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  About the Book


He's Nuts About Her But Hiding It. She Already Knows.

Sawyer Finn is the perfect candidate for the Company. But he isn't prepared for a life in the shadows.   
Jenny Nicolay has been lied to her entire life. Now she's ready for answers.  
Following the bombshell ending of their last case, the detectives travel to Boston in the fall of 1949 to confront Jenny’s past and prove her innocence.  
When old family secrets converge, an angry Irish mob puts a price on their heads.  
Can the detectives go undercover and turn the tables? Or will infiltrating the mobsters destroy more than their budding romance? 


      [image: image-placeholder]Collect all the books in the Spies of Texas series! 

Enigma of Lake Falls
Undercover Pursuit
Cloak & Danger
Double Agent
Shadow of Doubt








  
  Part 1

Clandestine Assignment
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  Chapter 1
Waley Barbeque

Sawyer


August 1949 
I used a knuckle to tip the brim of my rarely worn cowboy hat as I sauntered through the sliding glass door to the patio. The summer sun sizzled as I stepped on the cement. A fog clouded my mind after the bombshell Waley dropped in his underground CIA bunker. The noise from the barbeque became a muffled murmur compared to the thoughts in my head.
Jenny brushed a hand against my shoulder. I forced a smile, unsure how to act around the brunette beauty. One of Waley’s numerous claims involved mine and Jenny’s relationship. Love? My collar dug into my neck, restricting oxygen. Freezing at the patio, I sorted through an overload of information. Jenny shoved me harder.
With the fog broken, I focused on my surroundings. I squinted, adjusting to the light as the muffled sound roared. I expected the normal cheer associated with the annual Waley barbeque. Instead, shouting and arguments filled the backyard.
With a shake of my head, I freed the haze. “What’s going on?”
“Peggy Jo snapped her cap.” Jenny's gaze landed on the other side of the swimming pool.
With a deliberate pace, I hustled to the youngest of Waley’s children, Peggy Jo. Jenny stuck close as we elbowed into the ruckus. I eyed some of the other guests, realizing the scuffle became a spectacle. Silence engulfed the crowd as Peggy Jo and her older brother, J.W., competed in a screaming match.
“This is a cry for attention, darlin’,” J.W. said. “You’ve gotten so desperate the only man in the state of Texas who will dare date you is a Kingston. And he’s only putting up with you because of the feud. Thinks this little relationship will bother us.”
“Is that so, Fatso?” Peggy Jo rose to the tips of her toes.
“He must be Clifford, Peggy Jo’s beau,” Jenny said. “She confided in me when I shared my Kingston bloodline.”
“I can’t believe Peggy Jo invited him.”
Two prominent families resided in McCain County who despised each other. The war between the Kingstons and the Waleys sparked legends. Every year a Kingston snuck into the Waley barbeque with sabotage in mind. This time, they received an invite.
Peggy Jo Waley’s temper boiled hotter than an August day in Texas. Torturing her brother was a favorite pastime. Dating a Kingston presented the perfect opportunity to push his buttons.
J.W.’s eyebrows danced. “I'm sorry, baby sister but you’re going to end up alone. Clifford is going to dump you as soon as this little party is kaput.”
Peggy Jo clenched her fist and swung at J.W. The surprise registered in his beady eyes but not in time to block the blow. Her knuckles smacked J.W.’s nose and he stumbled into a picnic table.
“Fine landing, J.W.” Clifford Kingston ignored the cowboy dress code and wore an expensive suit. “Lucky your spare tire stomach broke your fall.”
The rage on Peggy Jo’s face blazed as she switched the anger to her date. “Don’t you insult my brother, you skunk.” Peggy Jo threw another punch, this one at Clifford.
My close friend, Lightning Nedemyer, marched into the fracas in an attempt to mediate. “Break it up.” Arms waved like a referee.
No one listened. Clifford swung at everyone in sight and Peggy Jo did the same.
“What is happening?” Jenny’s Hawaiian-blue eyes widened.
“First Waley barbeque?” I cocked my head. “They always end in a fracas.”
Waley’s colossal goon, Bo Parker observed the chaos. His worn boots clomped as he moseyed into the eye of the storm. He cast aside referee Lighting, like a rag doll. With a shrill screech, Lightning splashed into the glistening swimming pool, the first of many to take an unplanned dip.
Jenny edged around the pool. “We should do something.”
I cupped her elbow. “Parker is in control.” I jutted my head to the giant cowboy. Clifford sucker punched a preoccupied Parker with a one-two to the gut. Parker hooked the Kingston runt by the collar and tossed him into the pool. Flapping his arms like a wounded bird Clifford belly-flopped into the water with Lightning.
“Hey, Sawyer?”
I pivoted in the direction of the heavy accent calling my name. The coward greeted me with a knuckle sandwich. I stumbled, attempting to recognize my attacker. Lonnie Jacobson. I dated his sister in high school and the relationship didn’t end well. The protective older brother waited four years to slug me. He swung a second time but I blocked the blow.
“What do you think you’re doing?” Jenny asked.
“It’s our beef.” Lonnie snarled, flashing gapped teeth.
Jenny didn’t agree. She soared in the air and kicked his chest. Lonnie somersaulted into the pool before he knew what hit him.
I spun on my heel to offer my thanks when Emma Jacobson charged. The former girlfriend wielded an umbrella, a murderous snarl on her face. “I can’t believe you, Sawyer Finn. You don’t even have the decency to engage my brother yourself. Instead, you let your girlfriend fight your battles.”
“Jenny is not my girlfriend,” I said between umbrella beatings. At least I didn’t think so. “Come on Emma lay off. I can’t hit a girl.”
“You can only break her heart into a trillion small, little pieces,” she said.
I ducked underneath a shot meant for my head. “We went on two dates, four years ago.”
Emma reloaded for another swing. Jenny caught the umbrella and batted Emma into the pool. “I, on the other hand, have no problem hitting girls.” Jenny gazed at the pool with one of her signature grins. “I can’t leave you alone for two seconds without you getting into trouble, Finn.”
I rubbed my sore umbrella-whacked shoulder. “What can I say, I’m an unforgettable guy.”
“Is there any girl in Lake Falls whose heart you didn’t break?” Jenny placed a hand on her hip. “In case I’m the victim of another sneak attack.”
I searched Waley’s backyard, examining the damage. A scuffle erupted in every corner. Lonnie flopped around the pool and the rest of his brothers, who challenged Bo Parker, soon joined him. Despite the six-to-one odds, the Jacobson boys hit the water one by one.
“We should probably calm Peggy Jo.” Jenny pointed to the fiery redhead.
We approached her like we would an animal in the wild, a slow pace from multiple angles. Hal Hitchcock muttered something and the lioness located her next victim. She charged her brother-in-law like a crazed bull. Hal weaved between fights as he attempted to escape Peggy Jo’s wrath.
“I guess we’re too late. She found more trouble.” Jenny covered her giggle as Peggy Jo tackled Hal. She dragged him to the pool by his feet, landing a few punches on the way. “Poor Hal. Should we do something?”
I adjusted my cowboy hat. “I’d like to stay off her radar.”
Lightning posed a different philosophy. With dripping clothes, he approached. “Break it up.”
Peggy Jo dragged Hal while Lighting attempted to stop her tirade. Instead of improving the situation, Lighting dodged an attack. His quick feet left Peggy Jo off balance. She cut through the sparkling water, but the dip failed to extinguish the rage.
“Oh no,” Jenny said.
Steam billowed from Peggy Jo’s ears as she shot daggers at Lightning. Terror spread across Lightning’s face as Peggy Jo scrambled from the pool, water sloshing from her clothes and hair. Lightning didn’t waste another moment, terrified of Peggy Jo’s ire. He sprinted to the patio, across the backyard, and hurtled the fence before Peggy Jo blinked.
“That boy’s probably halfway to Mexico by now,” Jenny said.
But Peggy Jo didn’t appreciate the humor. The wrath found a new victim and the beast charged. Peggy Jo’s rage festered since Jenny revealed her checkered past.
Jenny’s gazed landed on me, uncertainty filling her eyes. I understood the dilemma. Despite Peggy Jo’s resentment, Jenny considered her a friend. Instead of throwing a punch, Jenny sidestepped the blow. Peggy Jo’s momentum sent her for a second dip in the pool. She fumed when she surfaced.
“Lightning had the right idea,” Jenny whispered.
Before the brawl escalated into a war, a gunshot pierced the air. The crowd halted. Bo Parker swung one Jacobson Boy over his shoulder and gripped another by the collar. J.W. froze with Clifford secured in a headlock at the shallow end of the pool. A dozen people floated with them, each involved in a separate scuffle.
“Waley.” Jenny pointed to the patriarch wielding a shotgun.
Under the awning of the patio, Waley presented a relaxed persona. He propped the barrel against his right shoulder and placed his left thumb through his suspenders. He resembled an old-west villain in his expensive suit and the bolo tie saved for the annual barbeque. His thick gray mustache sat in a straight line, his commanding presence radiating through the crowd.
After a long moment of silence, Clifford squealed first. “J.W. tried to drown me.”
“If only he could close a deal, on occasion,” Peggy Jo muttered.
Waley cocked the shotgun. “Now I’m ending all this. I suggest everyone simmer down and enjoy the party or go home.” Waley motioned to Parker, who dropped the Jacobson boys. “Cliff, I don’t recall extending an invitation.”
“Your daughter invited me.” Clifford’s voice cracked to a soprano.
“Daddy, I never met the snake oil salesman.” Peggy Jo aimed her scowl at Clifford.
“Come on.” Parker reached into the pool and plucked the party-crasher like an oversized catfish.
“Now if we can put this mess behind us, my Evalynn, Clarice, and some of the other ladies cooked an impressive dinner.”
Jenny cocked her head to the side. “I have to hand it to Waley. He sure knows how to command a room.”
“Need a hand?” I leaned to the edge, offering assistance to Peggy Jo.
“What a gentleman, Sawyer.” With a lopsided grin and scheming green eyes, she grasped my hand. A strong jerk sent me headfirst into the cool, refreshing pool. Through my gaping mouth, I swallowed chlorinated water. I snatched my floating hat, dumping ten gallons on my head.
With crossed arms, Jenny grinned teetering near the ledge. “Lovely day for a swim.”
“Watch out!” But my warning came too late; big Emma Jacobson shoved Jenny into the swimming pool.
Jenny splashed between me and Peggy Jo. “I was beginning to feel excluded from the pool party. Thanks for the push, Emma.”
 






  
  Chapter 2
Flashback

Jenny


Less than ten minutes before the barbeque brawl, Finn and I lingered in the secret base with Waley, Bo Parker, and CIA operative Patrick O'Malley. I rubbed my sore, strained neck as I contemplated Waley’s claims. 
Waley cleaned his round glasses with a handkerchief. His calm demeanor annoyed me. “I'm not crooked and neither is Jenny, Sawyer. Despite some of the mysteries regarding her past, she’s an upstanding citizen and a patriot. Maybe the two of you can answer some of those questions about her past together. I'm sure she wants answers as badly as you.”
I shifted on my cowboy boots. “Where do we go from here?”
“Bringing us to why I brought you down here.” Waley’s mouth tilted. “I know you kids are in love. It’s obvious.”
I whirled to measure Finn’s reaction; his pupils dilated. “We’re not in love,” he said to Waley. He jerked his head to me. “Are we?”
“You have been from the moment I strode into your office, Sawyer Finn. Me? I'm not sure.” I raised an eyebrow and masked a smile.
“Don’t stress Sawyer, she is.” Waley clapped his hands. “How would you kids feel about working for the CIA?”
“Not so fast,” I said before Finn jumped on board. “I want answers first.”
“Ask me anything, Jenny. I’ll answer as long as it isn’t classified.” Waley smoothed his bolo tie. The party-goers broke out their western wear for the barbeque but the outfit didn’t suit Waley.
I studied Bo Parker’s imposing presence, comfortable in the cowboy regalia. “I want answers about him and your mafia persona. A better explanation then ‘things aren’t as they seem’.”
“The personality is part of my cover,” Waley said.
Finn edged to the desk. “Parker beat a man senseless the other day. You’re claiming the assault protected your cover?”
“A drunk, petty thief,” Parker said.
“The tune-up had less to do with his gambling debts and more to do with his propensity to take what isn’t his.” Waley clapped. “What else?”
“What would we do, as agents?” Finn asked.
Waley drummed his fingers. “I’m building my team. You two would be a welcome addition. Missions vary. A top priority is locating the Russian who kidnapped Judge and discovering who they work for.”
A grin crept across my face. “I'm in. How about you, Finn?”
“Of course.” His smile matched mine. “Aren’t five CIA agents in Lake Falls overkill?”
“Five?” Parker’s hat shielded ice-blue eyes.
Finn recounted the occupants of the basement, in case he missed one.
Waley slapped O'Malley on the shoulder. “Effective today, Patrick O'Malley is retiring and Jefferson Jones is moving to Pecan Valley.”
“Jefferson Jones?” I asked.
O'Malley tugged at his collar. “The spy life and I are like peanut butter and fish sticks. We don’t mix. I did quite enjoy my time in Texas, though. Thought I might try my hand at cowboy-ing.”
“What about Parker?” Finn stood to his full six-foot-two height. “What is he?”
“Bo Parker is a trusted team member. If you find yourself in trouble, he’s a fixer,” Waley said.
“Is your family aware of your CIA affiliation?” I asked.
“No way.” Waley’s baritone echoed against the basement walls. “Neither will yours. Secrets put them in danger, an unnecessary target.”
“Not a problem for me.” I forced a laugh. “My only family is my dad and we aren’t on speaking terms.”
Finn filled the awkward silence with another question. “When do we get one of those shiny badges?”
“There’s a review process before you can be cleared for active duty and begin working cases,” Waley said.
I chewed my lip. “What does the review entail?”
“Not my department.” Waley slammed a desk drawer. “Pencil pushing bureaucrats handle the paperwork.”
The news rattled me. I imagined a recommendation from Waley pushed my application to the top. With the bureaucratic wrinkle, I worried my father’s crime might affect my ability to join the CIA.

      [image: image-placeholder]One week later
In the wake of the Waley barbeque, the CIA buried us in a mountainous stack of paperwork. The never-ending pile appeared to grow overnight.
I leaned in my chair and craned my neck. “Finn, what did you answer on form H question 6C?”
“To share answers is considered cheating. Didn’t you read the waiver at the front of the packet?”
“Skimmed.” I tapped my pencil, rereading the question. I contemplated the dilemma of who I would rather save “your father, your mother, your friend, or yourself”. I grasped enough psychology to recognize each answer revealed the intimacies of my subconscious. I hated psychoanalysis.
Since I lost my mother at a young age, I gravitated to saving her. Would the answer translate to putting my family above my country? What if I answered ‘my friend’ did that correlate to my partner? Or did not picking my father hint at my issues with him? And what hidden meaning did saving yourself reveal? I released a sigh. Closing the forms, I rubbed my tired eyes. I paced to the kitchen and poured two cups of coffee. I filled Finn’s with sugar and mine with cream.
“Here you go, boss.” I handed him the mug. He covered his test before accepting the brew.
“The coffee isn’t an elaborate ruse to peak at your answers.” I gulped the warm drink. “You’re taking this too seriously.”
“I’m compensating for your lackadaisical approach. Waley’s recommendation doesn’t guarantee acceptance. We must pass every test they throw at us.”
“Thanks for the reassuring words, Finn.” A rap on the door interrupted our discussion. I opened to a middle-aged man in a suit and sunglasses. “Sawyer’s Investigation, how may we help you?”
“Special delivery for Jennifer Leigh Nicolay.”
“Present.” I gave the suit a cheery smile as he handed me a manila envelope.
He displayed another folder. “Is Sawyer Finn available?”
“I can deliver the message.” I reached for the package.
“No, ma’am. I must personally hand this to Sawyer Finn.”
“Finn, a covert telegram from you know who awaits your acceptance,” I said. The man lowered his sunglasses. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to blow your well-thought-out cover. But this is the fourth package in as many days. Don’t we recognize each other by now?”
His stern face refused to crack. He surrendered the envelope to Finn. “Good day.”
I plopped at my desk and ripped into the packet. Hidden inside a stack of blank papers was a brief message.
Meet at the following San Antonio address three weeks from today for the evaluation process. – Donald.
“Is your cryptic message regarding an evaluation from Donald?”
“Jenny, we aren’t supposed to share.”
“Well, on an unrelated note, can you give me a lift to San Antonio in twenty-one days?”
“I might travel in that general direction.”
After disposing of the message, I slipped outside for a walk. The endless questions and Finn’s by-the-book's commentary zapped my energy. Of course, he didn’t worry. Finn was the textbook CIA candidate – honest, trustworthy, smart, and athletic. Cuter than a box of puppies too, but I kept the commentary to myself.
I strolled across the Circle and spotted Peggy Jo. We last spoke before our barbeque brawl. “Peggy Jo!” I chased after her, breaking into a sprint.
She crossed her arms. “What do you want?”
“Can we talk?”
“I’m not interested in listening.” A muscle in her jaw tensed.
“I consider you a close friend.”
“So did I, but you betrayed me.”
“At least give me a chance to explain.” I cleared my throat. “I failed to divulge my past for many reasons. But keeping secrets from you gave me an ulcer.”
“Fine.” Peggy Jo flopped on a bench. “I’ll give you five minutes.”
The mid-morning Town Circle was empty and free of wandering ears. “I graduated seventh in my class from Harvard.”
“And?” Peggy Jo frowned.
“I’m not blessed with a large family like the Waleys. I have an uncle, but we only meet for the holidays. On graduation day, I scanned the crowd to my section. My father missed the ceremony and I worried. Nothing could prevent him from witnessing my big day. Nothing under his control.
“After graduation, I skipped celebrating with my friends and headed straight home. I found three police cruisers waiting. My heart sunk and my mind contemplated the worst. I approached the officers and they served me with a search warrant. They asked me a bunch of questions and refused to answer mine.
“Finally, the FBI arrived and I spoke to the agent in charge. Turns out, they built a case against my father for thirty years. They never collected enough evidence until money vanished from a charitable fund at Harvard. My father became the prime suspect. They asked me hurtful questions and accused me of being involved.
“After enduring weeks of questioning from cops, reporters, and friends, I realized I couldn’t stay in Boston. I couldn’t stand the way people scrutinized me. They either viewed me as a crook like my father or the gullible girl who fell for the biggest con of all.
“I lost my best friends, my beau, my house, and my father. Nothing tied me to Boston. I wanted to escape my past. I boarded a train with everything I owned and landed in my mom’s hometown. I didn’t want to lie to anyone, especially people I considered friends but people regard me differently when they learn about my father. I'm sorry I lied, Peggy Jo but believe this, I am not my father. I never discovered his cons; perhaps it makes me naïve, but I’m telling the truth.”
Peggy Jo masked her judgments. After a long silence, she hugged my shoulders. “I'm sorry for not believing you, Jenny. Everyone battles demons; I overreact and let my temper get the best of me. Truth is, you’re one of my only friends. I'm glad my stunt at the barbeque didn’t ruin our friendship.”
“What were you thinking, bringing my cousin Clifford Kingston?”
“Cousin?” she asked. “You never met the man.”
I grinned. “I don’t care to after the nonsense he caused.”
Peggy Jo stiffened as her gaze focused on something in the distance. Lightning rambled the Circle, heading to work at the general store. His eyes locked with Peggy Jo and terror spread across his face. In a blink, he sprinted out of sight.
“Did you guys resolve your issues?”
“When I catch him, I’ll kill him.” Peggy Jo pounded a fist into her palm.
“Be kind Peggy Jo, he likes you.”
“Lighting?” she choked. “No, he’s a pest, a thorn in my side.”
“Whatever you say, Peggy Jo.”






  
  Chapter 3
Meeting Donald

Sawyer


Three Weeks Later 
Jenny freed a long breath as she stared at passing scenery through the passenger window. “This drive seemed a lot shorter with Peggy Jo at the wheel.”
“She drives like a madwoman,” I said. “She probably did eighty through the backroads.”
“I still prefer her driving. I mean honestly Finn, a horse and carriage passed us.”
“As part of an old west reenactment.”
“Call it what you want.” Jenny’s blue eyes glistened as she mocked. “I'm glad we finally arrived.”
I parked my Plymouth in the bank’s lot before strolling to the double glass doors. Marble surrounded the outer walls and gold letters hung above the entrance.
“The mysterious Donald works at Third Street Bank?” Jenny glided through the door I held. Beautiful as always, she dressed in a tan skirt dangling above her knee. She wore a matching jacket and a striped midnight-blue blouse. Her long brown curls cascaded down her back. A wide-brimmed navy hat completed the movie star ensemble.
“Possibly part of Donald’s cover.”
“We know how these spook types value cover.” Jenny approached the front desk. “We have an appointment with Donald Edmund.”
The receptionist snagged her phone. “Mr. Edmund, your noon is here.”
A man in a navy pinstriped suit popped into the reception area. “Follow me.” A stern expression, he skipped pleasantries. Marching to the bank’s rear, he indicated a chair. “Take a seat, Miss Nicolay. Mr. Finn, you’ll be first.”
I entered the small, dark office and unbuttoned my jacket.
Mr. Edmund pressed play on the complicated reel-to-reel tape recorder. “Provide your name for the record.”
“Sawyer Finn.”
“State the date and location of your birth, Mr. Finn.”
“Lake Falls, Texas. July 3, 1927.”
“Where did you attend college?”
“Yale University.”
“Why did you become a private investigator?”
I rubbed my neck as I mulled his question. “I graduated pre-law but I decided I enjoyed investigating and discovering the truth.”
“What led to your recruitment by the CIA?”
I eyed the stubby man, unsure if I should mention Waley by name. “An undercover operative recruited me.”
“Why?”
“The operative liked what he observed from Jenny and me. We helped him solve a case.”
“Jenny. Tell me about her.”
The question staggered me. I assumed our interviews weren’t connected. “Jenny is a first-rate detective. She possesses a talent for finding the truth and gaining someone’s trust.”
Donald Edmund jotted notes in his book. “We will now move on to the test portion.” He removed a deck of cards from his breast pocket. After an unskillful shuffle, he spread them face-up on his desk. “Study the deck.” One by one he flipped the cards upside down.
I pointed to the first card. “Ace of diamonds, queen of spades, two of hearts, six of diamonds…”
“What are you doing?” asked Mr. Edmund.
“Didn’t you want me to recite the location of each card in the deck?”
“I planned to ask you to indicate the kings.”
I flipped four cards. “I didn’t expect the first challenge to be so easy.”
Donald scribbled in his notebook. I scratched my head, wondering if my trick impressed him or if I failed because I didn’t wait for his instructions. The next test consisted of hour-long questioning similar to the paperwork. “If your partner turned out to be a Russian spy would you A) confront him, B) turn him in, C) Kill him, or D) Do nothing?”
I ran a hand through my dark-blonde hair. “B,” I said without hesitation.
He repeated the same several questions in different ways before closing his notebook. “We are done for today. I’ll be in contact.”
I unrolled my sleeves and followed Donald outside. Jenny rocked in her chair and twisted a piece of brown hair around her forefinger. I offered her a reassuring smile as she slipped into the office.
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Finn spent more than an hour trapped answering Donald’s questions. I paced outside with a stomach full of nerves. On several occasions, I pressed my ear to the door. The thick material deterred eavesdropping. Tapping the heel of my pumps, I waited my turn.
Exiting the office, I noted Finn’s exhaustion. Wrinkles plagued his immaculate cream suit. He cuffed the crisp, white sleeves of his dress shirt and loosened the inky-blue necktie. Hair normally coiffed with mousse, fell victim to his nervous habit.
“Good luck.” Finn squeezed my hand as we exchanged spots.
I swallowed, slowing my rapid pulse. Needing a distraction, I studied Donald - average height and a tad on the chubby side. He strategically combed his thinning hair to hide the bald patch. He flipped to a clean page in his notebook and started the recorder. “Name?”
“Jennifer Leigh Nicolay.”
“For the record, state the date and location of your birth, Miss Nicolay.” Donald’s eyes bugged with a glass seal covering the iris.
“Boston Massachusetts. August 10, 1927.”
“Interesting.” His nose scrunched and his teeth reminded me of a beaver. He was not a handsome fellow.
“What is?”
Donald’s thin lips formed a grin. “You hold two birth certificates. One from Boston in 1927 and one from Pottsville, Texas in 1929.”
“What are you implying?”
“You weren’t born twice. So, which are you? Boston Jenny or Texas Jenny?”
“Perhaps the 1929 birth certificate belongs to another Jennifer Nicolay?”
“Also born to Bonnie and Walter Nicolay? Heck of a coincidence.”
“I turned twenty-two on August 10th.”
“Is it possible you were born in 1929? Theoretically?”
I crossed my legs and accepted my uphill battle. “I'm not sure, Mr. Edmund. I only know what my father told me. I live my life with a certain birthday. I can’t speak to the discrepancy. But if I was born in 1929, I graduated from Harvard at nineteen years old. I started first grade at the age of five. These things are possible, but not probable.”
“Your father is wanted for questioning by the FBI.”
“Is there a question?”
“How long since you discovered his criminal activity?”
“A few months. I learned of my father’s other life the day the FBI arrived at my house with a warrant.”
“Why did you leave Boston?”
“The arrest shattered my reputation. My friends convicted me without a trial. They assumed my guilt. I pride myself on my ability to read people, Mr. Edmund, but I failed to recognize my father’s true identity. Or I never wanted to. My father excels at what he does and he fooled a lot of people, including me.”
“Tell me about your father; pertinent facts about his life.” Donald tapped his pen against the desk.
“He was born in Boston to a middle-class family. He attended Harvard and graduated in 1921 with a degree in economics. He spent time as a professional golfer. A damaged knee ended his career. After the injury, he traveled to Texas, where he met my mother, Bonnie Kingston. They married in early 1926 and moved to Boston. My father returned to Harvard for his doctorate and I was born a year later in the summer of 1927. My father continued his schooling and worked for a real estate agent selling properties. Upon graduation, Harvard hired him to teach economics. My mom died in 1932. I was in kindergarten.”
“Interesting.” Glazed eyes and stiff demeanor revealed the incongruity in his words.
Frustration, anger, and confusion bubbled to the surface with his inquiry but I bit my tongue. “What else?”
“Why should I admit you into the program? After hearing your story, your liability may outweigh your upside.”
Despite my true feelings for Donald-the-rat, I remained calm. “How do you figure?”
“Before I consider passing your application for CIA clearance, I would require you to clear yourself of any involvement in your father’s crimes.”
Ten minutes with Donald gave me a sense of the man, nothing more than a CIA pencil pusher. He spent the majority of his career behind a desk. What did he understand about chasing criminals? Despite my aggravation, Donald represented a necessary hurdle to joining the CIA.
“I realize your job is to conclude whether I would be a burden or an asset, but with respect, drudging up my past isn’t going to help you decide. I'm a detective. I solve crimes and find the bad guys. For the most part, I'm a fantastic judge of character. Finn and I work well together. He walks the straight and narrow; he’s by the books almost to a fault. He’s a walking encyclopedia. I'm more spontaneous, I like to interview suspects and hunt criminals. I can defend myself – ask Erin Safford. Donald, I will make an excellent CIA agent.”
“Next question.” His eyes never left his notebook.
I wondered if my words resonated or if Donald Efficient’s singular focus remained in my father’s history.






  
  Chapter 4
Heist

Sawyer


My eyes drifted closed, nearing dreamland when the office door creaked. Jenny appeared with a hanging head and a loose jaw, uncharacteristically melancholy. Her demeanor jarred me. 
With a hand on her back, Donald guided her. Buck teeth protruded with a snarl. “Expect communication shortly with the results of your interviews. Don’t forget to sign out with the receptionist.”
Jenny’s heels echoed on the marble floor as we approached the reception area. Accepting the pen, I scribbled my name and offered it to Jenny. I attempted to draw a smile as we exited. Her frown refused to vacate.
She swiveled, hand on hip. “I left my purse in Donald’s office.” In silence, we returned inside. She swung a leather strap to her shoulder. “Let’s go.”
I snagged her elbow, stopping her stride. “What did he say to make you so blue?”
“Donald is a rat.” She scanned the hallway for wandering ears. “He doesn’t care if I would make a spectacular ‘receptionist’. All he cares about is efficiency. My complicated history doesn’t fit into his perfect, squared-away world.”
“Should I talk to him?”
“No reason to ruin your chances. You’re the ideal candidate. The poster boy for recruits. I’ll be fine. I could always…”
Three gunshots thundered, cutting off Jenny’s statement. Screams echoed through the marble amplifier. Jenny squatted and jerked me by the necktie. She motioned around the corner. Three masked gunmen surrounded the lobby.
“Everyone on the ground!”
Another man pointed his gun at a teller. “Give me the keys to the vault.”
I clutched Jenny’s hand, urging her down the hall to Donald’s office. “We should formulate a plan with Donald before the gunmen spot us.” I knocked on the door.
“Figures.” Jenny leaned her shoulder against the wall. “He keeps banker’s hours.”
I frowned while checking my wristwatch. “Speaking of which, shouldn’t this bank be closed after four o’clock?”
“Not my chief concern at the moment.” Jenny’s eyes sparkled with a dangerous plan. “Are you in?”
“What do you mean?”
“The bank robbers didn’t notice us. We could stop the robbery.”
“Are you crazy? They’re armed. We aren’t.”
“You wanted to join the CIA.” Jenny’s grin challenged me to refute. “You might find yourself in situations like this without my backup.”
“Did you devise a plan?”
“Of course. But be open-minded.”
I sighed. “Go ahead.”
“I counted three gunmen. One is going to the vault to bag the cash, leaving the other two in the with the hostages. We don’t need to rush them at once. We pick them off one by one.”
“How do you suggest we go about separating them?”
“I’ll stroll the hall, enter the lobby, and let them spot me.”
“What? You’re crazy.”
Jenny waved me off. “Relax Finn, I’m the bait. When they notice me, I’ll run the other way, forcing one of the gunmen to chase after me. You’ll wait around the corner and clock the guy over the head. You’ll take his gun and mask and pose as a bank robber.”
“I don’t like this plan.”
“We’ll lock the real bank robber in Donald’s office. You and I will stroll into the lobby as if nothing were amiss.”
“This will never work, Jenny.”
A loud commotion carried from the front followed by gasps. One of the hostages suffered a punch.
“We are obligated to try, Finn.”
“Are you doing this to prove something to Donald?”
Jenny scoffed. “I have nothing to prove to the rat. I’m doing this because people are in danger and we can prevent the robbery.”
“Fine.”
Before I could back out, Jenny raced down the hall. She emitted a shrill scream and covered her heart. As predicted, one of the masked men pursued.
“Get back here,” he yelled as Jenny sprinted to safety.
I signaled as she dashed by my hiding spot. Moments before the gunman reached my position, I stuck out my foot. He tripped and slid across the marble, like a baseball player diving into home. Jenny kneed him in the face while I retrieved the gun and clonked him over the head. He flopped to the floor.
“Good job, Finn,” Jenny whispered. “Let’s lock him in Donald’s office before his friends become suspicious.”
With a lift under his arms, I hauled the muscular fellow and shoved him inside the empty office. I studied his appearance - tan pants and a white dress shirt. I removed my jacket and tie and stole his mask.
Jenny locked the door and tussled her hair. “Make it convincing.”
Gripping the gun, I dragged Jenny by her upper arm. “Don’t move,” I snarled as we reached the lobby.
“Give you any trouble?” asked the tubby gunman.
I shook my head and circled the hostages. “Are we almost done here?”
The tubby gunman craned his neck. “Al’s still in the vault.”
Jenny mimed a struggle against my grip as we approached Tubby. “Stay still.” I leaned into her ear. “Are you sure you can take him?”
She winked. “He’s no Bo Parker.”
I turned to Tubby again.
I shoved Jenny into the desk, near Tubby. “Keep an eye on her, she’s sly. I'm gonna check on Al.”
“My pleasure.” The leer in his eyes and the tone in his voice made me cringe. I almost clocked him right then and there.
Instead, I stuck with the plan and located the vault. ‘Al’ frantically loaded cash into a duffle bag. His gun lay behind him, unattended. With silent footsteps, I approached. The thirty-second synchronized countdown playing in my mind. Fifteen seconds until Jenny made her move on Tubby. I entered the vault and released a low whistle. Al whirled, his surprise evident despite the mask. He reached for his weapon.
“I wouldn’t.” I cocked my gun. “Drop the cash and back away from the table.”
A fracas exploded in the lobby and Al lunged. I smacked him across the cheek and snagged his gun, stuffing the extra in my waistband. “We’ve got you surrounded, Al. You might as well give up.”
He interlocked his fingers on top of his head as I led him to the lobby. Jenny beamed, training a gun on an unconscious Tubby.
I removed my mask, sensing the wild, static cling hair. “How did you take him out so fast?”
“Those money drawers are heavier than they look.”
I pointed at one of the tellers. “Call the police.”
“That won’t be necessary.” None other than Donald Edmund waltzed through the front entrance. “You completed the third and final test in the evaluation process. Everyone inside this bank works for me.”
“You tested us?” Jenny slid her gun across the counter. Despite her brave face, I recognized the fear. “Is this place even a bank?”
“Of course.” Donald buttoned his pinstripe suit. “But we closed early today.”
I checked the chamber – empty. “This whole thing was a simulation?”
“Correct. Your results will be considered when we deliberate your applications.” He handed me a slip of paper. “Enjoy the rest of your day.”
I read the message as the other ‘agents’ cleaned the bank and ignored our presence.
Jenny crumpled the note. “Who do you think we’re meeting at Grady’s BBQ?”
“I'm too stunned to guess. They staged a robbery.”
Jenny touched the tubby man’s arm. “Sorry I hit you so hard. You played your role a little too well.”
His knees wobbled. “No harm. But I can’t believe you got the drop on me.”
I slung my blazer across my shoulder and handed Jenny her purse. Disheveled and confused, we exited Third Street Bank. Jenny produced a brush and fixed her curls. I dawdled in my Plymouth for a few minutes before starting the engine.
With a heavy sigh, Jenny broke the quiet. “That was the craziest thing I ever experienced. The danger, the fear, all for some test. I despise Donald Edmund.”
Hands shaking, I tied and retied my tie. “At least we passed.”
“Don’t be so sure. Donald will find a loophole, a reason we lacked efficiency in our takedown.”
“We stopped the bank robbers and saved the hostages.”
“Donald will find a fault in our heroism.”
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My mind floated in a dream state following the interview with Donald. The inquisition into my past and the evaluation questions left me drained. Sleepwalking, I signed out at reception. I reached for the lipstick in my purse but came up empty. In my hazy attempt to flee Third Street Bank and any notion of a CIA future, I forgot my purse in Donald’s office. With a sigh and words to Finn, we retrieved the purse, dangling on the back of my chair.
As I approached the cracked door, I overheard Donald-the-rat on the telephone. Something about his tone sent shivers down my back. I ignored the feeling until the three gunshots rang. My instincts said CIA test. On the off chance the robbery was the real deal and a giant coincidence, I made it my mission to apprehend the masked gunmen.
In the back of my mind, did I diagnose the fake burglary? If so, was my reaction disingenuous? Without the suspicions, would I possess the courage to stop an armed bank heist?
After the faux robbery I contemplated Finn’s response. Did he share my skepticism? I didn’t think so. Finn drove to Grady’s BBQ and I decided to keep my thoughts on the subject to myself.
“Do you think we’re meeting another pencil pusher for supper?” Finn asked, interrupting my inner dialogue.
“I sure hope not. I’m done with Donalds for today.”
“Or a lifetime.” Finn drummed on the steering wheel and cleared his throat. “How did you do?”
“Now Sawyer Finn, you realize those interviews are classified. I can’t go around sharing confidential information with you. I'm appalled you asked me to compromise my ethics.” I fanned myself, imitating a southern belle.
He chuckled as he whipped his Plymouth into the parking lot. “Sorry I asked.”
The pleasant aroma of Grady’s barbeque overwhelmed my senses before leaving the car. My stomach growled with anticipation. Even Donald wouldn’t ruin the meal. We stepped into the restaurant and I spotted our CIA contact in a private booth. “You’re a welcome sight, Waley.”
“I take your interview with Donald Duck didn’t go well.” Waley released a booming knee-slapping laugh. “Grady’s chow is guaranteed to turn those frowns around.”
A waitress popped by the table, depositing glasses of ice water, and a basket of bread. “Are y’all ready to order?”
Waley adjusted his eyeglasses. “We’re conducting some business first. I’ll flag you down when we finish.” Waley handed her a folded twenty-dollar bill. “Thank you for your patience, SueAnne.”
“Generous,” I said when the waitress left.
“Grady’s an old friend. He lets me conduct business here and grants me privacy.”
Finn removed his hat and placed it on the back of the booth before sliding next to me. “How much of a factor is Donald’s opinion? Is he higher on the chain of command than you?”
 “The Company ranks are a fuzzy hierarchy. Donald, or number crunchers like him, spend weeks evaluating applicants. No matter what I say about said applicants, Donald’s word is what the guys upstairs listen to.” Waley smoothed his thick gray mustache. “That’s how O'Malley came to clog my elite team. From the first handshake, I predicted his failure as a spook. Decent young fella but he’d drown in a kiddy pool without a life vest. The Donalds of the Company evaluated him differently.”
 “If Donald declines my application, am I out permanently or can I appeal?” I snagged a dinner roll.
“Surely after the O’Malley debacle, they’ll give him some leeway in choosing his team?” Finn asked.
“Yeah, I’m sure they’re dying to admit their mistake.”
Waley tugged at his pressed cream vest, a bold wardrobe selection for a barbeque joint. “Don’t start waving the white flag. No matter what his recommendation is, we can sway it. You met him, what’s your read on his personality?”
“He’s an office guy,” Finn said.
“Quite right.” Waley narrowed his focus. “Rulebreaker?”
“Not a chance.” Finn shoved a hand through his dirty-blonde hair. “He’s um… what did you call me when we first met, Jenny?”
“Boring?”
“Funny. No, you called me button-downed or something?” Finn snapped, searching for the word.
“By the books.” I hesitated. “Donald is nothing like you. You hid an adventurer behind a desk and procedure. He is a follower. He’s an accountant, a master of efficiency. He won’t stray from his check-boxes.”
“Interesting assessment.” Waley stirred his iced-tea. “The thing about followers is they respond to two distinct motivations. Incentive or intimidation. We must decide which strategy to implement.”
“Propping him up or tearing him down.”
“Which method are we using?” Finn asked.
“When you employ a man like Bo Parker on your team, you always use intimidation.” Waley chugged his iced-tea. “Quicker and way more fun to watch.”
The statement caught me off guard. I couldn’t decide if I should laugh or cower. One thing was certain, I never wanted to find myself on his bad side, again.
I twirled a fork between my fingers. “Which are you Waley? Are you the gambler who acts like a mobster or the patriot pursuing enemy spies?”
Waley grinned. “Can’t a guy wear more than one hat?”
“Not at the same time.”
“True enough.” Waley dropped his menu. “Now let’s get the business out of the way before we order.” He paused to clean his round glasses. “You’ll never secure a job with the Company until your legal trouble is resolved, Jenny.”
Finn realigned the silverware I played with. “Isn’t that what the intimidation plan is for?”
“The plan leads to Jenny being reconsidered. Nothing is fixed until she’s cleared.”
“Donald’s questions fixated on my past and my father. He put me on trial and the jury prepared to convict. It won’t be easy convincing him I'm innocent.”
“Which is why I'm sending you and Finn to Boston to clear things up.”
I choked on air. Returning to Boston to face my father and my former friends wasn’t on my to-do list. “How do I go about doing that, exactly?”
Finn poured a glass of water for me. “Jenny spoke to the FBI before she left. They weren’t pursuing her as an accessory.”
“At the time. Things changed when you moved to a new state. I’m not sure the feds believe your story. The only way anyone will learn the truth is if your father tells them.”
“My father skipped town. I haven’t heard from him in months.”
Waley spread his arms. “So find him.”
“What makes you think we can when the entire FBI hasn’t found him?” Finn asked.
My dry throat tightened. I chugged the ice water. “I'm not sure I'm up for it.”
Waley leaned forward, pounding his elbows against the checkered tablecloth. “Is Donald right? Are you not the right person for the job?”
He intended to bait me with the challenge. I understood the psychology but I couldn’t break free of my emotions.
I dusted a stray tear. “Give me a fight with a ninja operator any day. This life is right for me. But I’m not ready to confront my father and his lies.”
Finn put his arm around my shoulder. “You’re the strongest person I know. You’re ready.”
A theme of trust, honesty, and integrity emerged in my interviews. To prove myself to the CIA, I needed to face my demons and resolve my past. “Fine. I want answers.”
“Swell.” Waley produced train tickets. “You’ll leave tomorrow. I booked each of you a room at the Menger for tonight. You’ll find your packed suitcases inside your rooms.”
“You thought of everything.” Finn tucked the tickets into his breast pocket.
Waley massaged the crook of his neck. “Unfortunately, Donald will be traveling with you.”
I lurched from my seat. “Why?”
“A formality. Neither you nor Sawyer is employed, so Donald must accompany you in an official capacity.”
“Can’t Parker escort us?” I asked. “I like him since I learned he’s not trying to kill us.”
Waley chuckled. “Parker’s finalizing a few things. I’ll send him to Boston if y’all find yourselves in a bind. I’m hoping I won’t need to.”
Finn scooted forward in the booth. “Who’s working the Russian spy case while we’re gone?”
“Headquarters is doing their best to break Dexter Sullivan, the Saffords, Moris, and the talker. No one’s talking. We’re back to square one on our end. The Russian vanished and we don’t have any leads on his employer.”
“After we clear Jenny, I’m hoping to revisit the Russian case,” Finn said. “We tracked him before. We can do it again.”
“One thing at a time, Sawyer.”
“Have you talked to Judge recently?” I asked.
Waley chortled. “Your grandfather and I aren’t poker buddies, Jenny. He’s still digging into his disappearance. Can’t leave well enough alone. But don’t worry, I'm keeping an eye on him so he doesn’t get himself kidnapped again.”
“Thanks, Waley.”
“Are you acquainted with your other Kingston relatives yet?”
I shook my head. “They aren’t ready to meet their long-lost kin who’s the daughter of a confidence man. The rumors of my cash flow issues and searching for a fortune to steal spread like the plague.”
“It’ll blow over.” Finn plucked a roll from the basket as his stomach rumbled.
Waley slapped the table, his eyes crinkling in amusement. “J.W. warned me about your plan to steal our fortune.”
“Did he also tell you he offered his assistance if I wanted to go after Arvin Kingston and his clan?”
“No, but I'm not surprised.”
Finn frowned. “Is your feud with the Kingstons real?”
“Of course it’s real. Do you think we’ve been faking it since the Civil War? Just because I’m amicable to some of them doesn’t mean I care for them.”
“How about me?” I flashed a toothy grin.
“As long as you don’t remind me of your lineage too often, I’ll try to overlook your flaws.” Waley motioned to the waitress. “SueAnne, we’re ready to order.”
I studied Waley, attempting to read him. Eccentric and unique. Something told me I’d never meet the real Waley hidden under layers of espionage. But the last few weeks clarified one thing – Finn and I could trust Waley.






  
  Chapter 5
Shut Up Train

Sawyer


Stretching my stride, I pounded across the wooden train platform. I carried my leather duffle bag across my shoulder and Jenny’s much larger Samsonite suitcase. “What’s in here, rocks?” 
“Didn’t I mention I’m a rockhound?” Her Hawaiian-blue eyes danced. “My rock collecting society is having a reunion. Thought I might pop by.”
“Do you see Donald?” I passed our bags to the porter. He groaned under the weight of Jenny’s.
Jenny caught my eye. “Not a word Sawyer Finn. So, I overpacked. Overprepared is better than the alternative.”
Due to Jenny’s slow morning pace, we ran late to the rendezvous with our CIA escort. I scanned the crowded station as the whistle blew. Donald’s stiff frame wandered through the mass, one bugged eye glued to his pocket watch.
“Are you trying to give him an ulcer?”
“Frazzling him is a happy by-product.” Jenny twisted her mouth, masking amusement. “Although I should probably put my best foot forward since he’s our judge and jury.”
Donald removed a porkpie hat and dabbed the sweat beading down his forehead. “You are thirty-two minutes late. You’re lucky you didn’t miss the train entirely.”
Jenny examined her wristwatch. “I read twenty-nine minutes past six, Donnie. I think you’re running fast.” She shot me a victorious smile as the pencil pusher wound his timepiece. “Baby steps.”
I suppressed a laugh. I disliked Donald, but I refrained from encouraging Jenny’s pranks. He represented our door into the CIA. By working with him in Boston, he might recognize the value of our team.
After synchronizing, Donald double-checked our tickets. “There will be several stops along our route. Keep these on you at all times.”
“What a… understood.” Jenny bit her lip. “Do we need a cover story?”
“What? No. Why?” Donald’s invisible brows knit together. “You are passengers on a train. What’s so complicated?”
Jenny didn’t cower. “It’s a long trip. What happens when someone asks, ‘Hey, where you folks headed?’ and the follow-up ‘Boston, what’s there?’ We should prepare.”
Donald dismissed her with a wave and buttoned his double-breasted pinstripe suit. “It does not matter what you say, Miss Nicolay. You are not an agent; you do not need a cover.” He snapped the cover of the Waltham watch and boarded the Texas Special Streamliner.
Jenny’s button nose flared. “I have half a mind to walk up to someone and say, ‘Hello, my name is Jenny Nicolay and I am traveling to Boston to find my conman father and prove my innocence in his crimes. Once I do, Donald Edmund will reconsider my position in the CIA. If you haven’t heard, the CIA is a super-secret spy organization that stands for Central Intelligence Agency, created after the war to catch Russians among other things. Where are you headed?’”
“Wouldn’t be the craziest thing you’ve done or said.”
“I don’t care what he says. For the sake of not revealing our true mission, we need a cover, to be on the same page with our backstory.”
“What are you concocting?”
She thought for a moment. “Your name is Edgar P. Allen. You are a banker in San Antonio. My name is Penny Allen, your sister.”
“Sister?”
“Younger sister. I'm returning to boarding school in Cambridge.”
“Aren’t we the same age?” As the words left my lips, I attempted to reign them back in. Her age marked a sore subject beginning when I discovered multiple birth certificates, two years apart.
“Your guess is as good as mine, Finn.”
The trip to Boston was a long one, in close quarters. The last thing I wanted was to spur a Jenny rant. She settled into a window seat, the furthest from Donald, who reclined across the aisle. I removed my hat and jacket and relaxed into the spacious coach armchair. The Texas Special was a luxury passenger car, built for comfortable travel. A necessity for the sixteen-hour trip to St. Louis. I hoped the connecting trains would be as pleasant.
Donald produced his pocket watch and flagged down the conductor. “We are running three minutes behind our departure time. You boys in Texas can’t fathom operating a train on schedule. I do not experience this problem on the Santa Fe.”
I leaned into Jenny. “This is going to be one long trip.”
“For some reason, a silent movie popped into my head. The scene where someone is tied to the train tracks as a formidable locomotive barrels straight for them. Oddly, the image of the bound man resembles Donald. Strange.”
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Two hours into the trip I contemplated leaping through the open window. A tuck-and-roll and the grassy field would cushion the fall. I ran extraction scenarios as Donald’s nasally whine shot through my patience like a 12-gauge. Every syllable spewing from his mouth made my ears sting.
“After the fight with Henry in the fifth grade, we never spoke again.” His history lesson began without prompting and never ended. “In high school, he stole my girlfriend. He was a dumb football player. In a sense, I guess, I got the last laugh.”
Where was Peggy Jo when I needed her? The insults and snide remarks would be fully stocked with Donald - chubby, balding, buck teeth, and a lisp, completely unaware of his appearance or his boring personality.
I slid passed a napping Finn, contemplating waking the traitor.
“Where are you going?” The pest bolted from his seat.
“I need to stretch my legs before I develop a charley horse.”
“I’ll come with you.”
I internalized a scream. Donald, like a stubborn stain on your favorite blouse, persisted no matter how hard you tried to scrub. I dashed through the rows, squeezing between passengers. I racked my brain, attempting to escape the boorish man. After walking the entire car three times, my shadow remained un-ditched.
“Y’all are making me dizzy.” A middle-aged woman with a friendly face propped her elbow on the window.
“Sorry, I like to keep moving so my legs don’t cramp.”
“Looked more like a marathon run to me.” A smile crinkled the corner of her eyes.
“Mind if I take a seat?” I gestured to the opening. “Those marathons are torture to my feet.”
With only one open space, Donald could either block the aisle or return to his section. I studied his expression. His eyes bugged further and his mouth caught flies. Seeing his amazement, I realized my voice slipped into a strong Texas accent. I sounded like a ringer for Parker’s sister, Wisteria Waley.
“Why don’t you go check my brother, Donald?”
“Okay.” With rapid blinking, he spun to the rear of the car.
“I hope you don’t mind my imposin’ ma’am. I couldn’t stand him anymore.”
“No problem,” she said, adjusting her seat. “I become tired of my husband too so I make him walk around and give me space.”
I snorted, mimicking a Wisteria laugh. “Husband? No. Mr. Edmund is my brother’s boss. They work at a bank back in San Antonio. I grew bored with all the business talk.”
“Sorry for the presumption. My name is June.”
I talked to the pleasant woman for an hour before her husband returned, requesting his seat. With a sigh, I plodded to my doom. Finn, wide awake, endured one of Donald’s monologues. Finn’s hand drifted through his thick sandy hair, his pleading eyes locking with mine.
I leaned to his ear. “I suffered through while you slept like a baby. Your turn.”
Stretching his neck Finn found the clock hanging above the door. “Only twelve more hours until we reach St. Louis. And then only another day until we arrive in Boston.”
After lunch in the dining car, Donald excused himself. I sipped my coffee basking in freedom. With a deep breath, I enjoyed the quiet hum of the train. A group of fellows a few rows back played a game of cards. I nudged an elbow at Finn. “We should join.”
“I don’t play, remember?” Finn revealed his dimples. “But I wouldn’t mind watching you take those boys to school.”
We approached their dinner table. “Room for two more?” I asked.
The two old-timers, probably brothers, grinned. The one wearing a blue suit offered an open palm. “Sure, why not. We’d be happy to teach you to play, Miss.”
I winked at Finn before taking a seat at their table. The older brother, Tom, held the bigger stash of bottle caps. In twenty minutes, he pushed all-in and lost with three of a kind to my full house. Ten minutes later, I collected the entire stack.
Tom released a sharp whistle and slapped his brother’s back. “I think we’ve been hustled, Sal.”
The other brother scratched his white beard. “Where did you learn to play like that, Penny?”
“Not from Edgar.” Tom smacked
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