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      Amanda Kane – She is the head librarian at the Swan Harbor library, the mother to eight-year-old Ethan, and the ex-wife of Joe Kane.

      Lee Simpson – He is a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Gabe.

      Gabe Ricci – He is a Special Agent with The Agency, a shadowy government agency, and partners with Lee.

      Christy Hopkins – She is the theater teacher at Swan Harbor High School, married to Jason, mother to Amanda, and grandmother to Ethan. Christy is best friends with Desiree, Donna, and Marisa.

      Donna Lane – She is an attorney in Swan Harbor, married to Rick, and mother to Ryan and Chloe. Donna is best friends with Desiree, Christy, and Marisa.

      Marisa Gill – She is a surgeon at Swan Harbor General. Marisa is best friends with Desiree, Christy, and Donna.

      Jade Rodriguez – She is the Special Agent in Charge of The Agency. Her story The Journey to Love.

      Sarah Jones – She has recently moved to Swan Harbor to pursue a Ph.D. in history at Swan Harbor University. Sarah is researching Swan Harbor’s heart. Her brothers are Aiden Jones – His story is told in A Tree, Mistletoe & A Sunset, and Quinn Jones. His story is told in The Forgiveness of Love. Sarah’s story will be told in The Heart of Love.

      Kelsey Harris – She works at Swan Harbor Library as Amanda’s assistant.

      Chet Simpson – He is an entrepreneur in Swan Harbor. Chet is married to Cora, father to Nathan and Patrick, and grandfather to Justin, Lee, Eric, and Amy.

      Killian Reade: Investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department. He is married to Emma Foster.  Their story is told in Kittens, Puppies & Love.

      Emma Foster: The Veterinarian and owner of Swan Harbor Veterinary Hospital. She is married to Killian Reade.

      Rene Langley: She is the mayor of Swan Harbor, married to Rusty, and the mother of Roland.

      Rusty Langley: He is an investigator for the Swan Harbor Sheriff’s Department and partner of Killian Reade. He is married to Rene Langley and father to Roland and Lizzy. Their story is told in The Power of Love.

      Dylan Prince: The Sheriff of Swan Harbor, married to Molly Barnes Prince, and father to twins, Geoffrey and Luke. He is the brother of Jessie. Their story is told in The Innocence of Love.

      Liam Reade: Chief Paramedic for the Swan Harbor Fire Department. He is married to Elsa Winters and father to infant Griffin. Their story is told in Brothers, Hope & Hearts.

      Grayson Hunter: Engineer at Hunter Construction and married to Sadie Martin Hunter. Their story is told in The Memory of Love.

      Cameron Hunter: The son of Mary and Clint and is an architect with HCI.  He is married to Jessica Prince Hunter and father to Hope.  Their story is told in From Darkness into Love.

      Madge Tanner: She is best friends with Libby McBride, married to Jimmie, mother to Wyatt, mother-in-law to Lanie, and grandmother to Roman and Lucy. She is also an ex-agent for The Agency. Their story is told in Guided by Heart set in 1964.

      Jimmie Tanner: He is best friends with Rupert, married to Madge, father to Wyatt, father-in-law to Lanie, and grandfather to Roman and Lucy. He is also an ex-agent for The Agency and helps the Sheriff’s Department periodically.

      Lois Duncan: She is currently helping the Sheriff’s Department as their IT person. She is married to Rupert, mother to Lanie, mother-in-law to Wyatt, and grandmother to Roman and Lucy. She is also best friends with Madge and an ex-agent for The Agency. Their story is told in Guided by Love set in 1969.

      Rupert Duncan: He is best friends with Jimmie, married to Lois, father to Lanie, father-in-law to Wyatt, and grandfather to Roman and Lucy. He is an ex-agent for The Agency and helps the Sheriff’s Department periodically.

      Captain Jack: Retired Naval officer and local legend of Swan Harbor who gives out sage advice to the locals of the town. He is the owner of Captain Jack’s Fine Dining, located at the newly renovated pier in an old Spanish Galleon. His story will be told in The Journey to Love
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      QUICK NOTE: If you enjoy The Lessons of Love, be sure to check out my FREE offer at the end. There’s also a playlist for Lee & Amanda’s book. Here’s the link: The Lessons of Love.

      With that, enjoy!
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        Sally’s Diner

        February 10

        11:30 a.m.

      

      

      Amanda slid into a seat at Sally’s Diner, then pulled out a catalog and a pad of paper. She flipped to the first page and tried to get lost in what she needed to do. Instead, her thoughts kept straying to the text from her ex-husband.

      
        
          
            
              
        Joe: I’m on my way to Swan Harbor. Meet me at Sally’s at 1:00 p.m.

      

      

      

      

      

      Her stomach rolled at the possibility of seeing him for the first time in almost two years. That, in and of itself, frustrated her. She didn’t like to think he still had the power to upset her. They’d been separated for three years and divorced for two. Whatever love they’d had was gone. Yet, she worried the woman she’d worked so hard to construct would disappear as soon as he drove back into town.

      “Who took your sunshine away?” Rene Langley, the mayor, slid into the booth across from her. “That’s some powerful frown on your face.”

      Amanda winced. “Guess.”

      Rene was quiet long enough to take several sips of her coffee. When she glanced back up, Amanda nodded toward the drink.

      “Did Lizzy keep you up last night?” she asked, regarding Rene’s almost seven-month-old daughter.

      “Is it that obvious?” Rene grinned. “Lizzy’s teething.”

      A melancholy feeling zipped through Amanda. At one time, she’d wanted a houseful of children. Of course, that had been before ….

      “Your sunshine?” Rene repeated. “Is it the construction?”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      For the past year, they’d been remodeling the library. During that time, Amanda had spent hours arranging, and then rearranging the contents, her schedule, and deliveries.

      “Ah oh. What happened?”

      “The power went out.”

      “Don’t tell me that,” Rene whispered. “I thought everything at the power station had been taken care of.”

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” Amanda sighed. “When I left, they were waiting for the Bossman.”

      “Well, let me know if I need to knock a few heads together,” Rene laughed. “After all, in a round-about way, I’m paying them.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind. This time, though, the construction is the least of my worries.”

      “What’s going on, Amanda?”

      “Joe.”

      Rene frowned. “Joe? As in your ex-husband, Joe?”

      Amanda nodded. “He’s on his way here and expects me to be waiting for him with open arms.”

      “Ouch.”

      “Yes, ouch.”

      “I’m sorry.” Rene gave her a sympathetic smile. “It can’t be easy.”

      “It’s not. But …” Amanda straightened her spine and decided there was no way she’d let Joe Kane manipulate her. “I just hope he behaves.”

      A cheeky smile crossed Rene’s face. “Too bad you don’t have a boyfriend.”

      “A boyfriend?” Amanda laughed. “Aren’t I a little old to have a boyfriend?”

      “Whatever.” Rene brushed aside the word choice. “Is a manfriend better? Should I ask Rusty if he knows of anyone?”

      “I think my life is plenty full,” Amanda assured her friend.

      The waitress set a salad and an order of fries on the table in front of her refilled her glass of water, then moved on.

      “French fries and a salad?” Rene laughed. “Interesting choices.”

      Amanda grinned. “It was either fries or a hot fudge sundae. I decided these were healthier.”

      Rene snatched a fry off her plate. “I’m not sure I’d go with healthier, but they’re delicious.”

      “That they are. They’re perfectly …” The diner door opened, and her thoughts scattered.

      “Amanda?”

      “Huh?” She forcibly pulled her focus back and tried again. “They’re perfectly perfect. Not too crisp. Not too soft. Not too salty. Just perfect.”

      “Okay,” Rene stretched out the word. “What’s going on?”

      “Nothing,” Amanda denied. “Nothing at all. Fry?” She pushed her plate a little closer to the center of the table and turned her attention to her salad.

      Rene took another fry. Instead of popping it into her mouth right away, though, her dark eyes were assessing. It had Amanda searching for a new topic of conversation. But then curiosity got the best of her.

      “Why’s the Agency in town?” she whispered. “I thought they were done cleaning up after everything.”

      A little pucker developed between Rene’s brows, and she casually glanced over her shoulder. When she turned back around, somehow Amanda knew they were on the same page.

      “Your guess is as good as mine. I really hope that doesn’t mean more difficulty for Swan Harbor.”

      “Amen,” Amanda agreed. “There’s been more than enough lately.”

      “I should go over there and ask them,” Rene muttered.

      “But you won’t?”

      “Hell, no,” Rene laughed. “If I do, then the headache becomes mine. However, …”

      She took out her phone and sent a text. “Maybe Rusty knows why they’re here.”

      Which was a possibility since Rene’s husband was an investigator for the Sheriff’s Department.

      When Rene’s phone pinged, it didn’t take the frown off her face. “He doesn’t know. In fact, he wouldn’t mind if I found out.”

      Amanda chuckled. “Are you going to take him up on it?”

      Rene took a sip of her coffee and helped herself to another fry. “I don’t think so. I’d rather …” Suddenly, an expression crossed Rene’s face. One that made Amanda want to run out the front door.

      “No.”

      “No?” Rene repeated. “What are you saying no to?”

      Amanda waved her hand at her friend. “To whatever that expression conjured up. Just no.”

      “Now, Amanda,” Rene clucked. “It’s harmless.”

      “Right.”

      “It is!”

      “Harmless for you, maybe,” Amanda countered. “It’s a wicked smile.”

      “It’s the perfect solution.” Rene wiped her hands together. “I think you’ll agree.”

      “The perfect solution to what?”

      “Why, to Joe, of course.”

      Amanda frowned. “I seemed to have missed a turnoff. Your expression is diabolical.”

      Rene snickered. “It’s perfect. I don’t know why I haven’t thought of it before.”

      Once again, Amanda searched for a new topic. Especially since she didn’t trust what was going on behind Rene’s dark eyes.

      “Have you gone by to see Elsa and the new baby?”

      Rene sent her a look that said, ‘We’re not done with this’ and allowed the conversation to change. For the next few minutes, anyway.

      “I did. Lizzy and I stopped by …”
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      Lee wadded up his napkin and pushed his plate aside. “I’d forgotten how good Sally’s lobster rolls are. It almost makes coming home worth it.”

      “You don’t enjoy being back in Swan Harbor?” Jade Rodriguez, the Special Agent in Charge, and his immediate supervisor, asked.

      “It’s not that I don’t enjoy coming back to Swan Harbor,” Lee sighed. “There are definite advantages. However, there are disadvantages, as well.”

      “I can see that,” Jade murmured. “Sometimes going home can be difficult.”

      “Agree.” Lee’s gaze drifted around the room, touching on several before landing on Amanda. A regret from his past, but someone who’d been in his thoughts lately … even though he’d not seen her in years. 

      “Okay,” Jade brought his attention back to work. “I’m sure you’re wondering why I needed you in Swan Harbor.”

      “Oh, just a little,” his partner, Gabe, muttered tongue-in-cheek. “Especially since you told us you could handle everything just fine.”

      Jade grinned. “Okay, perhaps I was wrong.”

      “Perhaps?” teased Lee.

      “Okay. Okay,” Jade surrendered. “I was wrong. There, is that better?”

      “It will do,” Lee smirked. “What changed your mind?”

      “Rosa Woods.”

      Lee glanced at his partner before turning back to Jade. “Rosa Woods? Really? I thought she’d gone underground.”

      “What do you know about her?” Jade asked.

      “To the world, she’s a broker who deals in high-end items — mostly antiquities,” Gabe replied. “But a broker no one has seen. She has multiple people who act as her business ‘face.’”

      “The rumors, however, are more interesting,” Lee went on to add. “Her big money is made if the pieces are stolen — which she supposedly does herself.”

      “Do you know why she went underground?” Jade followed up.

      Lee frowned. “No, but something tells me you do.”

      “What about the Joker?” Jade tossed another name at them without answering his question directly. “What do you know about him?”

      “He’s a bookie with his finger in many places,” Gabe answered.

      “That’s one of his businesses.” Jade laid a piece of paper on the table. “Crypto sent me that this morning.”

      Lee slowly picked up the page. It was a copy of a personal ad from The Boston Globe Newspaper dated February 3.

      
        
        RW, Are you ready to come out and play yet? It’s been too long. Don’t make me ask again. J.

      

      

      “Crypto thinks RW is Rosa Woods?” Lee guessed.

      Jade nodded.

      “But?” Lee prodded. “What do the Joker and Rosa Woods have to do with bringing us to Swan Harbor?”

      “I saw Shaw and Crowder this morning,” Jade murmured.

      “Shaw and Crowder?” Lee whistled. “Why are the Joker’s ‘muscle’ in Swan Harbor?”

      “That’s the question I need answered.”

      “Where did you see the muscle?” Gabe followed up.

      “The Lighthouse Inn.” Jade showed them a photo on her phone. “They were in the Inn’s dining room.”

      “Had you seen them before?” Gabe questioned.

      “It’s the first time I’ve seen them since I’ve been in town.” Jade set a folder on the table. “In there, you’ll find all we’ve pieced together so far. It’s thought the Joker acquired a very expensive stolen piece, and a buyer had already paid for it. Rosa was making a deal with him about something else. He showed off the item and⁠—”

      “—She took it,” Lee surmised.

      “That’s the rumor,” Jade confirmed. “We just don’t know what the item is.”

      “There’s more, isn’t there?” Lee prodded.

      “One of Rosa’s ‘faces’ was found dead last week. Pinned to his chest was a note.”

      
        
        You didn’t play nice, so neither will I. This is just the first. J.

      

      

      “The Joker’s playing rough,” Lee murmured. “That must mean the item is worth a lot.”

      “Or the buyer of said item is not very nice,” Gabe added.

      “Or both,” Jade sighed.

      “Do you think Shaw and Crowder are in town to meet with the Joker?” Lee asked.

      “Or are they in town looking for Rosa or one of her ‘faces’?” Jade hummed.

      “Both are legitimate possibilities,” Gabe noted. “Do we have a list of Rosa’s ‘faces’?”

      “There’s a partial list in there.” Jade tapped the folder. “Since I’m working on something else, I’m hoping you can figure out exactly why Shaw and Crowder are in town.”

      Lee shrugged. “We can see where it takes us. Do we have office space?”

      “Offices? No,” Jade replied. “There’s a functional place for us to work upstairs. There’s also room to spread out if we need to.”

      “Anyone else in town to help?” Lee questioned.

      “Jill Bowman and Darin Poole will be here in the next day or so,” Jade explained. “As for where you’re staying …”

      “I have a house,” Lee broke in. “Gabe and I can stay there.”

      Jade’s brows arched in surprise. “You have a house?”

      “It belonged to my grandparents,” Lee shared. “When they decided to sell, I bought it as an investment.”

      “Well, well,” Gabe grinned. “Look at you being all financially responsible.”

      Was that what he was being? Was he just being financially responsible? Or was it his way of coming home — yet maintaining his independence? It had been almost fifteen years since he’d left for law school. He’d wanted to see the world. To experience life without feeling like he was living under a microscope.

      Unconsciously, his gaze drifted across the diner to Amanda Kane. He’d never considered moving back to Swan Harbor until he’d learned she was single. Only then did he allow memories to form. Memories that made no sense.

      You didn’t grow up in Swan Harbor without hearing the people say ‘Things happen when they’re meant to happen.’ Without understanding that while Swan Harbor might appear to be just like any other small town, she was anything but. She had a way of guiding her residents where she wanted them to go. Could it be his time?

      The diner door opened, and Joe Kane stepped inside like he owned the place. His gaze bounced over their table and locked on Amanda. A territorial expression crossed his face, and when he started toward her, Lee tensed and waited for the show.
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      Amanda fought for control. Her pulse kicked up several notches, and she repeatedly rubbed her hands back and forth on her pants.

      “He’s here, isn’t he?” Rene whispered.

      “Yes.”

      “Amanda?”

      “What?”

      “I’ve worked with a lot of men in my career who prided themselves on being able to intimidate. Just remember, they only have that ability if you give it to them. Don’t give it to Joe.”

      The words settled her … for the moment, anyway. “Thanks, Rene. I needed to hear that.”

      “If you want to talk, give me a call.”

      “I will.”

      As soon as Rene scooted from the booth, Joe started in her direction. His eyes were a steely blue, his hair bleach-blond white, and even in the dead of winter, he sported a tan.

      “Amanda,” Joe began. “You look good.”

      Amanda bit her lip to keep from asking if that was the best he could come up with. Instead, she inclined her head to indicate thank you and waited. After all, Joe had requested the meeting, and she wanted to know why.

      “What brings you to town, Joe?” She got right to the point. “You’ve been away … what is it? One year? Or is it two?”

      Joe’s eyes flared, telling her he’d not expected her sharp tone. He’d expected the meek woman he’d left behind.

      “It’s been a few.” Joe slid into the booth opposite her. “I’m back in town to stay.”

      That piece of news caused a spike in her blood pressure. For years, she’d been the one to make decisions regarding Ethan. What would she do if …?

      “To stay? Really?”

      Joe frowned. “Yes, really. Do you not believe me?”

      Amanda shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s your hometown too, Joe.”

      “It is.” Joe leaned back and stretched his arm along the back of the booth. And something about the position put her on guard. “I plan to spend more time with Ethan.”

      “He’s your son, Joe. I’m sure Ethan would enjoy seeing you.” She wanted to say more. However, knowing Joe as she did, whatever else she had to say, would be a waste of her breath.

      “In fact,” Joe went on. “I’d like him to spend part of the week with me.”

      The arrogance behind the statement caused Amanda to see red. She pushed her food aside and leaned on the table. “I said, you may see Ethan as much as possible. However, your visits will revolve around his schedule.”

      “What do you mean my visits will revolve around Ethan’s schedule? He’s eight.”

      “You’re right. He is eight,” she snapped. “Which means he was six the last time he saw you. You need to get to know your son before you disrupt him too much.”

      “Who are you to tell me when I can’t see my son?”

      The temptation to get up and walk off was great. As was the desire to wipe the smug smile off Joe’s face. However, she’d promised herself she wouldn’t let him get the best of her. Which meant she’d play nice.

      “I’m his mother, Joe,” Amanda snarled. “Just like I’ve been his mother since he was born. Most of that time, you weren’t around. Don’t forget that while you may have visitation rights, I have full custody. Do not … and I mean, do not … test me.”

      Then, not waiting for a response, Amanda slid from the booth and, with her head held high, stormed out the door. She headed toward the library but hadn’t gotten far when her knees gave out. The only thing that kept her from sliding to the ground was a pair of arms that caught and held her up.

      Amanda’s heart raced, this time for a much different reason. Her breath caught, and slowly, she glanced up to meet expressive hazel eyes.

      “Hello, ‘Manda,” Lee murmured.

      He was the only person who shortened her name. The first time he’d done it, he’d touched something inside. She’d just refused to investigate to see what. This time wasn’t any different.

      “Luh-Lee!” she stuttered. “Where did …?”

      “I was behind you,” Lee brushed away her question. “This is about you. What happened?”

      “Nuh-nothing.” She stiffened her back and tried to step away. As soon as she did, though, once again, her knees gave out.

      “I’ve got you.” Lee caught her a second time. “Where are you headed?”

      “To my car. I’ll be fine.”

      The entire time they’d been standing in the center of the sidewalk, Lee hadn’t taken his eyes off her. It made her feel like he was trying to read her mind. He made her heart pound harder. Made her feel like a schoolgirl.

      The longer she stood there, the stronger she felt until, finally, she stepped away from his warmth.

      “Thank you for being in the right place at the right time.”

      “My pleasure.” He smiled, causing his dimples to pop.

      Lee Simpson looked even better than the last time she’d seen him.

      “Can I ask why you’re in Swan Harbor?”

      “You can.”

      When he didn’t answer, Amanda rolled her eyes. “Why are you in Swan Harbor, Lee?”

      “You mean you don’t know?” he teased.

      “Gossip line?” she assumed.

      “Has the gossip line lost its touch since I’ve been away?”

      Despite herself, she laughed. It served to relax her enough to take another step backward. With him so close, she had a hard time forming coherent thoughts. Plus, she had the strongest urge to touch.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about the gossip line.” Amanda hitched her bag a little higher on her shoulder. “It’s just as busy as ever.”

      Lee chuckled, and there was something so … intimate about the sound her breath caught.

      “Which means,” he waved his hand back and forth between them, “this has already hit the airwaves?”

      “You know it.”

      “Sorry?”

      “Don’t worry about it,” she assured him. “You kept me from ending up on the sidewalk.”

      “Which would have been bad?”

      “Very bad.” Amanda smiled. “Thanks again.”

      She resumed her walk toward the library and, with every step, fought the need to look over her shoulder. It wasn’t until she crossed Summer Avenue that she gave herself permission. Lee waved, and the simple movement caused a funny feeling inside. Her heart flipped, and even with the stress of dealing with Joe, she felt lighter. That realization had her smile breaking free.
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        The Agency’s Office

        February 10

        2:00 p.m.

      

      

      On the way back to Sally’s, Lee ducked into Paula’s Pastries and bought a dozen donuts. Then stopped by the car and grabbed his and Gabe’s laptops. As expected, as soon as he walked through the door, both agents gave him a ‘Where have you been?’ look.

      “You get lost?” Gabe raised a brow.

      Lee indicated the pink box in his hand. “I brought snacks and our computers.”

      “I would say we just ate.” Jade’s dark eyes sparkled. “But hey, Paula’s Pastries are amazing.”

      Lee sent a ‘so there’ look in Gabe’s direction. “If you don’t⁠—”

      “I didn’t say that.” Gabe laughed. “You were following me, then you weren’t.”

      “Something reminded me, so …” Lee shrugged. “It’s no big deal.”

      “Uh huh,” Gabe mumbled.

      Lee let it roll off his back and turned to study their office. While it was functional, there were very few high-tech toys. It seemed they would be operating with the bare necessities.

      Jade had taken over a studio apartment above Sally’s. The room held five desks, a worktable, a printer/fax, and multiple large whiteboards.

      “Welcome home.” Jade pointed to a desk covered with a stack of files. “That’s the one I’ve been using. You can take your pick. Network information is in the top drawer.”

      Lee randomly selected the desk closest to the window. He’d just unpacked his laptop when his phone pinged multiple times.

      
        
          
            
              
        Mom: You’re back in town? You’ll come for dinner tonight. Bring Gabe.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        The Winners: Heard you’re back in town. Beer soon?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Amy: You and Amanda? I always wondered …

      

      

      

      

      

      “Your family?” Gabe questioned.

      “What do you think?”

      “So, the answer is yes.”

      “Yes.” Lee side-eyed his friend. “And don’t worry, you were mentioned.”

      “Ah oh.”

      “We’re expected at my folks’ house for dinner. That work?”

      Gabe waggled his eyebrows. “Will your sister be there?”

      “Don’t even …” Lee began, then he got a look at the twinkle in Gabe’s eyes. “She’s dating someone. Has been for a few years.”

      “Really?” Gabe’s brows drew together. “Did he get the brother once over?”

      Lee laughed. “What do you think?”

      “What did you do?”

      “Me?”

      “Yes, you,” Gabe tsked. “I know you didn’t let it go.”

      “Okay, you’re right. I threatened to sic the IRS on him. Eric,” his younger brother, a deputy with the Sheriff’s Department, “threatened to give him a ticket every time he saw him.”

      “And Justin?”

      Lee’s brother, Justin, was a year older and an orthopedic surgeon at Swan Harbor General.

      “He told Shawn he knew how to dismantle a body.”

      Gabe winced. “I guess it’s a good thing I’m not dating your sister.”

      “Probably.” Lee shrugged. “Now, let’s figure out what we have.”

      He sorted the information Jade had given them into five piles. One for the Joker, who, while he wasn’t their primary target, everything circled. One for Shaw and Crowder, one for Rosa Woods, and one for her ‘faces’.

      “There’s not much here.”

      “Agreed.” Gabe grabbed a whiteboard marker and moved one closer to their desk. “Okay, toss me some information.”

      “Let’s put what we know about the Joker in the first column.”

      He handed Gabe the two articles included and some tape. While his partner worked on that, he dove into the Agency’s database.

      Lee quickly skimmed through the material and realized their knowledge of the Joker was very limited.

      “Anything new?” Gabe asked a short time later.

      “Based on what I’m reading, the Joker could be a male or female. Could be old or young. Could live anywhere in or out of the US.” Lee frowned. “There’s nothing definitive to tell us where to start.”

      “When did the Joker first become known?” Gabe wondered.

      “In the 1980s,” Lee replied. “Which means he either started young, or we can say our Joker is over 50 years old.”

      “Let’s do the muscle next,” Gabe moved on. “What do we know about Shaw?”

      “6’1”, 190 lbs., dark hair and eyes,” Lee read off the computer. “He’s 50 years old.”

      “And Crowder?”

      “5’10”, 225 lbs., dark hair and eyes with a mustache. He’s 55 years old.”

      “Anything else?”

      Lee glanced through the notes once more. “It looks like Crowder is the unspoken ‘leader.’ He calls the shots. Shaw, on the other hand, is a bit of a klutz. Overall, not the brightest bulb in the package.”

      “A muscle man who’s a klutz?” Gabe hummed. “There’s more to that.”

      Which fit Lee’s thoughts as well. “You’re right. There’s a reason why klutz and muscle men aren’t usually mentioned in the same sentence.”

      “The question is, why are they in this case?” Gabe shrugged and moved on to the third section. “Do we know anything about Rosa Woods?”

      Lee jumped back into the database to search for information on the illusive Rosa Woods. “She’s been around since the 1990s, so we can say her age is over 50, as well. Some of the items attributed to her include gold, jewels, statues, and art.”

      “No description?”

      “None.”

      In the last column, Gabe listed five names thought to be affiliated with Rosa Woods. “The dead individual made a sixth.”

      “That person worked and lived in Kansas,” Lee gave what little information they had. “Of the other five, three are in the US, one is in Canada, and one in England.”

      “Any of them close to Swan Harbor?” Gabe tossed out an idea.

      “The closest is Boston.”

      “Do we have anyone in Boston?”

      “I’m not sure off the top of my head,” Lee sighed. “I’ll add it as something we need to find out.”

      A sinking feeling washed over him. Not only because they had more questions than answers on the case. But mainly because someone he knew might end up being involved. That possibility didn’t sit well. Not well at all.
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        Amanda’s Home

        February 10

        6:00 p.m.

      

      

      Amanda slid a piece of pizza onto a plate and set it in front of Ethan. She poured a glass of lemonade for both and settled across from him. Except, when she looked up, and her eyes met those of her son’s, her stomach tied itself into knots.

      “Did you have a good day at school?”

      Ethan frowned. “You asked me already.”

      “Oh, that’s right.” She blew out a breath. “Do you have any homework?”

      “I’m supposed to bring my book to school tomorrow.”

      “Your book?” Amanda frowned. “What book?”

      “You know what book,” Ethan claimed. “The book I have to write a report on.”

      She willingly admitted her focus the last twelve hours had been off. However, she knew a homework assignment wouldn’t have gone unnoticed.

      “Ethan,” Amanda began in her best mom voice. “Did you forget to tell me something?”

      He dropped his gaze to his plate and focused on shoving pizza into his mouth. She waited until he’d chewed and swallowed before touching his hand to get his attention.

      “Yes, I did.” Ethan sighed. “Miss Robinson said I’m going to have to work hard to catch up.”

      “When is the book report due?”

      “Friday.”

      “Friday? Really?”

      “Yes, momma. But …”

      Amanda lifted a dark brow and waited. When he didn’t volunteer, she prodded a bit more, “But?”

      “I was supposed to get it approved.” Ethan rolled his eyes. “I don’t know why I have to do that. She knows you look over the books I read.”

      “True,” Amanda conceded. “But have you considered that the ‘approval’ process is part of your grade?”

      “Really?” Ethan grumbled. “I don’t know why.”

      “Sometimes that’s just how things are,” Amanda explained.

      “What about my book?”

      “Aren’t you reading a new book?”

      “I’m reading two books,” Ethan mumbled around the bite he’d just taken. “James and the Giant Peach and Artemis Fowl.”

      “Why don’t you choose one of those?” Amanda suggested. “Which one are you almost finished with?”

      Ethan shrugged. “Not sure. I’ll look after I eat.”

      “See that you do.”

      “I will, momma.”

      The contrite look on his face had her pressing her lips together to keep from smiling. A part of her wanted to take some of the blame. After all, she had been off lately — albeit more so today than yesterday. Except that was no excuse.

      Amanda started to take another bite, but the thought caused the acid in her stomach to churn. She pushed the food aside. When the feeling didn’t decrease, she washed off her plate and stuck it into the dishwasher.

      While Ethan finished eating, she scurried around the kitchen, boxing up the extra food and making their lunches for the next day.

      “Are you about done?”

      “Can I have some ice cream?”

      A glance at the clock said it wasn’t too late, but first, she needed to rip off the Band-Aid.

      “First we talk, then ice cream.” Amanda pulled her chair closer to Ethan’s and took a deep breath. “I saw your dad today.”

      “My dad?” Ethan questioned. “Really?”

      “Your dad said he’s moving back to Swan Harbor. He would like to spend time with you.”

      An apprehensive look crossed Ethan’s face. “Is he going to live with us?”

      “No.”

      “Where is he going to live?”

      “I’m not sure. Why?”

      Ethan shrugged. “Where would I see him?”

      “I’m sure wherever he’s living, he’ll have a place for you.”

      “But will it have my things?” Ethan wanted to know. “Will it have my bed?”

      “Well, no,” Amanda hedged. “Your bed and things will still be upstairs in your room. But you would have new things at your father’s home.”

      “Do I get to miss school?”

      “No,” she laughed. “I told your dad it would have to be around your schedule.”

      “Oh, okay. I guess.”

      “That’s all? You don’t have any questions?”

      “How can I ask questions if I haven’t talked to him?” he asked as if it was the most logical thing in the world.

      “How indeed?” Amanda nodded. “If you do have questions, though, you’ll ask me, right?”

      “Sure. Now, can I have my ice cream?”

      “I’ll get your ice cream, while you⁠—”

      “—Clean off my plate.”

      “Bingo.”

      Ethan gave a long-suffering sigh. “I don’t know why I have to clean up. I’m a kid.”

      Amanda laughed. “Are there rules about that?”

      “Rules about what?” Ethan returned.

      “Rules that say who has to clean up?”

      He frowned. “You mean, are there rules that say adults must clean?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t know.” His brown eyes grew large. “You’re the adult. Are there rules?”

      “Your Grandma Christy used to tell me the mom’s handbook had a rule. It said to teach your child to clean up.”

      Ethan studied her for a second, and she could tell he was trying to decide if he believed her or not. By the time she set the bowl of ice cream on the table in front of him, he’d moved on.

      She was contemplating fixing a bowl of ice cream for herself when her phone rang. A zip of fear raced through her that it might be Joe, and she thought about ignoring it.

      “Aren’t you going to answer it?” Ethan asked innocently.

      “I …”

      “It’s Grandma Christy.”

      Amanda grabbed it before it rang again. “Mom, hi.”

      “Are you alright?” Christy blurted.

      “Fine, why?”

      “Oh, let’s see,” Christy went on. “Joe.”

      “How did you …?”

      Christy laughed. “How do you think?”

      “The gossip line?”

      “Of course.”

      Which had Amanda wondering how long it would be before someone said something about seeing her with Lee.

      “So,” Christy pushed. “Are you alright?”

      Amanda glanced at Ethan to see he’d almost finished his ice cream. “Just a minute, Mom.” She gave instructions to the little boy to wash out his bowl and head upstairs.

      “I’m … I’m as alright as I can be.”

      “Oh, Amanda,” Christy sighed. “Tell me what happened.”

      “It started with a text.” Amanda wandered into the living area and settled in a chair. “He wanted me to meet him at Sally’s …”
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        Patrick & Courtney Simpson’s Home

        February 10

        6:30 p.m.

      

      

      When Lee and Gabe arrived at his parent’s home, he wasn’t surprised to see multiple cars parked out front.

      “I’m just going to say sorry for whatever they might say,” he muttered on the way inside. “I suspected they would all be here, but didn’t know for sure.”

      Gabe laughed. “I’ve been around your family before, Lee. I think I’ll be fine.”

      “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

      “Quit stalling, Lee,” Gabe chided. “That’s rude.”

      Lee knocked on the door, then pushed it open. His sister greeted him first. “No response to my text,” she whispered.

      “Nothing to say,” he returned.

      Amy’s eyes met his. Instead of the grin he expected, her expression was serious. “Why are you in town?”

      “Agency business.”

      She rolled her eyes. “That much I know. Why haven’t I heard any chatter, though? Even Eric doesn’t know.”

      “You do understand there are some things I can’t talk about, right?”

      “Well, duh, big brother. But quite often what you do crosses over with the sheriff’s department. I just want to be prepared.”

      “We don’t know enough yet,” Lee offered, hoping that would quiet the questions. “When we do …”

      “That better be true.” Amy poked him in the center of the chest. “I don’t like to be blindsided.”

      Lee laughed. “Tell me about it.”

      “Amy, your mother would like you to help her in the kitchen.” Patrick, Lee’s father, nudged her aside. “Let someone else talk to Lee.”

      “Dad!” Amy exclaimed. “Why do I have to go help? You know, working in the kitchen isn’t just for females.”

      “Eric’s helping her as well,” Patrick added.

      “How about I help too?” Gabe offered. “I’m a pretty good hand in the kitchen.”

      “This way.” Amy flipped her blonde hair over her shoulder and flounced toward the kitchen.

      “I see some things never change,” Lee laughed. “I hope Mom didn’t go out of her way.”

      “You know your mother,” Patrick soothed. “She’ll do what she wants to do.”

      Which was true. Courtney Simpson had a mind of her own and had used it to keep her family in line more than once.

      Lee glanced around the room. “No Chet? No Cora? No Lila, Piper, or Evan?”

      Patrick winced.

      “What did you forget to tell me?”

      “Mom and Dad are running a little late.” Patrick glanced over his shoulder. When he turned back, he lowered his voice. “Nathan and Lila are divorced, and he’s⁠—”

      “Lee, my boy” Nathan practically shoved his brother, Patrick, out of the way. “It’s nice to see you again.”

      His uncle smelled like scotch, which had him wondering what he’d missed.

      “Let me introduce my wife, Marie, to you.” He slipped his arm around the woman to his left and plastered her against his side. “This here’s⁠—”

      “Marie.” The woman shook his hand and held his gaze just a little longer than he felt comfortable. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      “You, as well,” Lee murmured. “I didn’t know …”

      Before he’d completed his statement, the door opened, and his grandparents, Chet, and Cora Simpson, rushed in.

      “Lee!” Cora hugged him. “It’s been too long.”

      “I’m sorry,” Lee apologized. “It seems I’ve missed a few things.”

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it, honey,” she muttered. “It’s just a mess!”

      “What did Nathan do?” he whispered.

      “It’s more what he didn’t do,” Cora returned. “But let’s not talk about it now.” She linked her arm with his and led him away from the door. “Is everything alright at your cottage?”

      Lee smiled. “So, I have you to thank for airing out the place.”

      “It was nothing,” Cora assured him. “I just wanted to make sure you had the necessities.”

      “I think we’re good.”

      He settled on the sofa next to his grandmother. Then took the opportunity to observe the patriarch of the family, Chet Simpson. His grandparents had money. In fact, by Swan Harbor standards—big money. Something that often had him wondering if everything was on the up and up. While he didn’t want to think anything shady was going on … he couldn’t say with absolute certainty it wasn’t.

      When he’d talked business with Chet the last time, Nathan had been working with him and doing a good job. Whatever had changed was a big deal.

      “How long has Uncle Nathan been remarried?”

      Cora shrugged. “Six months? Seven?”

      “You’re not sure?” Lee frowned. “That doesn’t sound like you.”

      “Why thank you, honey,” Cora beamed. “I’m not sure because he didn’t tell us.”

      “This is a big story, isn’t it?”

      “Bigger than you even know,” Cora sighed. “I just wish …” Her gaze drifted to Chet, her husband of over fifty years. “You know how he gets.”

      Lee side-eyed his grandmother. “Granddad is stubborn.”

      Cora chuckled. “I think your mother would say the same thing about you.”

      “Maybe.”

      “There’s no maybe about it,” she grumbled. “If you weren’t so stubborn, you’d be married, and I’d have some great-grandbabies.”

      “Hey, wait!” Lee exclaimed. “Why aren’t you bugging Justin? He’s the oldest.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I remind Justin whenever I see him.”

      “Where is he?” Lee glanced around once more. “I thought I saw him earlier.”

      “Probably on the phone somewhere,” Cora tsked. “He works way too much.”

      “Maybe that’s a Simpson trait,” Lee murmured.

      “Maybe it is.” Cora took one more look across the room before returning her attention to him. “Now, tell me why you’re in Swan Harbor.”

      “Work.”

      “Work?” she grumbled. “Really?”

      “Why else would I be here?”

      “You know why.” Cora nodded. “You know why.”

      A shiver raced up Lee’s spine. Most of the time, his grandmother was an easygoing woman. And, when it came to Swan Harbor lore, she was steadfast in her beliefs. If Swan Harbor had a message, Cora Edwards Simpson had a way of making sure you listened.

      It brought him back to his thoughts from earlier. Why, after so many years, was Amanda suddenly on his mind?
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        Swan Harbor Library

        February 11

        8:15 a.m.

      

      

      Amanda pulled into the library parking lot, and when she saw who was waiting for her, contemplated turning around. While she’d managed to put Joe off the previous evening, she had a feeling he hadn’t given up.

      “Joe,” she greeted him on the library steps. “What brings you by this early in the morning?”

      “You know why,” Joe retorted. “Did you speak to Ethan?”

      “I did.”

      “And?” Joe pushed. “Can I see him today?”

      Amanda squeezed her hand into a fist and worked to control her temper.

      “Ethan is at school, Joe. You should know that.”

      “I know Ethan is at school,” Joe snapped. “I meant after school.”

      “He has karate after school at the gym.”

      “Fine, I’ll take him.”

      “Ethan goes to karate with a few of his friends,” she explained calmly. “It’s not my turn to drive.”

      “Fine, then I’ll pick him up.”

      “No.”

      “No?” Joe barked. “How can you⁠—?”

      “Just stop it!” Amanda snapped.

      “But—”

      “Ethan is a child, Joe. I will not have him used as a pawn between us.”

      “But you’re⁠—”

      “And who stayed out of his life for two years?” she tossed at him. “Who was barely home the four years before that?”

      “But I⁠—”

      “Look, I said you could see your son, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And I meant it.” Amanda hesitated long enough for Joe to relax … just a little, anyway. “Why don’t you come over tonight for dinner?”

      Joe’s eyes lit up, and she worried he’d get the wrong idea. Except, the invitation was out there now.

      “That way, I’ll be there just in case Ethan is a little shy at first.”

      “Have you been talking smack about me?”

      “Where did that come from?”

      “I just …”

      When his voice trailed off, Amanda glanced behind her to see what had captured his attention. She wasn’t surprised to see her assistant, Kelsey. The two men, though, were another thing.

      “Good morning, Clint, Gray,” she glanced from one to the other. “What’s going on?”

      Clint Hunter and his two sons, Gray and Cameron, owned Hunter Construction, the business responsible for remodeling the library.

      “We found out why the lights went out.” Clint glanced at Joe, then back to her. She could see the questions in his eyes and knew he’d sensed the tension in the air.

      “Come on in.” Amanda unlocked the door and waited until the Hunters and Kelsey had gone inside before turning back to Joe. “I’ll see you at 6:45 p.m. for dinner.” Then, leaving him standing on the top step, swept past him, and into the library.

      “Are you okay?” Clint murmured.

      “I’m fine,” Amanda assured him. “Show me what you found.”

      Gray led her to the circulation desk and pointed to an area on the side where some of the sections had already been torn apart.

      “The guys got a little … zealous when they were working on the counter,” he explained. “When they plugged in their saw, it fried this wire.”

      “Which in turn flipped the circuit,” she guessed.

      “You got it,” Gray confirmed. “To get the lights back on, we had to wire a go-around.”

      “Do I even want to know?” Amanda groaned.

      Gray laughed. “Probably not. But I’m going to tell you, anyway.”

      “I was afraid of that.”

      He pointed to an orange wire that rimmed the counter, then disappeared into the floor.

      “I can’t have these visible wires,” she exclaimed. “There are too many children in here.”

      “I know. I know,” Gray acknowledged. “Because of that issue, we need to do some more work downstairs.”

      Amanda sighed. “Really?”

      “Really.” Gray’s eyes twinkled. “However, I think you’ll like what we found.”

      She glanced from him to Clint, then to Kelsey, before back to Gray. “Your expression says you found something good.”

      “Come see.”

      They took the stairs to the basement, then tracked down an aisle toward a back corner. When they reached the wall, Gray pushed on the shelving, and it moved backward about twenty inches.

      “What’s going on?” Amanda studied the section of the wall that had been revealed. “There’s a door.”

      Gray laughed. “There’s a lot more than that.” He tugged the door open, exposing a dark room.

      Clint turned on his flashlight and disappeared inside the space. Then, seconds later, a light appeared. A very faint light … but light.

      “Is it safe?” Amanda whispered.

      “It’s safe,” Clint assured her.

      Amanda’s heart raced as she stepped through the door and back in time. “Oh, my goodness.”

      Behind the wall, they’d uncovered a section of the library she’d never seen before. On one side, there were shelves with books and newspapers, and on the other, there were several tables with boxes … full boxes.

      “What happened?” She turned to Clint for an explanation. “Why was this section of the library walled off? Why were all these books and pieces of history locked away?”

      “I don’t know,” Clint whispered.

      “You didn’t know?” Amanda turned to Gray. “You didn’t tell him?”

      Gray grinned. “I wanted it to be a surprise.”

      “It’s a surprise alright.” Clint wandered around the uncovered room, his expression saying he was lost in memories. Several minutes later, he pointed to a table in the corner. “When I was a kid, I can remember coming to the library with my mother. She would look through the new books, and I would read the comics. The Incredible Hulk, Spiderman, The Ant-Man, or Thor. The Librarian, Mrs. Taylor, used to save them for me.”

      “Do you remember when this part of the library was walled off?” Gray questioned. “And why?”

      “I don’t know,” Clint sighed. “I would assume my dad did the remodeling.” He shrugged. “However, I can’t say that for sure.”

      “We have the original plans,” Gray replied. “Perhaps Cam noticed something.”

      “Gray, don’t we still have all the old files?” Clint questioned.

      “The ones from before Grandpa retired?”

      “Those are the ones.”

      Gray shrugged. “I would assume they’re in the storage room. But …”

      The look on Clint’s face said he knew what came after the but. “They aren’t in any order?”

      “They aren’t in any order,” Gray confirmed.

      “A treasure hunt,” Clint mused.

      “Let me know if I can be of any help,” Amanda offered.

      “Will do. In the meantime,” Clint warned. “Be careful if you come in here. The wiring is old and with all this dry paper …”

      “You just never know,” Amanda sighed. “But okay. Until you give me the go-ahead, I’ll keep my snooping to a minimum. You know that’s going to be hard, though?”

      “I’m going to do a more thorough inspection on the structure, as well, “ Gray murmured. “For now, though, I have a tentative schedule for you. Would you like it?”

      “Would I like it?” Amanda muttered. “Not really. But …” 
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        The Agency Office

        February 11

        11:00 a.m.

      

      

      Lee and Gabe spent the morning adding more information to the whiteboard. It was a struggle to stay focused. His thoughts drifted several times. Either to his encounter with Amanda or to the tension between his grandfather and his uncle.

      “Jade said the men are staying at the Lighthouse Inn, right?”

      “Right.”

      “I have an idea.” Lee grabbed his coat and was halfway across the room when he realized Gabe wasn’t following him. “Come on,” he tossed over his shoulder. “I’ll explain on the way.”

      “Okay,” Gabe brought back his questions. “Where are you taking me, and what do you hope to gain?”

      Lee laughed. “Don’t you trust me?”

      “Should I?”

      “Haven’t steered you wrong yet, have I?”

      “Well, no,” Gabe sighed. “But I do like to know what I’m walking into.”

      “Shaw and Crowder are staying at the Lighthouse Inn,” Lee began. “On one hand, I understand why. It’s the nicest hotel in Swan Harbor. There are rooms in the main building and cottages that line the cliff. The view is peaceful, and the grounds are relaxing.”

      “Sounds nice,” Gabe hummed. “So, we’re going to the Inn. What do you hope to gain?”

      “I thought I’d use my charm and see if I can get some information from one of the people at the front desk.”

      Gabe laughed. “Really?”

      “Yes, really.” Lee side-eyed his friend. “Trust me.”

      “Hey, more power to you,” Gabe replied. “Do you want to take a peek inside their rooms, too?”

      “Think we should?”

      “Hell, yes. However, it’s probably not a good idea just yet.”

      “Then we’ll just play it by ear.” Lee drove onto the grounds and parked not far from the main door. “Now for the tricky part.”

      “Did you leave your charm behind?”

      “Ha ha,” Lee laughed. “You’re quite funny.”

      Gabe chuckled. “I do my best.”

      By the time they reached the front counter, Lee had already decided how to handle the situation. He chose a woman who looked to be in her mid-forties and pulled out his badge. “My name is Lee Simpson. Is there someplace we can talk privately?”

      Karen studied him for several seconds, then took another look at his badge. “You want to talk privately? Can I ask what this is about?”

      Her expression had him assuring her she wasn’t in trouble. He just had a few questions he thought she might be able to answer.

      “Right this way.” Karen led them across the lobby, down a small hallway, and into a break room. “What’s going on?”

      Lee introduced his partner and asked for her full name.

      “Karen Adams.”

      “I need you to promise me something,” Lee began before giving her any specific information.

      “What?”

      “Because of the nature of what we do, can you promise not to discuss our conversation with anyone other than who’s in this room?”

      She frowned, giving him the distinct impression she was thinking, ‘Darn, there goes my gossip line news.’ Thankfully, after a second or two, she nodded.

      “Do you recognize these men?” Lee laid the two photos on the table.

      “I do. Why? What did they do?”

      “Nothing yet,” Lee assured her. “However, let me just say, their reputation proceeds them.”

      Karen winced. “I always thought something was unsettling about the two men. Even last year …”

      “Last year?”

      “Yes, I’m pretty sure they were here sometime last winter. Why?”

      “When did you last see them?” Lee went on, making a note of what they’d just uncovered.

      “In the breakfast room this morning.” Karen frowned. “At least, I think that’s when I saw them.”

      “Were they alone?” Lee followed up. “Did they meet someone?”

      “No, no one,” Karen replied. “They sat at a table next to the windows and ate. That was it.”

      “Did they arrive yesterday?”

      “No.”

      Lee frowned. “No?”

      “No. They arrived just after the first of the year,” Karen went on. “I only saw them once or twice and never with anyone else.”

      “But they arrived in January?”

      “They did.”

      “And they’ve had the same rooms all this time?” He tried something else.

      “Yes, they have. If you have a few minutes, I can give you the exact dates.”

      “That would be great, Karen. Thanks.” Lee smiled. “Just great.”

      “I’ll be right back.”

      “Don’t gush too much,” Gabe replied. “You don’t want her getting any ideas.”

      “Would you like to see if you can do a better job?” Lee offered.

      “You’re doing fine. Carry on.”

      “What do you make of the last year comment?”

      “If true, that opens up an entirely new can of worms.”

      “Okay,” Karen returned before Lee could follow up. “Leonard Shaw is in room 413 and Harvey Crowder is in room 415. They checked in on January 24. On February 1, they said they had to attend to an emergency but would be back. Said they were going to keep their rooms.”

      “When did they return?” asked Lee.

      “Early yesterday.”

      “Any idea what they drive?” Lee tossed out a last-minute question.

      Karen smiled. “I can do one better than that.” She handed him a sticky note. “Here’s the license plate of the car they’re driving.”

      “Did you find anything regarding last year?” Lee circled back.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t,” Karen replied. “That information has been purged from the system, so I’ll need to go through last year’s paperwork by hand.”

      “Thank you. We’d appreciate it.” 

      “Just remember,” Gabe added. “Please keep this conversation between us.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. I will,” Karen assured them. “Do you want me to keep an eye on the men?”

      Lee let her question hang for an extra second before answering. “You don’t need to worry about that. I think we have it covered.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, if that’s all.”

      She was almost out of the room when Gabe called her back. “Karen, just exactly which direction do rooms 413 and 415 face? The cliff?”

      Karen frowned. “Now that you mention it, no. They face the courtyard, which is weird.”

      “Weird, how?” Gabe prodded.

      “This time of year, we’re rarely full,” Karen explained. “That means the rooms on the cliff side fill up first.”

      “Okay,” Lee murmured.

      “The men didn’t want those rooms,” Karen replied. “They wanted to look out over the courtyard.” She shrugged. “I just found it odd.”

      So did Lee. He just didn’t know why.

      “Thank you for your time.” Gabe walked Karen to the door. “Here’s my card. Please call if you have any questions.”

      “Oh, thank you! I sure will.”

      “Where to now?” Gabe asked on their way out.

      “Back to the drawing board … or at least the whiteboard,” Lee grinned. “We have a little more information to add.”

      “Oh, joy!”

      “Want to stay here?” Lee tossed out. “We could snoop.”

      Gabe gave him a disgusted look and led the way to the car. “Let’s eat. I’m starving.”
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        Amanda’s Home

        February 11

        6:15 p.m.

      

      

      By the time Amanda rushed Ethan in the door, she’d kicked herself multiple times for inviting Joe for dinner. Not only was she tired and dusty from spending time in the basement room, but Ethan needed to write a book report. Mostly though, she had zero desire to spend time with her ex-husband.

      “What are we having for dinner, momma?” Ethan asked when he came back from storing his karate gear.

      “I thought I’d make the tater tot casserole recipe Roland’s mom gave me.”

      “Roland’s mom gave you a recipe?”

      “She did.”

      “Why?”

      “Well, I’m assuming because it tasted good.” While she was answering his questions, Amanda put the ground beef in the skillet and started breaking it apart. From there, she went to work chopping onion. 

      “Did Roland like it?” Ethan came back with another question.

      “I’m not sure.”

      “What if I don’t like it?”

      Amanda hesitated before dumping the onions into the frying pan with the beef. “You like cheeseburgers, right?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you like tater tots, right?”

      “Yes.

      “Then you’ll like this.”

      “But what if I don’t?” he continued to push.

      “We’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.”

      She drained the meat, had Ethan add the cheese, then dumped it all into a big dish. With that done, she brought out the tater tots.

      “Line these up across the top, okay?”

      Ethan hesitated an extra second, and experience told her he was worried about something. He just hadn’t decided if he wanted to talk about it.

      Normally, she would have let him work through whatever was, bothering him. He’d talk … eventually. However, with the timer counting down, she didn’t think she had that luxury.

      She let him be until she’d put the dish in the oven. Then she prodded, “What?”

      “My dad is coming to eat with us, right?”

      Amanda glanced at the clock. Time was creeping up on her.

      “He is.” Or at least she thought that to be true — especially since she hadn’t given him an alternative.

      “Is he going to talk to me?”

      “I’m sure he will. Why?”

      “What if?” Ethan began. “What if I don’t know what to say to him?”

      While she didn’t think Ethan would have a hard time talking to Joe, she wasn’t sure it worked both ways. Although the child might sound older, he was still eight. Whether her ex had done his homework on how to treat his son was yet to be seen.

      “Just be yourself, Ethan,” Amanda told him. “Talk to him about what you like. Don’t worry, though. I’ll be right there with you.”

      “You won’t leave me alone with him, will you?”

      “I won’t leave you alone with him until you’re ready. Okay?”

      “Okay,” he sighed.

      The heavy sound worried her. However, she couldn’t do anything right then to fix it. Instead, hoping to settle Ethan a little, she moved the conversation away from Joe.

      “Did you finish one of your books today at school?”

      “Almost.”

      “Which book did you decide to read for the report?”

      “James and the Giant Peach,” Ethan grinned. “It’s shorter.”

      Amanda laughed. “Clever man.”

      Ethan hesitated. “What did you say?”

      “I said, clever man. Why?”

      “Because I’m not a man, silly.” Then he giggled and ran off, leaving her alone in the kitchen with her thoughts.

      A cheeky smile crossed Rene’s face. “Too bad you don’t have a boyfriend.”

      She didn’t need a boyfriend to help her deal with Joe … did she? The memory of her interaction with Lee floated past.

      “I don’t think you need to worry about the gossip line.”

      “Which means,” Lee waved his hand back and forth between them, “this has already hit the airwaves?”

      While she’d heard bits and pieces from the gossip line during the day, nothing revolved around their interaction on the sidewalk. Was that a blessing or a curse?

      Before she could come up with an answer, Joe arrived wearing a disgruntled expression. She wished she could tell him to turn around and leave the grouch behavior behind. Since that wasn’t an option, she made nice. 

      “I’m glad you could come, Joe.”

      “Like I had a choice,” he grumbled.

      “You could have said no.”

      “You wouldn’t have let me see my son.”

      Amanda took a deep breath and refused to let him pull her into anything.

      “Let me get Ethan. He’s reading.”

      “Reading,” Joe mumbled. “Shouldn’t he be playing sports? Hockey, maybe?”

      She wasn’t going to tell him Ethan hadn’t wanted to play hockey. “Ethan plays baseball and soccer,” Amanda explained. “Plus, he’s taking karate. We decided he’s busy enough.”

      “We decided?” Joe repeated. “There was no we about that decision. He should be playing hockey like most kids.”

      Amanda didn’t know exactly what to say. She just knew she needed to defend Ethan’s choices. If she didn’t, she wouldn’t put it past Joe to try to push his will on his son. Before she could come up with something, she glanced up and realized Ethan had heard their conversation.

      “Ethan,” Amanda held out her hand. “Come and say hello to your dad.”

      The little boy looked from her to Joe, then back to her. He waited for another half-second before slowly walking across

      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
      
    

  


OEBPS/images/logo-lessons-2.jpg
L]





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/haven-black-130.jpg
A Haven of Hope for Lost Hearts.






OEBPS/images/image-41974159_s-2.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-41974159_s.jpg






OEBPS/images/happy-endings.jpg
‘Without hope there would be no
happy endings.





OEBPS/images/logo-lessons.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-2k-x-3k-vellum.jpg
SOPHIE BARTOW

T he Tessons
§ of Tove

W =
|3 &







OEBPS/images/welcome-black-2.jpg
Welcome to Swan Harbor






