk it.”

“Moo,” Cole said.

Brody flipped him off. “The two guys had almost pulled off what they considered a perfect crime, and were on their way to their getaway vehicle when a man from the bar followed them outside and fired his weapon. Caught Clownie, but they still managed to drive away.”

“How did they end up here?”

“Turns out Clownie and Higgins go back a ways. Served in the same army unit. Higgins was a medic. They parted ways. Neither wanted anything to do with the military life. Whereas Higgins went into the food business, Clownie and his rabbit buddy opted for a life of crime. When the chips were down—or, in this case, the bullets flew—Clownie showed up at Burger Hut to call in a favor, demanding Higgins patch him up to avoid the ramifications of showing up at the ER with a bullet wound. Thanks to your brilliant police work, it’s where he ended up anyway.”

Detweiler poked his head into the break room. “Here’s as good a place as any,” Detweiler said. “Kovak has Mr. Rabbit—which is his name, by the way—in interrogation. Let’s get your statements for the record.” He grabbed a cup of coffee, then sat and placed a recorder in the middle of the table.

“Did everyone get out?” Cole asked.
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MORGAN OPENED HER EYES and read the message.

While I cannot say for certain, the sample you sent does look like it might be related to Metropolitan Financial’s records. I took the liberty of forwarding it to a colleague who worked here at the same time as your uncle, and she confirmed that it looked like it had been written by your uncle, although she couldn’t guarantee it. Given that these ledgers you spoke of were found in a house that had belonged to Robert Tate lends credence to their validity.

He also noted that these types of records pre-dated MFS, which took over a smaller company, Portland Financial Management, in the 1970s. Your uncle was part of Portland Financial, and it’s possible these records go back that far.

Way to beat around the bush. Morgan continued reading.

It is the policy of MFS to encrypt records for the privacy of our clients. Each is assigned an account number, and our system uses these rather than names for our recordkeeping. When MFS acquired Portland Financial Management, it’s likely parts of their recordkeeping methods carried over and became policy at MFS. If these were MFS records, the number at the top would be the client, and the rest would be investment accounts, sales and purchases, profits and losses, and the like. I doubt anyone still working at the firm would be able to interpret these without your uncle’s personal records.

When your uncle retired from MFS, his clients would have been split among our other advisors. Most of his contemporaries are no longer with MFS. If it is important to you, I can try to put you in touch with one of them.

I hope this is of some help.

D. Gehman

Some help? Maybe.

Thanks so much for your time, she replied.

At least she knew the ledgers were part of Uncle Bob’s work. Why would Uncle Bob have kept them? Leftovers from his days with the other company?

Packed in a box, tucked into the basement, and forgotten was her guess.

Not as much fun as if they’d been secret messages, but at least she could close the door on that mystery.

“Miss Tate?”

Austin’s call yanked her from her musings. There was no fear, no alarm in his tone, so she put on her robe and went down the hall to his room. He sat propped up against the headboard, the notepad she’d given him lying on the nightstand, Bailey curled up at the foot of the bed.

“What do you need?” she asked. “And I think, now that you’re living with me, you can call me Morgan.”

He seemed to ponder that for a moment. “Okay. Can we go to Mr. Detweiler’s tomorrow? I want to try my playlist, and I’m not positive about the names of these pieces. Too many are numbers. Sonatas and Opuses. I get them mixed up. I left my sheet music there like Mr. Detweiler told me, since I don’t need it here, but some of what I want on my playlist aren’t my practice pieces.”

Morgan smiled as she remembered learning the names of what she was playing. “Yes, we can go, and I can help you with the titles.”

“Can I play them for you and Mr. and Mrs. Detweiler? Like a recital? Maybe you could invite Mr. Patton, too.”

Would there be heavy metal on Austin’s playlist? She doubted it. Cole could suck it up.

“That would be wonderful.” Morgan’s mind jumped ahead to getting Austin used to performing. What opportunities were there in Pine Hills? Was there a hall she could rent? A school auditorium?

Austin extended his fist, and she ran through his secret handshake.

“Now, get to sleep.” Was he too old, or too new to being part of her household—family was still too much to hope for—for a goodnight kiss? She let their handshake ritual suffice.

She crawled into bed, checked her phone one more time. Where was Cole? Was he all right? He must have known she and Austin were at the restaurant. That they’d be worried. The internet videos were all after the fact, posted by the few people who hadn’t had the sense to get out of a potentially dangerous situation. From what she could see, the cops had rounded the bad guys into an ambulance and police car, doing an excellent job of hiding faces.

She saw uniforms. Cole hadn’t been wearing one. She clicked from one video to the next, but Cole was nowhere to be found. Was he all right? They hadn’t loaded him into an ambulance, had they?

He had to be all right. If something had happened to him, would someone call her? Who? Nobody knew they were better than friends. Had Cole mentioned her to one of his cop buddies? If he had, they’d have let her know, right?

She told herself this was the time to believe in No news is good news, and turned off the light. Exhausted as she was, questions roiled through her brain. Repairs. Deliveries. Cole. Kinship Care. A piano teacher for Austin. Cole. Would Randy let her secret slip? Could Austin finish his school year doing lessons from Dublin teachers? Cole.

How could she ignore her feelings for Cole? Just because having an intimate relationship was frowned upon by the people who could grant her custody of Austin didn’t make the feelings go away.

The heart wants what the heart wants.

Did he have the same feelings? Maybe the nice Cole was all part of getting her into bed.

You’re forgetting you were the one who instigated that.

So, maybe she’d gone too far, and he was glad she’d told him they couldn’t have a relationship. Gave him the easy way out.
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COLE SHOVED HIS CRUMBLED muffin aside. He eyed Detweiler’s recorder. The scorched coffee aroma permeated the room. His stomach felt like he’d swallowed a super-sized portion of broken glass. Sweat filmed his body. Buzzing in his ears sounded like high-voltage electric wires. He eyed the door to the restroom.

Visions of Jazz, of Morgan, of Austin lying bleeding refused to leave. Of his first reaction when he saw the man with the knife poised above the clown. That he was torturing him, serial killer style.

Nobody died. Nobody got hurt.

Cole swallowed. He was not going to puke. Not now.

Yes he was. He bolted for the restroom, emptied the meager contents of his stomach. Heaved until there was nothing left, then heaved some more.

He rose to his feet on unsteady legs, staggered to the sink, and clutched the edge of the basin. He grabbed a handful of paper towels, soaked them in cold water, and wiped his face, his neck. Leaned over the stream of water, filling his mouth, rinsing, spitting, until he felt semi-human.

Studying his pathetic reflection in the mirror, he waited until he looked semi-human before making his way to the table. A bottle of water sat in front of his chair. Brody—all traces of humor gone—was reporting his part in the arrest.

Cole slid into his seat, unscrewed the water bottle, but didn’t trust his stomach enough to drink.

“You want to wait until tomorrow?” Detweiler asked.

Cole twirled the bottle in his hands. “Nah. Let’s get it over with.” He related everything that had happened. “The grandmother and the kid. He pitched a fit about using the bathroom. Whether they know it or not, they’re the real heroes. Rabbit lost his focus, which gave me the chance to act. Any way to get their names? Did they give statements?”

“We have statements from everyone who didn’t hightail it to safer positions once they left the restaurant,” Brody said. “The woman was in the restroom with her grandson, so she didn’t see how you subdued the suspect, but we have her name and address.”

“Would it be all right if I stopped by tomorrow, told her how she and her grandson helped? Give the boy one of the police badge stickers we give to schoolkids?”

“Don’t see it as a problem,” Detweiler said. “We’re always looking for ways to show people—kids especially—that cops are the good guys.”

Cole had a fleeting vision of his discussion with Austin. Cops as good guys was a rare opinion these days.

Those thoughts triggered more visions of Jazz and Morgan. He picked up his water bottle with both hands to hide his shaking, and braved a sip. Stayed down. Good.

“Too bad Burger Hut doesn’t have cameras in the dining room,” Brody said. “I wish I’d seen Big Toby Vandenburg sitting on the rabbit. I expect him to visit the mayor tomorrow and ask for a medal.”

“Far as I’m concerned, they can all have medals,” Cole said. “Keeping quiet so I had the element of surprise in the kitchen was a gift from whoever’s up there looking after cops in trouble.”

“You were quick,” Detweiler said. “They were still in shock. The delay before they could react was all you needed.”

Cole accepted the reality, but he still held out that once in a while, whoever watched over cops was in the right place at the right time.

Kovak sauntered into the room, sniffed at the coffee pot, grimaced, and snagged a muffin. After a bite, he said, “This morning’s or a week ago last Tuesday’s? They’re definitely not from Ashley’s bakery.”

Kovak took a seat, and Cole wondered how the man acted as though everything was a normal day at the office.

Then again, Cole was the only one who’d been there for the incident. Arriving after the fact had to be easier.

“Our suspect’s being transported to the county jail. As interrogations went—” Kovak held his hand out, palm down, and wiggled it back and forth. “He insisted he was acting under orders. He confessed to the robbery at the lounge in Salem, to driving the van—which did contain a duffel stuffed with cash, by the way—and to agreeing to hold people in the dining room while his partner had his wound treated. He’s using the but I didn’t hurt anybody defense. We’ll see how far that gets him.”

He set his muffin aside and trapped Cole with his gaze. “Good job, quick thinking. How are you holding up? I’m surprised the big guy hasn’t sent you home already. Or at least invited you into his office for a sip of his secret stash.” The two detectives exchanged a knowing look.

“I’d rather get my report written and filed before going home,” Cole said. “While it’s fresh in my mind.”

Detweiler tapped the recorder. “We have people who can transcribe this for your signature tomorrow,” he said. “If you’d like to drink a toast to an officer defusing an incident without a shot being fired, I’m fine with that.”

“Don’t forget apprehending two bad guys,” Brody added.

Cole didn’t want to go home where nightmares about Jazz’s shooting and what might have happened tonight would be playing in 3-D on a big screen.

He took several long pulls on his water bottle, then stood, testing his knees. No more shaking. “Thank you, Sir. A short drink would be nice.”

“Make sure it’s the good stuff, and it’ll be better than nice,” Kovak said, a hint of a grin in Detweiler’s direction. “I need to get home.”

Kovak reached into his pocket, pulled out a cell phone and handed it to Cole. “Here. We had eight unclaimed phones. Yours was among them. Forgot I had it while I was interviewing Rabbit.”

Tapping his pocket to confirm his was missing, Cole said, “Thanks. Forgot all about it, too.”

To Cole’s surprise, Brody declined Detweiler’s offer of a drink. That, combined with the look the two detectives had exchanged, made Cole wonder if after the group commendation, he might be in for a private reprimand for acting on his own.

~~~
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MORGAN HURRIED TO DRESS the next morning, not wanting to greet Tom and his crew in her robe. The fact that Cole might be included had nothing to do with it, she told herself as she tamed her hair and applied makeup. Not a lot. Eyeliner, a hint of shadow, mascara, and lip gloss. A squirt of perfume. She snorted. Definitely not doing this for Cole. He’d seen her naked.

Didn’t mean she shouldn’t look presentable.

She found Austin in the kitchen eating a bowl of cereal. “Sleep okay?”

He nodded, put his spoon down, and hummed a tune. “Which one is this? I know it’s Mozart, but can’t remember the name. Turk something?”

Morgan poured a cup of leftover coffee and put it in the microwave. “Right. That’s Sonata Number Eleven in A major. ‘Alla Turca’.”

“Thanks.” He dashed upstairs.

“Where’s Bailey?” she called after him.

“Backyard.”

Best that the dog stay outside while the crew was working, so she filled his water dish and set it beside the steps. He scampered over and dropped a ball at her feet. Rumbling and clunking sounds came from the front of the house. Too loud to be Tom’s van. She picked up the ball, threw it across the yard, and went out front to investigate. Tom and his partner were unloading a Bobcat from a trailer.

She hadn’t given the front porch more than a cursory glance when she’d driven in last night. Tom was supposed to have repaired it. Why was so much of the entranceway dug up, and why the scattered holes? The porch landing looked new, but the steps were makeshift. She met Tom and one of his crew as they climbed out of the van.

“What happened?” She pointed toward the porch.

“Slight delay while they dug up the bones,” Tom said. “It’s first on our list today.”

Morgan’s jaw dropped. “Wait. Bones? What bones?”

“Thought you knew. Your dog found a bone under the porch, and they had to call the county to dig them up. They’re done now, so we can get going again.”

“What kind of bones?” Her mind shot to the graffiti with its Now You’re Dead message.

Tom hiked a shoulder. “Human, or the cops wouldn’t have been all over the place. That’s all I know.”

“Did they get them all?” Visions of skeletons beneath her house, like the catacombs in Rome, swam before her eyes.

“They said so.” Tom and his partner worked a table saw from the back of the van. “Gave us the green light.”

Cole hadn’t thought to mention this? No, he’d probably thought about it, then decided not to tell her, keep her from freaking while she was away.

It was her house. She had a right to know what was going on. Was he coming to work today? Or had something happened after everyone left the restaurant last night?

He’d have let her know. Or it would have been on social media.

“Just the two of you working today?” she asked Tom.

“Nope. Forsythe should be here any minute.”

The two men set up the saw and a pair of sawhorses, then went to the side of the house, returning with several long planks of lumber. Tom pulled a notebook from a pocket of his jeans and read off measurements to his partner, who laid boards across the sawhorses, measured and marked them. Their third worker, Layton Forsythe, Trisha’s husband, appeared from the side yard and moved toward the Bobcat.

Tom hadn’t mentioned Cole, and she wasn’t going to ask. She went inside, saw her coffee still sitting in the microwave. She dumped it and set a fresh pot to brew. A full one, enough for the crew.

She checked her phone. No messages from Cole.

Screw that. Screw him.

She brought her laptop to the kitchen. Her email program showed a message from a sender she didn’t recognize. The subject line said it was about her uncle and Portland Financial. She opened the message, trusting her anti-virus software to do its thing.

Morgan read the message. A woman introduced herself as her uncle’s administrative assistant with Portland when he worked there, and offered her condolences.

Mr. Tate insisted on maintaining his own records. Based on what Mr. Gehman forwarded, this appears to be the kind of ledger Portland Financial advisors kept during its earlier years, and the writing looks like Mr. Tate’s. The left hand column would be dates, then the investment name, then anything bought or sold. The last column would be gains or losses.

It fit with what she and Cole had hypothesized, and matched what Mr. Gehman said. She kept reading.

I didn’t follow Mr. Tate when the companies merged, so I can’t speak to how Metropolitan handled these records. My supposition is the data were computerized at Metropolitan, and for whatever reason, Mr. Tate kept the originals. I hope this answers your questions. Feel free to contact me if you have others.

With the whine of the power saw and the pounding of nails in the background, Morgan reread the message. Nothing new, just confirmed what Mr. Gehman said. But, if the ledgers were how records were kept at Portland, what about the spiral notebooks? The sheet in Uncle Bob’s pocket? Were those drafts that he’d copied into the ledgers? Or copied from them?

Where had she put them? In her bedroom closet.

Morgan collected the ledgers, then moved boxes from the kitchen table to the counter to make room to work. She opened a ledger, checking the columns against what Uncle Bob’s admin had told her.

Austin joined her. “What are you doing?”

“I’m not sure. Trying to see if these pages of numbers in these ledgers are the same or different from the ones in this notebook.”

“Can I help?”

Four eyes were better than two. “Sure.”

She tore the sheets out of the spiral notebook and handed Austin half, plus one of the ledgers. “See if you can find any pages in the ledger with the same numbers at the top for starters.”

Austin, tongue peeking from between his lips, took a notebook sheet, studied it, then turned pages of the ledger. Seemed like a workable system, so she took another sheet and did the same with her ledger.

“I found one,” he said a couple minutes later.

Morgan scooted over to look.

Sure enough, what she’d been told were client code numbers at the top matched. She ran her finger down the columns on the ledger sheet, comparing them to the ones on the notebook page.

According to what Uncle Bob’s admin said, the first column was dates, the second the investment. The ledger and the notebook matched there, but the other columns were different.

Morgan grabbed her phone, took pictures of both pages, and sent them to the woman for an explanation.

The back door opened, and Bailey scooted in, followed by Cole, dark circles under his eyes, a thick shadow of stubble at his jaw.

Hangover? She didn’t know whether to be relieved he was all right or angry because he hadn’t let her know.
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“SORRY I’M LATE.” THE aroma of fresh coffee drew Cole straight to Morgan’s coffee pot. He raised the carafe from the warmer. “May I?”

“Help yourself. You know where everything is.”

He couldn’t begrudge the irritation in her tone. By the time he’d finished at the station, it was after two, and three by the time he’d rolled into bed. He’d managed a few hours of restless sleep before letting Tom know he’d been stuck at work and was running late. Better to face Morgan in person. After another hit of caffeine.

“Good morning, Mr. Patton.” Austin looked up from papers he and Morgan were going over.

Cole poured his coffee and took a reviving sip. “Good morning, Austin.”

“Last night was really cool. You caught that bad guy and didn’t shoot anybody.”

Cole tried not to smile. “I told you before, just because cops have guns doesn’t mean they want to shoot people. I tried to find a better way to keep everyone in the restaurant safe. I had help from a few other people.”

“Yeah, like that fat man sitting on the bad guy. I’ll bet he didn’t like that.”

Cole shot a glance Morgan’s way. She was focused on her laptop, not intervening in the conversation, so he guessed he was on steady ground. Austin wasn’t showing signs that last night had traumatized him.

He’s holding up better than you are.

Cole leaned on the counter, waiting for the caffeine to hit his bloodstream.

“You can let the others know they’re welcome to come in for coffee,” Morgan said.

“I’ll do that.” He scraped a thumbnail across his stubble. “Look, about last night.”

“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “I’m sure you had a good reason for not letting me know you were all right.”

Austin seemed to shrink into himself.

Cole shot Morgan a glance, chinning toward the boy. She must have understood that Austin picked up on the tension.

“I meant to say thank you for watching Bailey,” she said.

“Not a problem. He’s a good dog. Everything work out on your trip?”

Morgan nodded. “I think so, yes.”

He stepped close enough to see that she and Austin had been looking at the ledger and notebook pages. “Find anything?”

“I did,” Austin said. “We were matching numbers, and I found a page that almost fit.”

“Austin’s got sharp eyes,” Morgan said, squeezing the boy’s arm. “I heard from a woman who worked with my uncle, and she explained that they are probably what we thought. Financial reports.”

There was more, but he’d let her decide when the time was right to fill him in.

“I should get to work,” he said. “Maybe we can catch up on my lunch break.”

“Sure. If I’m around.” Her tone said she would make a point of not being here.

He’d wasted the I’m sorry card when he’d walked in apologizing for being late, instead of for not letting her know he was all right. “Okay,” was the best he could do.

She ran her thumb across her fingertips. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to check my email. Austin, how’s your playlist coming? Will you need any new sheet music?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “After I try them at Mr. Detweiler’s house, I’ll be able to tell.”

“Sounds like a plan. Now, you need to get your school assignments done.”

He huffed, but went upstairs. Was sending Austin out of the room Morgan’s way of telling Cole she was ready to talk?

She busied herself with her laptop while he hid behind his coffee mug, pondering the best way to open a discussion.

“When did you plan to tell me about the bones?” she asked. “Why did I have to find out from Tom?”

Problem solved. He set his mug on the table and sat beside her. She didn’t flinch or move away, a good sign. “I didn’t want to interrupt. I knew you were busy, and it was an emotional time for you. There was nothing you could have done except worry, and I didn’t want that.”

Cole explained what had happened, from Bailey digging up the first bone to the opening of a Pine Hills case, to the excavation process, to what Kovak and Detweiler had found, to waiting on DNA results.

He dragged both hands through his hair. “I was going to tell you. I didn’t think you needed to hear it at three in the morning, though.”

“What about what happened at Burger Hut?” she asked, her tone coated in frost. “You shooed everyone outside, and then you didn’t call. Or text. With or without capital letters and punctuation.”

His eyebrows shot up. Okay, he should have been in touch, but why was she critiquing his texts?

“First, the rabbit took my cell phone, too, and I didn’t get it back until I was at the station dealing with reports and statements.” He rested his fingers on her thigh.

There came the flinch.

He removed his hand. Her blazing eyes bore no resemblance to a cute fawn’s.

“You could have been killed. What were you thinking, rushing that guy all by yourself?”

“It’s my job, Morgan. Protecting people, remember.” He exhaled a lungful of air. “When I saw you and Austin in the restaurant, my heart stopped. I did the only thing I could think of. Get you—and everyone—to safety, which meant getting rid of that threat and getting you all outside so I could deal with the next threat.”

“I saw it online. Why didn’t you just grab a cell phone and call 911 once you overpowered the gunman? That fat man and the other people had him secured. Why put yourself at more risk?”

“I didn’t know who else was in the kitchen. I had to remove that threat first. I was lucky. There was only one accomplice, and he was incapacitated. It could have been more, and they could have come out shooting.”

“At you,” she snapped.

He kept his voice lowered. “But not at you, or Austin, or anyone else in the restaurant.”

He couldn’t find the words to mention that part of the reason he hadn’t slept was because he realized that despite Morgan’s aggravating quirks—or maybe because of them—he loved her. You couldn’t say that to somebody you’d known for only a week. Particularly while said somebody was reaming you a new one.

Her silence sliced through him like a sleet-filled winter storm.
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MORGAN KEPT HER GAZE averted, unable to meet Cole’s eyes or trust her voice. This wasn’t the time to tell him how she felt. What it had been like, sitting there in the semi-darkness, seeing him walk into the restaurant seconds after the man in the Easter bunny mask had taken over the room. How afraid she’d been, that the man might have known Cole was a cop and shot him right there. How she’d wished Cole hadn’t been there at all, but was relieved that he was. How her emotions were all over the place, but deep down, she knew she loved him.

How could you love someone you’d met a week ago?

This wasn’t a Hallmark or Lifetime movie. This was real life.

Her email chimed an incoming message.

Thankful for the distraction, she ignored Cole’s presence—or tried to—and checked the screen. From the woman who’d worked with Uncle Bob.

Morgan opened the message, skimming through the opening pleasantries, hunting for the meat.

I’m concerned about the reports you sent. I don’t want to jump to conclusions based on a single example, and it’s hard to believe Mr. Tate would be involved in anything fraudulent. Please forward the rest of these duplicates to me. These could be innocent errors, but it’s critical they be checked out.

Uncle Bob involved in fraud?

“Something wrong?” Cole’s voice reminded her he was still there. And that he was a cop. Of course, even though his job didn’t venture into the world of finance, he’d be a stickler for doing the right thing.

With a sigh, she pushed away from the table and found the rest of the sheets from Uncle Bob’s notebook. As she snapped the pictures, Cole repeated his question.

“I don’t know,” she said. “Uncle Bob’s associate from way back when needs to see them.” She turned the laptop so Cole could read it.

“Out of my area of expertise,” he said.

“Mine, too. Let the pros handle it. They know what they’re doing.”

As she spoke the words, she realized that’s what Cole had been doing last night. His job. As a professional. It meant he was willing to put his life on the line for people he didn’t know.

Could she love someone who risked his life every day—even when he wasn’t working?

The heart wants what the heart wants.

Hearts didn’t look at someone’s job. Loving Cole and making a life with him were two separate pieces. And there was the little matter of whether or not he loved her.

No time for love, real or imagined. She had Austin to think about, and that meant keeping her distance from Cole.

She sent the emails. Cole’s freshly showered scent did nothing to help keep her distance. “I should see if Austin needs help with his homework.”

“I’d better find out what Tom wants me to do today. I’ll let them know about the coffee.”

After Cole left, Morgan put off going to check on Austin—he’d call if he needed help—and fetched three mugs from the cabinet, filled a cereal bowl with sugar and a measuring cup with milk and set them beside the coffee maker, along with some spoons. Once Tom said they were done in the kitchen, she’d unpack and have a standard sugar bowl and creamer.

Sugar bowls and creamers. Nice normal thoughts.

Morgan remembered the lie she’d told Ms. Accorso at Children Services, about Austin having a piano teacher lined up. She knew there was no one suitable in Pine Hills, so she went back to her top five choices for Portland and Salem. Her first choice had updated his website, which now bore a red banner across the top. Not accepting new students at this time.

Maybe if she’d touched base sooner—but then, she hadn’t known Austin would be staying with her so soon.

Her second and third choices were also not accepting new students. Her fourth had openings. Should she make an appointment, let Austin audition? The woman’s rates were almost as high as Morgan’s first choice, and Morgan wasn’t convinced she’d be getting her money’s worth.

First things first. She went upstairs to make sure Austin was doing his homework.

“I’m done with my history, but I need a computer for math.”

“I think you’re supposed to work the problems on your own, not with a computer,” she said.

“No, it’s a website with assignments. We get extra credit, and math is easy.”

Morgan went through the assignments Austin’s teacher had given her and found the math activity site. “Okay, come down to the kitchen and I’ll set you up.”

The lesson was on ratios, and Austin whipped through the problems. “It’s like fractions, and I get those. Like how many quarter notes in a whole note, or eighth notes.”

“Good comparison,” she said.

“Can we go to the Detweilers’ now? I want to do my playlist.”

“Works for me. Let Bailey out first, and I’ll tell the workers we’re going.”

Before they left, Morgan called Sarah to make certain they weren’t intruding. Cole had said Randy kept more regular hours unless there was a case to work on, and she imagined last night’s events at Burger Hut might be keeping him busy, or he might be catching up on sleep.

“No, that’ll be fine,” Sarah said. “He slept in this morning, but he’s at work now. I heard you were there, and so was Austin. Was it scary?”

“Yes. Thank goodness it didn’t last long, thanks to Cole. Officer Patton.”

“Yeah, Randy told me how he kept his cool and subdued the gunman. I’m glad I wasn’t there.”

“Must be nerve-wracking, being married to a cop. Even a detective has to take risks, right?”

“Even more so in Pine Hills. Randy and Kovak are detectives, but they’re also all-around cops. Pine Hills isn’t big enough to have dedicated detectives, so they pull their weight on the streets, too.”

“Does that make it worse for you? Knowing he can be on the front lines? Do you ever wish he had a more ... normal job? A safer one?”

She laughed. “Like a cook at Burger Hut? Seriously, Pine Hills is normally a very safe place to live. I understood Randy’s job and what it meant before we got married. Any one of us could get hit by a car simply crossing the street.”

Yeah, but the odds were much slimmer.

~
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AT THE DETWEILERS’, Austin was eager to share his playlist.

“Fifteen pieces?” Morgan said. “That’s a lot to practice. Something I like to do is narrow things down to my top five. Why don’t you put the stars by the ones you think are most important, and work on those?” She handed him a pen.

Brow furrowed, Austin starred five pieces, then took his sheet music envelope from the top of the piano and set his first choice on the rack.

“Warmup exercises first,” Morgan said.

With a groan, Austin opened his Czerny exercise book.

While Austin practiced, Morgan used the Detweilers’ Wi-Fi to continue her search for a suitable piano teacher.

“I think this is my number one piece for Momma,” Austin said, interrupting her search.

She set aside her laptop to listen.

Austin moved into Beethoven’s “Pathetiqué,” bringing tears to her eyes. The child’s love for music—and his mother—poured through his fingers into the melody.

She pulled out her phone and recorded his playing. When the piece ended, she said, “Stand up and take a bow” and captured that on her recording as well.
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COLE TROWELED ANOTHER section of thinset onto the master bathroom floor. He should be done by lunchtime, but Morgan wouldn’t be able to use the room for another two days. Tom had assigned Layton Forsythe to do the tile cutting, which was fine with Cole. Laying the tile was the easy part, and if Tom wasn’t ready to give Cole the more complicated tasks, so be it.

Trouble was, doing the easy parts gave his mind too much room to wander. Detweiler had commended Cole for his quick thinking last night. Hadn’t chastised him for heading to the kitchen instead of calling for backup first.

“The job entails split-second decisions, and you put the safety of the citizens first,” Detweiler said.

If Cole let one incident—an incident where he’d managed to take down two creeps without backup and without a shot being fired—get inside his skin, what was the point of being a cop?

What if it had been an actual active shooter situation?

You’d have done what needed to be done.

He hoped.

Detweiler told him he had two days off. Said it was comp time for watching the bone site and the unofficial hours he’d put in last night, but Cole thought there was more to it than a matter of budget balancing. More like head-straightening time.

Cole regarded it as more hours with Morgan time. Of course, now she was with Austin so he could practice his piano lessons, and had said she wouldn’t be back until early afternoon. So much for talking during his official lunch break.

When Tom announced it was time for lunch, Cole realized he’d blanked on bringing food. He made a quick trip to the Thriftway deli for a sandwich, then joined the crew and Bailey in the backyard for lunch and a round of fetch.

“Heard about what happened at Burger Hut last night,” Tom said. “That what you meant by being stuck at work?”

Cole hurled the ball across the yard, delighting Bailey. “Yeah. Comes with the job.”

“Why I’m a firefighter,” Tom said. “Less risky.”

Cole wasn’t going to debate the finer points of rushing into burning buildings that might explode over the risks of being caught in a shootout.

After lunch, Cole and Layton tackled the kitchen. Morgan had opted for tile countertops, more expensive than new Formica, but cheaper than composites. She’d chosen a stone-patterned tile that coordinated with the paint color.

It was almost four by the time Morgan and Austin came home.

Cole set the final countertop tile into place as Layton finished the backsplashes. Tomorrow, they’d grout everything.

Morgan stepped into the kitchen. “Wow. You guys have been busy. The porch looks great, and the kitchen’s getting there.”

“The tile in your bathroom has to set before you can walk on it, and it needs grout, so you’ll have to use the other ones for the time being,” Cole said.

Tom poked his head in, nodded his approval. “We’ll be back tomorrow. Eight o’clock all right?”

“Fine,” Morgan said. “Guess the counter’s off limits for a while, too.”

“Better you don’t use it for at least another day,” Tom said.

“It should be worth the wait. Any reason not to cook is okay by me.”

Cole lingered after the rest of the crew took off. “Want to come to my place for dinner? I can grab something from Thriftway. My culinary skills are limited, but I do a mean takeout.”

Morgan seemed to be considering it. Better than an outright no.

“We’ve had a busy day,” she said.

“All the more reason to have dinner with me. That way, you don’t have to touch your kitchen while the tile sets.”

“I guess so. As long as it’s Dutch. What time?”

Cole checked the clock on the microwave. “Let’s say five-thirty? What does Austin like?”

Morgan scraped her upper teeth over her lower lip. “I’m not well-versed in his tastes yet. Won’t hurt to expand his horizons beyond burgers and pizza.”

~
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OVER A DINNER OF MEAT loaf, green beans, and mashed potatoes, Cole steered the conversation to how Morgan and Austin had spent their day.

“I practiced my playlist to honor Momma,” Austin said. “Then, we went to my new school and I’m going to play it at the end of the year ceremony for sixth graders.”

“Not your entire playlist, Austin. One piece,” Morgan said. “There will be a lot of kids showing their talents, too.” She turned to Cole. “The principal was nice enough to allow an additional performer, as a way of introducing Austin to the school for next term.”

“Would I be allowed to come?” Cole asked. “I’d love to hear Austin play.”

“Sure,” Austin said.

Cole looked to Morgan for confirmation.

“I don’t see why not. Assuming you’re not working. It’s on a Thursday evening.”

“Even if I’m working, I’ll be off by then. What will you be playing?” he asked Austin.

“Mozart’s Sonata Eleven in A Major,” he said.

Cole’s brows rose. “Sounds fancy.”

“It’s one of the happy songs I chose for Momma.”

“I’m sure she’ll appreciate it,” Cole said.

Austin pushed his empty plate aside. “Can I watch TV?”

After a confirming nod from Morgan, Cole walked Austin to the living room and turned on the set, then handed him the remote.

Back in the kitchen, he offered to top off Morgan’s wine. She put her hand over the not-quite-empty glass. “One is enough.”

“What else did you do today?” he asked, hoping to prolong her visit.

“Went to the library. They’re not hiring. Went over my budget with a fine-tooth comb. Looked for piano teachers for Austin.” She finished her wine and stared into the glass.

“Something wrong?”

“Not about that. I heard from the woman who used to work with Uncle Bob again.” Her fawn eyes glistened with tears.

Cole reached across the table and took her hand. “And?”

“She thinks Uncle Bob stole money from people.”

~~~
[image: image]


MORGAN TOOK COMFORT in the warmth of Cole’s hand. “It happened a long time ago, when Uncle Bob worked for Portland Financial. He was falsifying reports to some of his clients, and using the differences to invest for himself.”

“What does that mean for you?” Cole asked.

“Technically, nothing. The statute of limitations is long past, but I feel like I’m ... tainted ... by what he did. One of Uncle Bob’s clients was Phyllis Jessup’s father.”

“The housekeeper at the Castle? You think that’s why she hates the man? Seems like a long time to hold a grudge.”

“Even so, I want to make things right. For her, and for anyone else I can find. Uncle Bob’s admin was able to identify five others. She is looking to see where they, or their families, are now.”

“That’s very honorable of you.” Cole traced a forefinger along her jawline, sending chills through her. Then heat. She glanced toward the living room, where Austin was engrossed in the television.

One kiss. One short kiss.

Way to keep your distance.

The heart wants what the heart wants.

Morgan leaned over, reached for Cole’s face and drew him in for the one kiss she would allow herself.

He tasted like wine, like mashed potatoes and gravy. His surprise at her overture shifted to reciprocation. Tongues teased, probed, danced. Desire rushed along every nerve of her body. Filled with regrets that there couldn’t be more, she broke away.

Hands clasping his, she held Cole’s deep blue gaze.

“I get it,” he whispered. “The impropriety thing.”

“Easier if we don’t see each other,” she said.

“Not until I finish the work on your house. I made a commitment to Tom. I’ll do my best to stay out of your way.”

“I wish it didn’t have to be this way. I wish I could have gotten to know you better.”

“So do I. But I understand. Your commitment has to be to Austin. Once you have custody, things will be different.”

“Who knows how long that will take? If it happens at all. It’s not fair to ask you to wait.” She forced a quick laugh. “Then again, who says we’d even work out? What we’ll feel like a month, six months, a year from now.”

“I could argue we could try to find out. Is dating off limits?”

“I need it to be. Even tonight, just having a simple dinner makes me want so much more.” She rose, cleared the dishes from the table, loaded them into the dishwasher. “The longer I stay, the harder it is to leave.”

She collected her purse, told Austin to thank Cole for dinner.

“The show’s not over yet,” he complained.

She checked the time. Another fifteen minutes with Cole? No, fifteen would turn into another program. She needed to leave before things went too far. “Sorry. Bailey’s waiting. I’m sure you can watch a rerun. We’ll have our own television set up very soon.”

Austin sighed, went for his jacket, his eyes never leaving the screen.

~
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FIVE DAYS LATER, MORGAN pulled into the driveway and hit the remote for her new garage door opener. Smiling as the new door slid upward, she parked, popped the trunk, and unloaded bags of groceries. It took three trips to get everything inside, Bailey dancing at her heels.

Now that Austin had been invited to perform at the sixth grade ceremony, he was eager to make new friends and had started going to classes. His Pine Hills teachers had agreed that Austin should continue to do the work his Dublin teachers had sent, but he hadn’t minded. Much of the curriculum was the same, and he participated in class when he could and worked on his Dublin assignments when the class was doing something else.

She put the last of the groceries away. Next time, she’d unload in front, then put the car in the garage. Less walking. She still smiled each time she walked through the house. Tom and his crew had done a great job, finishing on time and within the budget. One more thing to deal with.

Butterflies flew in wild choreography in her stomach as she awaited today’s delivery. The dining room was cleared of any leftover odds and ends. She’d mopped the floor this morning and unrolled the new area rug. Listening to Austin practice at the Detweilers’ after school every day had chiseled away at the wall she’d built between her old and new lives.

In addition to Mrs. Jessup, Morgan discovered families of three other people her uncle had cheated. None of them lived in Pine Hills, which was probably why Morgan hadn’t found any locals with bad things to say about him. She worked out a payment schedule based on the numbers Uncle Bob’s former admin had given her. She couldn’t calculate what would have happened to their investments over the years, and they had seemed appreciative that she was paying them anything at all.

Morgan’s financial advisor had told her she was under no obligation to make restitution for events that had happened so many years ago, considering the current state of the economy and what it was doing to her own investments, but she’d insisted.

“I have to live with myself. My uncle stole from these people, and if it means I’m scrimping for a couple of years, so be it.”

Initially, Mrs. Jessup had refused the money. Morgan mailed her the first check anyway, and the woman had cashed it. Morgan took it as a step toward forgiveness.

The growl of an approaching engine sent Morgan to the window. The delivery van. Right on time. The butterflies in her stomach dove and whirled like performing Air Force jets.

She let the driver in so he could check the space.

“You want it over there?” He pointed to the dining area.

“Yes. On the rug.”

“Might have to take off the front door.”

“Do what you need to. I’ll let you work.” Not sure she could watch, Morgan retreated to the kitchen table with her laptop and opened her games folder. Maybe Scrabble would keep the memories at bay.

Some of them, anyway.

The delivery crew declared their job done. Morgan wrote the check, her bank balance dropping at an alarming rate. She needed a job. Soon.

Her phone chimed that it was time to pick up Austin. Tabling the get a job worry for later, Morgan called Bailey and they set off for the middle school.

Austin climbed into the backseat, proud that he’d answered a geology question in class. When they turned toward Elm Street, he called out, “Hey. You went the wrong way. This isn’t the road to the Detweilers’.”

“Change of plans today.”

She parked in the garage, gave Austin her usual reminder not to forget his backpack, and he took off for the house. Morgan hurried after him, her heart bouncing like a performer on a trampoline.

Austin beelined for the kitchen, then skidded to a halt. “Wow. Where did that come from?” He dumped his backpack on the counter and walked to the dining room, his pace slowing to a reverent walk. “Is it yours?”

“Ours,” she said. “It was mine when I was a little girl. I’ve had it in storage until there was somebody who deserved to play it. Go ahead. Sit. Let me know what you think.”

She held back as Austin ran his fingers along the polished wood, then raised the fallboard. His fingers traced over the lettering. “A Steinway? Really? Even Mr. Nakamura didn’t have one.”

Morgan stepped over, raised the lid on the seat and pulled out Austin’s sheet music. Instead of his exercise book, she placed his Mozart piece on the rack.

“I need to wash my hands.” He darted from the room.

Pleased that he respected the instrument, Morgan meandered to the living room and sat on the couch. Should she rearrange the furniture, making the baby grand the focal point of the space? Could she get used to looking at it?

Plenty of time to decide.

Austin returned and took a seat. He played a few bars, then stopped. “Wow. It sounds so ... good. You never told me you had a piano like this one. Will you play for me?”

She fetched Uncle Bob’s Tatiana Morgan CDs she’d stashed in a drawer and motioned Austin to her side. “I think we need to have a little talk.”
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MORGAN SETTLED INTO her seat in the school auditorium, Austin at her side. The students moving on to seventh grade were acknowledged and the talent portion of the program was about to begin. There were dancers, singers, a couple of clever—and familiar—skits. The sixth grade chorus performed, as did a string quartet from the school orchestra. When the violin soloist took center stage, Austin got up.

“I have to go backstage now. I’m next after the gymnastics girl,” he whispered.

Across the room, Cole sat with Randy and Sarah. Being apart for three weeks had done nothing to temper Morgan’s attraction to him. A home visit from a Salem social worker on behalf of the Ohio Kinship Care program had driven home the point that being a single custodial parent garnered more points if there wasn’t a boyfriend who slept over. Morgan had refrained from pointing out that Austin’s biological father had written him off, and that having a man around would provide a strong, stable male influence.

Cole had made contact once, to tell her the DNA results confirmed Kirk Webster had been buried under her porch, and the detectives would be investigating it as a cold case.

Austin had wanted Randy and Sarah to hear him perform, and she gave all three of her friends props for sitting through the entire evening just to hear Austin play. She’d suggested inviting them to her house for a private recital, but Austin had insisted they hear him play for real.

“Even if it won’t sound as good, because the school doesn’t have a Steinway,” he’d said.

When the gymnast had finished her routine, Morgan’s mouth went dry. She was more nervous now than when she performed. As three students wheeled the piano to center stage, she automatically went into her calming routine.

The emcee introduced Austin as the newest addition to Pine Hills Middle School and announced the piece he’d be playing.

The lights dimmed, then a spotlight caught Austin as he marched to stage front and bowed.

She wiped her hands on her skirt. He’d rejected her suggestion that he have the sheet music as backup, rolling his eyes and pointing out that he hadn’t used the music in ages.

Morgan held her breath while Austin took his seat, adjusted the bench, then took the centering deep breath she’d coached him on.

He set fingers to keys, and the magic began. Morgan lost herself in the music.

He finished, stood, faced the audience. After several seconds of silence, the auditorium rang with applause. A standing ovation.

She glowed with pride. Fought the tears. She knew, no matter what, she’d have to find a better instructor than the woman in Salem.

Austin and the emcee exchanged a glance. The emcee nodded. Austin went back to the piano. He hadn’t mentioned an encore. She wondered which piece he’d play.

Her eyes popped and her jaw went slack as the opening strains of “Great Balls of Fire” rang through the auditorium. A moment into the piece, members of the chorus filed from their seats in the audience onto the stage—fingers snapping, hips rocking—and picked up the lyrics, flash mob style. Soon, the audience was clapping hands, singing along.

When the song ended, the school’s music teacher jumped onto the stage, took Austin by the hand, raised it overhead, and the two took a deep bow.

Austin beamed, but not as brightly as Morgan.

“Make a note of this name,” the music teacher said. “Austin Jackson. He’s got a bright future ahead of him, and you heard his debut performance right here at Pine Hills Middle School. Now, there’s a reception for everyone in the lobby.”

More applause, and then everyone filed to the lobby where punch, cookies, and cupcakes were laid out on tables.

Morgan spotted Randy towering above the group, and went over to join her friends. Her heart stuttered when she got within three feet of Cole, but she shoved her feelings into a heavy-duty lockbox.

Austin found them, along with the school’s music teacher.

“Did you like the surprise?” Austin said. “Mr. Ilstrup thought of the idea, and we rehearsed during lunchtime all week.”

“I loved it. It was a total surprise.” Morgan turned to the teacher. “Thank you for letting Austin perform.”

“I’m looking forward to next semester.”

More parents came up to offer congratulations to Austin. Morgan remembered what it was like, and let him bask in his moments of fame. Based on how he’d embraced tonight’s performance, there would be a lot more.

Home, after getting a wired Austin calmed down enough to go to bed, Morgan took a few moments for a glass of wine and a quick check of her email. A name she recognized caught her eye. Why was Sergei Petrov emailing her?

She opened the message. Her pulse raced. Mr. Nakamura had recommended Austin to the most prestigious piano teacher in the country? He’d seen the video she’d taken at Randy’s that day. The one that, on a lark, she’d put up on YouTube. She’d never done anything beyond uploading it so Austin could see it.

Somehow, Mr. Nakamura had found it, sent it to Mr. Petrov. He wanted to meet Austin.

To study under Sergei Petrov was a dream come true. A dream she’d never entertained. She’d never put Petrov on any of her lists.

Morgan’s head swam.

~~~
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SITTING IN HIS CRUISER the next afternoon, Cole read the text from Morgan a second time.

Need to talk. Please.

This couldn’t be the usual We need to talk request. He’d done as Morgan had demanded, stayed out of her life except for last night’s performance. Who’d have guessed Austin was that good? Not that Cole knew much about classical music, but the melody had been familiar. It wasn’t some kid pounding on keys. Austin had made Cole feel something with the music.

And then, “Great Balls of Fire.” Wow. Just wow.

Had Morgan changed her mind about the whole stay out of my life thing? Dare he hope that’s what she meant?

Off at 4 where

Before he hit Send, he modified it to Off at 4. Where? She seemed to prefer texts with punctuation and capital letters.

Promptly at four, Cole signed out, then went to the locker room to change. Should he shower? Wearing a ballistic vest generated sweat, even in today’s mild weather. A few minutes’ delay in the name of good personal hygiene wouldn’t hurt. He took a super-fast shower, changed into street clothes—jeans and the just-in-case button down shirt he’d put in his locker when he’d met Morgan—and headed for Elm Street.

Morgan opened the door before he’d reached the end of the drive. Her smile was a quick flash, an acknowledgment of his arrival, not a let’s get back together expression.

Cole strode up the porch steps and into the house, where Morgan marched straight for her new couch and sat.

After scratching Bailey behind the ears—at least someone was excited to see him—Cole took in the piano in the dining room. After hearing Austin last night, it made sense she’d have one. A nice one. Even he knew Steinways were a big deal.

He took a seat across from her in the easy chair.

She gestured to a bottle of wine and two glasses on the coffee table, one half-full. “Would you like a drink?”

“Sure. Thanks.”

While she poured, the quiet registered.

“Where’s Austin?”

“Birthday party for one of his new school friends.”

Cole tried not to read too much into that. Or hope the party was a sleepover. Morgan hadn’t said anything about getting together again, and he wouldn’t spoil the moment by bringing it up. “You wanted to talk?”

She nodded. “I need a sounding board. An outside opinion. I don’t know anyone else I can talk to, except maybe Randy, but he doesn’t know me as well as you do.”

Cole leaned forward to accept the glass of wine, the better to catch a whiff of her scent. “I’m listening.”

“There’s a piano teacher, a really big name, excellent reputation, who’s interested in taking Austin as a student.”

“That sounds fantastic. What’s the problem?”

“It would mean moving to New York City.”

Cole’s heart plunged into his stomach. She’d made it clear from the get go that Austin was her priority. “New York City? You’re going to move?”

“I don’t know. That’s why I want to talk it out. New York is prohibitively expensive. I can’t sell this house before I’ve lived here for a year, and I wouldn’t get whatever’s left in Uncle Bob’s trust, either. Don’t say I should wait out the year. The teacher isn’t going to hold a spot, and Austin needs lessons. His current teacher isn’t good enough, and she’s putting a strain on my budget as it is. After I pay the monthly installments to people Uncle Bob cheated, I have barely enough money to live on. In Pine Hills. Not New York City.”

“What do you want to do, Morgan?”

“What’s best for Austin.”

Of course.

“Can you work out a payment plan with this New York City teacher? Being able to claim he taught the soon-to-be famous Austin Jackson should give you a negotiation point.”

She shook her head. “He’s too much in demand to care about losing one student, even a promising one.”

“What about changing the terms of the trust?”

Another head shake. “Already asked. It’s either stay here or move away, sacrifice the house and live on my savings and investments, which aren’t doing well in the current market.”

“What about a job in New York?”

“You have no idea what it would cost, living in New York and paying for lessons. I can’t imagine anything I’d qualify for that could pay enough.”

“Why don’t you teach Austin yourself?”

Her gaze lingered on the piano. “I can’t.”

He stared at her. “Why not?”

“Because.”

“I believe the usual response from my childhood was, ‘Because why?’”

“You ever heard the saying, Those who can, do. Those who can’t, teach.”

“I’ve heard it, but I don’t accept it for a minute. There are fantastic teachers out there. Teachers who are giving, who share skills and mold their students. Didn’t you have any teachers like that?”

He waited out the uncomfortable silence.

“Yes, but—”

“That but is as bad as because. Why do you think you wouldn’t make a good teacher?”

She hung her head. “It’s not easy to do a total reversal of your mindset. It gets ingrained.”

“You’re saying this phenomenal teacher you want for Austin can’t do? Do what? He can’t play the piano, so he resorts to teaching? From what I understand, you were a phenomenal pianist. Why should teaching mean you weren’t?”

She extended her hands, displayed the scars. “I can’t play anymore.”

“Not at all?”

“I haven’t touched a piano in years.”

“Which doesn’t answer my question. Sure, you’d be rusty, but you can’t play? At all?”

She thumbed away a tear. “I’m afraid.”

Cole stopped himself before making a flippant remark. The tears, the shaky voice, the trembling hands said this was real to Morgan, more than the fear she’d shown going into the basement.

“I told you about Jazz, right?” he said.

She put her fingertips together and made those spider pushup motions. Nodded.

“That I wanted to be a cop to be there for people.”

More pushups. Faster. Another nod.

“I didn’t tell you that I’m scared every day. Every time I get into my uniform, put on my vest, I think about what could happen. If I’ll be able to stop it if it did. What if I couldn’t protect people, and they died the way Jazz did?”

She stopped her pushups, looked as if she wanted to say something.

He raised his hand. He needed to get this all out.

“So, there I am, at Burger hut. No uniform. No vest. And—well, you know what happened. I was scared. To death. But I had a job to do, and there was nothing else but to do it. Since then, every day, I wonder if I’m cut out to be a cop. I still go to work scared. But I made the commitment to do the job, and that’s what I do. Push away the fear and do it, tell myself it’ll get easier.”

“Does it?” she whispered.

“Getting there. You can’t do my job and be complacent. You’re always looking out for potential danger. You can’t not do something because you’re afraid. Not if it’s what you want to do. Need to do.”

“You make me being afraid to play the piano sound so ... trivial. Self-centered. I know my issues aren’t logical, but they’re real to me. I was Tatiana Morgan, the gifted pianist. Then she was gone. I don’t know who Morgan Tate is, and it scares me.”

“It’s your fear, Morgan, and it’s real to you. I would never trivialize it.”

Her sigh seemed to rise from her toes. “I knew you’d put things in perspective.”

“Do you have to be able to play the piano to teach?”

“Not like practicing for concerts, no. Enough to demonstrate to students.”

“Can you do that?” he asked.

“I haven’t been brave enough to try.”

He stood, took her wine glass from her hand and set it alongside his on the table. Taking her by the hand, he led her to the piano. “Do it.”

After doing a few more of her spider pushups, she placed her hands on the keys. Cole had no clue what she was playing, other than it was classical. And slow. And dreamy. And sad. Morgan’s eyes closed and she swayed to the music she created.

And he was turned on as hell.

She stopped a few minutes later, and Cole would never have believed he’d want a piece of classical music to go on longer.

She stood, shook her head. “That sucked.”

“What are you talking about? That was beautiful.”

She gave a shy smile. The first one he’d seen tonight. “That’s another reason I asked you to come over. Let’s just say you’re hardly a music critic and would probably be impressed with ‘Heart and Soul.’

“What’s that?” he asked.

Her laughter was genuine and shot another course of blood down south. She took her seat again and played a tune he recognized from parties when he’d been a kid, and friends were showing off their piano talents. Usually two of them played this song, but Morgan did it all.

He adjusted his jeans. “Hey, what can I say. Yes, I’m impressed.”

She stood again and brushed his cheek with a kiss. “That’s part of why I love you, Cole.”

Whoa. How was he supposed to interpret that one? The words didn’t match her tone. Was he reading too much into her use of the L word?

Go for broke?

He took her hands, kissed the scars on her wrists. Stared into her big, brown, fawn eyes. “I love you, too, Morgan.” His tone was far from casual.

“Austin won’t be home before nine,” she whispered.

There was no doubt what she meant by that. Was it going to be as friends? Or lovers? Did he care?

Damn right he did.

“I meant it, Morgan. I love you. The always and forever kind. If it’s not that way for you, then—hard as it will be—I’ll leave now.”

She tugged him toward the stairs.
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Chapter 45
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“HURRY UP.” AUSTIN HELPED Morgan add the leaf to the dinette set. “It’s almost six, and they’ll be here any minute.”

“All under control, buddy.” She handed Austin the cheese platter. “Put this on the coffee table, and the cocktail napkins, too.”

She hoped Randy and Sarah liked chili. She wanted to pay them back for their dinner invitation, and crock pot chili fit her budget and culinary skill level. The cornbread came from a mix, one step above store-bought.

“Can we let Mr. Detweiler play our piano?” Austin asked. “He doesn’t have a Steinway.”

“Of course.” She rested her hands on his shoulders. “Remember, telling people we have a Steinway sounds like bragging, and that’s not polite.”

“I know. But I’ll bet he’d like to play it.”

Cole showed up first, with a bottle of wine and a chocolate mousse pie from Ashley’s bakery. And a quick kiss on Morgan’s cheek. It had been three days since Cole came over to talk her off her ledge. Made her take the first steps to believing teaching piano wasn’t another admission of failure. She wasn’t all the way there, but she’d moved from observer to active participant when Austin practiced.

Her hands might not be as nimble as in the past, and she couldn’t play for more than thirty minutes before they insisted she call a halt, less time if the piece were fast and intricate, but there was nothing wrong with her ear. She could guide Austin well enough.

“Thanks,” she said to Cole. “Would you open the wine, please?”

Randy and Sarah arrived with another bottle of wine and a vase of mixed flowers. A vase Morgan had admired in Sarah’s shop.

Morgan put the wine on the counter and the flowers in the middle of the dinette set. She hadn’t thought about entertaining when she’d made the decision to resurrect her baby grand from storage. Since it took up the official dining area, the kitchen was her dining room.

“Shall we eat?” she said.

Dinner, Morgan assumed from the lack of leftovers, was a success.

Austin cleared the table, obviously eager to move on to phase two of the evening. He’d picked his top five pieces, but Morgan had suggested—strongly—that he play three and save the other two for encores or another time.

“This isn’t a concert, Austin. The Detweilers will have to get home to their babysitter.”

When Austin finished his three, Randy stood and shook the boy’s hand. “You’ll play Carnegie Hall one day. Soon.”

Austin beamed. When she’d revealed her past, she’d told him about playing at Carnegie Hall, and Austin had said he would, too. A glow of pride filled Morgan’s chest.

Cole stood and cleared his throat. “I’ve had a discussion with Morgan about her piano playing. She played for me, and I thought it was fantastic, but she pointed out I have no qualifications.” He grinned in her direction. “Now, if she’d played something by Metallica, I might be a better judge. At any rate, since we have another musician in the room, I’m going to put Morgan on the spot and insist she play.”

Heat rose to Morgan’s face. A chill ran down her spine.

“Hey, we’re all friends here, right?” Cole said. He stabbed her with his blue eyes. “They deserve to hear something played by Morgan Tate.”

Morgan Tate. Not Tatiana Morgan. Did that give her permission to give less than her best? Had that been her problem all along? Thinking she was useless if she couldn’t be Tatiana? Not allowing Morgan to be Morgan?

Cole took her by the shoulders and steered her to the piano.

With a flourish, Austin swept his arm toward the seat.

Protesting would be useless. She sat. Placed her fingers on the cool ivory. Let them take over.

“Moonlight Sonata.” One of her first pieces.

Lost in the music, she was unaware of any carpal tunnel issues. When she finished, she ignored the applause. These were friends. They’d clap no matter how poorly she’d played. Only Randy would know how it could have been.

Cole stepped to her side. “Detective Detweiler. You’re experienced in things musical. Morgan’s going to use the I’m rusty excuse, but even so, do you think she’s good enough to teach piano?”

Morgan looked to Randy. “I trust you to be honest.”

“You’ve got the music chops for sure. Now, I haven’t observed your teaching style, but I don’t see you as the knuckle-rapping sort.” He threw a stern look in Austin’s direction. “What does she do if you hit a wrong note? Or get the timing off? Mess up the dynamics?”

“Mostly, she waits until I finish a section, then asks me to play it again. Sometimes, she’ll play it for me. Just the part she thinks could be better.”

“I’m not hearing anything that would keep me from recommending Morgan Tate to anyone who’s looking for a top-notch piano teacher,” Randy said. “Any sixth grader’s parents who were at the ceremony would jump at a chance to have their kids—or themselves—taught by Austin Jackson’s teacher.”

She was grateful Randy hadn’t said she should promote herself as Tatiana Morgan. She tugged on a curl. Thoughts that had been roiling around her head surfaced. “Thank you. I guess I should look into a business license. Advertise. Get a website.”

“Like yesterday,” Randy said. “Now, if you would permit it, I’d love to take a turn on your magnificent instrument.”

While Randy played, clearly enjoying himself, she took a seat on the couch next to Cole and rested her head on his shoulder. He wrapped his arm around her, drew her close, and warmth filled her.

The heart wants what the heart wants.

A too-short while later, Randy relinquished the seat to Austin.

“Sorry,” Sarah said. “We had a wonderful time, but we have to get home.”

Randy and Sarah said their good-byes, and after another fifteen minutes, Morgan sent Austin up to bed. “You can play more tomorrow, and I’ll look into places you can perform.”

Cole seemed hesitant, as if he wasn’t sure he should leave, too.

“You can stay awhile longer.” Morgan divided the remaining wine into their glasses. “I’ve been thinking.”

“Always dangerous,” he said, grinning.

“Seriously. Until my parents died and my surgery failed, I’d been defined by my music. That’s who I was, and when I couldn’t have that, I felt like a nobody. I muddled through life, but I wasn’t living it. Thank you for giving me a chance. For helping me put music at the head of my top five list.”

After a drawn out kiss that curled her toes, Cole cupped her face in his hands. “You think we can make this work? You, me, and Austin?”

Bailey trotted over and shoved his cold nose between them.

Morgan jerked, then giggled. “And Bailey.”

“Way to spoil the mood, fella,” Cole scratched the dog’s ears. “And Bailey. We’ll have our challenges, but what life worth living doesn’t?”

Morgan raised her wine glass. “Here’s to challenges.”

Cole tapped his glass to hers. “May they make for an interesting life.”
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