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DEDICATION

HIDDEN BY FIRE is dedicated to the colors red and emerald green and to first responders and health professionals, especially those in my family.  

 

 


 

 

 

PREVIOUSLY. . . 

 

My name is Maggie Sloan, and I always wanted to be a spy. However, sometimes life has its twists; I couldn’t turn down a full scholarship, and a librarian would be an excellent cover for a spy, right? I never knew it was dangerous to be a librarian until the library explosion tossed me across the front lawn and almost to the parking lot. According to my doctor, the force of the blast left me “a mess” of broken bones.  

Luckily, my imaginary men, Palace Guard and Spike, helped me with physical therapy. I didn’t expect them to stick around, but they did. After a heart-wrenching murder, my best friend and FBI agent, Kate, and my imaginary men toughened me up and taught me some pretty cool shooting and fighting skills. 

You might have noticed I mentioned “imaginary men.” There’s a long story behind that, but the short version is when I was in the hospital, Palace Guard helped me to stand when it appeared that I’d never stand or walk again, and Spike toughed me up, so that I could tackle the three stairsteps that were between me and being released from the hospital.

Did I mention all the murders? Evidently, a librarian with the soul of a spy is a murder magnet. Police Officer Ewing, his name is Kevin, I eventually learned, and my imaginary men stuck with me in my tangles with killers. I dubbed him Larry because he was undercover, and no one told me his name. I was surprised a simple nickname was such a sore point between us, so I lied about it. He adjusted to the nickname, but he still calls me out on any lies. 

Kate asked me to do a little sleuthing for her in Galveston, Texas, and arranged for Larry to work with me. Larry’s smart and a dang good partner most of the time, except he’s competitive and has an annoying streak of not minding his own business.

I can’t imagine being without Larry, Palace Guard, and Spike; when it was time to return from Galveston, Larry and I talked it over: things would be different at home because we wouldn’t be as close. We’ll adjust.

 

 

 

 







CHAPTER ONE

 

I leaned forward in my porch rocker and sharpened my knife while my old brown dog, Lucy, roamed the fenced-in yard. My small, pale-blue cottage out in the country, with a horse farm on one side and a goat farm on the other, suited Lucy, me, and the two imaginary men.  

The familiar odor of the neighbor’s goat farm drifted in with the south wind, and my eyes watered.  I had set my phone on the porch, and it danced as it buzzed. I raised my eyebrows as I answered the phone. “Jennifer?”

“I don’t have much time, Maggie. I never made this call. Got that? Kate will come see you in the morning. She’ll ask you to work with Glenn. Don’t let on that I told you, and don’t say yes until we talk. Come to my house for lunch tomorrow and bring Lucy and your men if you want.” She hung up.

Spike cocked his head, and I shrugged. “It was Kate’s mother. She was mysterious, which is out of character for her, but we’re invited to her house for lunch tomorrow, so maybe we’ll find out what’s going on.”

Palace Guard stood near the back fence. He pointed to the three-foot square bulls-eye target then raised his eyebrows.

I pushed the stray hair away from my face. “Yes, my knife is sharpened now, but Lucy enjoys the yard.”

Spike rocked on his back-porch chair next to me. When he raised his hand, Lucy trotted to him and flopped next to his chair.

“Traitor,” I mumbled as I trudged down the porch steps.

Palace Guard faced the target and pulled his arm back then simulated a knife throw in a smooth arc.

I copied him, and my knife left my hand in a perfect arc then spiraled down.  My throw buried my knife’s tip into the lower quarter of the target, but I had hit the target. 

“At least I hit it.” I turned to Spike to gloat, but he shook his head and waved circles with his hand. 

“What do you mean, again? That was a near-perfect strike,” I snarled.

He shrugged and repeated his again motion.

“You are infuriating.”  I faced the target and prepared to throw then narrowed my eyes as Palace Guard repeated his slow-motion arc and ended with his arm straight and his index finger pointed at the target. 

“I see now. I stopped my arc too early and lost momentum. Rookie mistake. I’m lucky the tip stuck into the wood at all.”

Palace Guard pointed to a car on the road north of us as it sped past the neighbor’s horse farm. Palace Guard held up his forefinger and blew. Smoking gun. 

“Larry’s here. Maybe he finished his special assignment and will be around. I’ve missed him.” I rushed around the house to the driveway and waved. 

He parked and approached the house with his head down. 

“Were you waiting for me? Did Kate already tell you?” he asked. “Let’s go inside.”

“Tell me what?” I asked as I opened the front door. “I haven’t seen you in three and a half months. I’ve received only seventeen texts from you and no phone calls, and the first thing you say is did Kate already tell me? How about hello?”  

Palace Guard and Spike stood at the kitchen table with their arms crossed. Spike scowled at Larry.  

“Hello, guys.” Larry bit his lip then sat on the sofa.

Palace Guard and Spike maintained their stance, and I copied them. 

Larry frowned. “You three make me nervous. Please sit down, Maggie.”

“What’s going on?” I narrowed my eyes.

“My special assignment hasn’t been with the Harperville police department like I kind of said.”

“Oh. I thought it was something bad.” I flopped onto the sofa next to him. “You were on loan to Kate and the FBI again, weren’t you? Of course, that’s why you couldn’t call. I knew that. When do you think you’ll be back to your regular job?”

Larry stared at the floor. “I won’t be coming back to the police department. I’ve been in training for the Georgia Bureau of Investigation at the training center north of Macon.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Why didn’t you tell me about this earlier?”

“I was afraid I’d wash out or that you’d be mad.”

“Well, you’re wrong on both counts. No way would you wash out because you are an awesome law enforcement officer, and I’m not mad because I don’t care. Must be good for your career. Nice of you to drop by.”

I stomped to my bedroom and slammed the door.

“Maggie?” Larry tapped on the door. “I wasn’t ready to tell anybody quite yet, but I needed to see you. You said I’m awesome. Did you mean it? Maggie?”

“Goodbye. Let yourself out.”

I held my breath as his footsteps headed to the front door. I leaned with my ear against the bedroom door. 

He said, “Later, Palace Guard. See ya, Spike.”

The front door clicked as it closed. When his car pulled out of the driveway, I slumped against the door then rushed to peek out my bedroom window as he drove north to the main road.

 I strode to the living room and glared. “Did everybody know about this except me?”

Palace Guard turned away, and Spike shrugged. I stomped out to the back porch, and Lucy followed me. I slammed the door behind her, but when I turned, Palace Guard sat on the steps.

I flounced to my rocker. “First Parker left me when he died then Larry applied for a new job and didn’t tell me. He’ll go off to who knows where, and I’ll never see him again. I guess I’m supposed to be alone.” 

Palace Guard rolled his eyes and laid the back of his hand on his forehead.

“I am not being dramatic,” I growled as my tears dripped onto the porch. I wiped my runny nose on my shirtsleeve then stomped to the door and twisted the doorknob. I pulled and tugged at the door; when it wouldn’t open, I dropped to the floor and sobbed. “I’ve locked myself out.”

Palace Guard reached over me and pushed open the door then smirked.

I glared then my mouth quivered into a smile. “I need to remember which way a door opens the next time I throw a fit.”

*  *  *

The next morning, I rocked on the porch and sipped my coffee as the sky lightened. The low morning fog hung over the field behind my house, and the grass was damp from dew. Lucy stood at the edge of the porch and sniffed the air.

My phone buzzed with a text. Palace Guard and Spike peered over my shoulder as I read the message from Kate Coyle, FBI team leader and my friend. “Got coffee? Be there ten min.”

As I pulled down a cup, Kate whipped open the front door and glided in. She had pulled her long brown hair on top of her head in a floppy version of a ponytail. She was tall, slender, and moved with the grace of a ballerina. “I forgot to tell you I was coming. Who’s cooking breakfast, you or me?” 

She stopped and grinned. “Hey, Spike. Great to see you. Palace Guard here?”

Spike held an imaginary rifle as he marched stiff-legged across the room in his impression of a Buckingham Palace Guard. Kate and I laughed, and Palace Guard narrowed his eyes.

“Must mean yes,” Kate said as she wiped her eyes. “I’d sure like to know why I see Spike but not Palace Guard.”

“I already told you. You aren’t immature enough. Why didn’t you tell me about Larry?” I mixed the batter for blueberry pancakes, my new specialty.

“Not my place. I only knew about his new job in my official capacity. Guess he told you. Good.” Kate pulled out her mother’s sausage patties. 

“Feed your freezer,” Jennifer had said when she delivered the sausage. I smiled as I remembered Jennifer’s kindness.

Kate dropped the patties into a skillet and turned up the heat then gulped down her coffee. “Can’t talk about Larry. Hand me your griddle. I’ll heat it up for you after the sausage is done. Here’s the deal. The county changed your disability status. Your folder was marked temporary, and when they reviewed it last week, the county deemed your disability had ended. Case closed.”

“That’s great news, but I saw my file when I tried to fight it after the hospital released me. It was labeled permanent.” I raised my eyebrows. “Magical change? That’s excellent.”

“Isn’t it, though? But the reason I’m here is to tell you I need you for spy stuff. Actually, Dad does. His detective agency won the contract for the case assigned to Rosa before she died, but let’s talk after we eat.” Kate placed the hot sausages on the plate I’d covered with a paper towel. 

I put my hands on my hips. “I adore Glenn, but I’m not interested.”

Kate opened the refrigerator and handed me the blueberries then pointed to my mixing bowl. I folded the blueberries into the batter.

 She refilled our coffee cups and set the silverware and maple syrup on the table then settled into her seat. “Dad needs somebody to do his legwork.  That’s where you come in now that you’re eligible for employment.”

She sipped her coffee. “This is excellent. Just like I taught you.” She grinned. “Dad also forgot to tell Mom he has two contracts, and she got mad and quit the Coyle Detective Agency. Now he needs somebody to replace Mom.”

Kate jumped up and pulled out the butter. “You know anybody else who needs a job? Mom said she’d be happy to train her replacement as long as she didn’t have to work with Dad in the office. That man’s office is what she said. I’ve never seen her so angry.”

I plated Kate’s pancakes and set them in front of her. “Another reason for me not to get involved. I don’t want Jennifer mad at me.”

Kate buttered her pancakes, and as the butter oozed down the side, she poured on the syrup. “We have a new potential recruit that needs an independent field evaluation. Dad’s first contract is to interview the candidate. The second contract is to analyze some data. Did you know Dad reinjured his leg? Dad’s doctor ordered him to stay off his feet and give his leg a chance to heal.”

I narrowed my eyes. “I don’t see where Glenn needs any help to analyze data. I’m not interested.” 

Kate shrugged. “Might require some travel. What do you think about Mobile, Alabama?”

“Now that’s tempting. At the truck stop diner that we liked? Will I fry fish or be the breakfast cook?”

Kate poked holes in her pancakes with her fork then poured more syrup. “Lucy can stay with Mom and Dad if you go out of town. Just two weeks. If you don’t love the job, you can come home.” Kate cut her pancakes then swallowed her first bite. “Mmm. Good.” She wiped the dripping syrup off her hand.

I scowled. “You said that before too. Two weeks and the come home part.”

She snickered. “Don’t burn your pancakes.”

I rescued my pancakes and joined Kate at the table. After I’d eaten half of my two pancakes, I scooted back my chair. “More coffee? I should have made only one for myself. I’m stuffed.”

“Lightweight.” Kate cleared the table except for our cups. “I’ll do the dishes. You cooked.”

While she filled the sink with hot, soapy water, Kate said, “Your hair needs a touch up. You going gray this time or red?”

“I was looking at my roots the other day. I like my natural color.”

Kate rinsed the griddle and examined my hair. “Might be interesting. You could cut your hair extra-short. Call your mother.”

“She’d hang up on me and schedule an appointment.” 

“Yep, she would.” Kate tossed the dish towel to the sink. 

I pouted. “I could ask Larry if he were here.”

“I gotta go. You never saw me.”

She strode to the door. “Text him.”  She waved to Spike then slammed the door.

“Have you ever noticed Kate is never here? And Jennifer never called me,” I said, and Spike did his wacky dance.

Palace Guard bounced on his toes and stretched. He wore his running shoes, shorts, and shirt.

“Good idea.” I rushed to my bedroom and changed then hurried to the front porch to stretch.

“Horses or goats?” I asked.

Palace Guard leapt off the porch and headed south.

“Goats it is,” I shouted with glee as I chased him down the road. Palace Guard stopped at the goat farm and leaned on the fence. When I joined him, he pointed to the new babies’ shed where triplets gamboled under their mother’s watchful eye.

“Thanks. I needed to see cuteness.” I kicked at the bottom of the sturdy fence post. “I told Larry before we left Galveston that I was terrified something would happen to him.” I sniffed back my unwelcome tears. “I didn’t give him a chance to talk at all yesterday, did I?”

Palace Guard shook his head and patted my shoulder then jogged toward the house until I raced past him. Palace Guard caught up with me in two strides. When we reached the end of the goat farm fence, he dove headfirst into the field next to my small cottage, and I plunged into the tall grass with him. I kept my head down and listened. A car speeding toward my house from the north. Palace Guard peered over the grass then blew on his finger. Smoking gun.

We rose, and he waited while I brushed the dried grass and dirt off my clothes. Larry pulled into my driveway and stepped out of his car as Spike and Lucy bounded out of the house. Palace Guard waved, and I raced to Larry as he held out his arms for my finish line. I crashed into him, and he wrapped his arms around me. We laughed, and he held onto me.

I leaned against him. This is nice.

“Maggie, I signed the final papers at the police department and am on my way out of town. I have two more weeks of training left. Eleven days. I don’t know...” He swallowed hard and glanced at Palace Guard who nodded.

I leaned back and met Larry’s gaze as he searched my face. Spike tapped his foot in impatience. 

“I don’t know where I’ll be going, but I want you with me wherever it is. Will you think about it?”

My eyes widened. “I was cranky and not nice at all yesterday. Does this mean you aren’t mad at me?”

“Here. Keep this for me.” He handed me his new Texas Tech ball cap then stroked my cheek with his fingertips as he kissed my gaping mouth with a soft kiss.

“Yes.” He released me and chuckled. Palace Guard held up his hand, and Larry smacked a high-five then kissed me lightly again. 

“Two weeks.” He waved as he drove away.

“Two weeks,” I mumbled as I returned his wave.

As I walked into the house, I asked, “Did you two know about this?”

Spike grinned and nodded, and Palace Guard smiled.

I grabbed my phone. “I have two weeks. I don’t know what to think about Larry now, and I still don’t know what to do about my hair. I’ll call a neutral party. I’ll call Ella.”

Ella picked up right away. “That you, Maggie? How did you know I needed to talk to you?”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I was laid off. I have until noon to pick up my things from the warehouse. I picked up my phone to call you then it rang. Are you busy?”

“Not at all. We can talk on the way there.”

“I’m downtown having my nails done. I’ll pick you up in thirty minutes. You still at your little house out in the country?”

“Sure am. See you soon.”

Spike held his nose and waved his hand in front of his face.

“I planned to shower, Spike. Don’t be such a nag.”

I dressed after my shower, and Palace Guard, Spike, and I waited for Ella on the front porch while Lucy investigated the front yard.

“I met Ella before the explosion. I told you about her pie shirt. It said pi Fixes Everything, pi like 3.14.” 

Spike stuck out his tongue and fake-coughed in an exaggerated gag, and I snorted.

“You’re just irritated because you didn’t think of it first.” 

I called Jennifer. “I have a friend who might be looking for a job.”

“Bring her with you for lunch,” Jennifer whispered then hung up.

After Ella pulled into the driveway, I opened the passenger’s door and glanced at the backseat. “Are those new seat covers, Ella? That pale cream color is beautiful.”

She beamed. “Not too new. I had the car reupholstered when I got it last year. It’s a great car, but the seats were ripped.”

 “Will we have time to pick up your things then come back here to pick up Lucy? We’ve all been invited to lunch.”

“More than enough. Jump in.” Ella’s dark-brown eyes twinkled, and her round chocolate-cream face dimpled as she smiled.

“Tell me about this layoff,” I said as she pulled out of the driveway. 

“It’s technically a furlough, not a layoff, because we can be recalled, but furlough sounds too much like a vacation to me. The company’s new second warehouse at the other end of town burned down two weeks ago. Did you hear about it?”

I shuddered from the memory of the intense fire at Diane’s Diner. “I hadn’t heard about it. Was anyone hurt?”

“The fire was during the night shift, but everyone got out safely. We’re convinced it was arson, but the fire marshal hasn’t completed his investigation. The company can’t afford to rebuild for a while, so they shuffled people around. The company furloughed over half of the mid-management staff at my facility. Can you believe I’m mid-management?” Ella chuckled.

“I’m not surprised. You’re awesome.”

“I don’t have much to pick up. I don’t keep personal items at work like most people: you know, pictures and stuff. I have my favorite pens and my lamp from home. Everything else stays. I just needed the moral support. I understand the circumstances, but I still have a deflated ego. That’s why I called you. Or almost called you. You’re a great confidence-booster.” Ella patted my hand. “Now what do you have for me?”

“I’m interested in your thoughts about my hair. I’ve got options. I could go all gray again, go red again, or cut it all off and let it be my natural whatever color it is: light brown, I guess.”

“What do you want to do?”

I stared at her. If I knew that, why would I ask?

“Gotcha.” She laughed. “You just think about that.”

Palace Guard reached from the back and patted her shoulder.

“Thanks,” she said. “Maggie, did you know I have a guardian angel when you’re around? She just patted me on the shoulder.”

I’d be in big trouble if I repeated that Ella called Palace Guard “she.” 

I glanced at Palace Guard, and he shook his finger at me. 

When I smiled my sweet I’d never do that smile, he glared.

Ella pulled into the warehouse parking lot, waved to the security guard, and parked at the front door.  “I’ll leave you here with the engine running. You’re my excuse to run in and back out. Look like my pitiful friend or something.” She guffawed as she grabbed her shopping bag and climbed out. 

I pulled down the visor and practiced pitiful looks in the mirror while Palace Guard’s shoulders shook in laughter. I realized the security guard was laughing too and pretended to check my nonexistent makeup. I flipped up the visor when Ella came outside with her bag.

“What were you doing? The security guard was laughing at my car when I came out.” Ella peered at me.

“Being pitiful. Did you get everything you wanted?”

“Sure did. Including some information. Will we investigate the fire? Because one of my nightshift friends saw a man with a gas can run away from the warehouse right before the fire alarm went off. My money’s on the fire marshal finding evidence of an accelerant.”

“I hope we won’t, but I do have more that I forgot to tell you. My disability was temporary after all, and it expired.”

“That’s great news. We’re both out of work. That means we can open our own business. I’m a good marketer. I’ll get us a contract. What do we call our new company? Magella? That has a nice ring.” 

While we sat at the red light, she tapped the steering wheel and furrowed her brow. “Do we have a retirement plan?”

When I laughed, she winked. “Not everybody gets my humor.”

I wiped my eyes. “How’s your daughter doing in DC?”

“She loves the big city. I told her I don’t know whose child she is. I couldn’t tolerate the traffic, but she’s young and lives close to work. She has friends, and that’s important. So, where will we go for lunch?”

“Jennifer Coyle invited us. We’ll go to her house. She might know about a job opportunity.”

“Oh good. We can write this off as a business expense. You ask Ms. Coyle for a receipt.” Ella snickered.

I smiled. “You just keep calling her Ms. Coyle.”

“Sounds like you’re trying to get me into trouble,” Ella said as she pulled into my driveway. I let Lucy out of the house, and after the five of us piled into my car, I headed to the Coyles’ house.

Glenn’s truck was in the driveway. When Lucy yipped, Jennifer rushed out of the house. She was short: not quite as short as I am, but short by Coyle standards. She was slender, and her short blond hair had a halo of silver around her face. Spike opened the car door for Lucy, and she bounded to Jennifer. Jennifer sat on the porch steps, hugged Lucy, and cooed. 

“Jennifer, this is Ella. Ella, Jennifer.” Mother would be proud of my manners.

“Come on in.” Jennifer rose and opened the front door. Lucy scrambled to get inside the house. 

“Maggie, I wanted you to talk to Glenn before you committed to working with him. He’s here,” Jennifer whispered. “He has to stay home now, but I can tolerate that. My turf.” She wiggled her eyebrows, and I snorted.

Jennifer peered at Ella. “You look familiar, Ella. Weren’t you a library volunteer at the middle school?”

“I didn’t think you’d remember, Ms. Coyle. You must have had a hundred volunteers to schedule.”

“It’s so nice to see you.” Jennifer hurried down the steps and linked her arm into Ella’s. “Call me Jennifer. Do you remember the time...” 

My imaginary men gaped, and I stared as the two women chatted as they strolled into the house.

“Guess we can go in too,” I said. Spike shrugged, and Palace Guard nodded.

When we entered the den, Glenn sat in his chair with his leg propped up. He smiled while he massaged Lucy’s neck and shoulders. “Hi, Maggie. Men with you?”

I dropped onto the sofa. “Sure are. So, what secret do you have that I can’t tell anybody because they already know?”

He laughed. “You’ve been talking to the Coyle women. That’s too subtle for me. I’m what you call transparent.”

“Simple. I call you simple,” Jennifer called from the kitchen.

“She’s not as mad as she was yesterday when she called me a cicada,” Glenn whispered.

I snickered then told him about Larry.

He examined my face. “Two weeks isn’t long. What will you tell him?”

Spike sat on the floor in front of me, propped up his face with his hands, and fluttered his eyelashes. 

“Cut it out, Spike. We’re having a serious discussion. I don’t know, Glenn. I can’t bear to be away from him, and I worry about him all the time, but I don’t know.”

“Sorry I can’t see the men,” Glenn said. “Can Larry?”

When I nodded, he whistled. “Impressive. Well, we’ve got two weeks to figure this out.”

“Kate said you need help, and she mentioned Mobile, Alabama.”

“I have two contracts, but I don’t know anything about Mobile. The first contract is easy. I’m supposed to interview and evaluate a potential recruit. The interview should be less than an hour then I’ll spend a couple of hours on the evaluation. The second one is less well-defined. I’m supposed to receive some documents from a courier. I’m not clear on the type of data, but maybe it needs interpretation more than analysis. I know it’s not much to go on, but what do you think?”

“It wouldn’t hurt to have something to keep me busy.”

“I love it. Your brains, and my years of experience and bumbling. Unbeatable combination.” Glenn chuckled. “Let’s start tomorrow morning. We need to get you a laptop so you’ll have tools when we’re strategizing. Otherwise, the office will give you more space and a better set up. Laptop, anything else?”

“I’ll bring my laptop tomorrow. That may be all I need.”

Jennifer appeared in the doorway. “Lunch is ready. We can eat on the patio if you like.”

“Sounds great,” Glenn said. 

“We’ll wheel you out.” Jennifer rolled a wheelchair into the den and locked the wheels. Glenn eased into the seat, and she pushed him to the patio door. Ella slipped into the den, and Jennifer introduced her to Glenn.

“Surprise,” Jennifer said as she opened the sliding glass patio door. “I built a ramp yesterday so you can wheel in and out without someone pushing you.”

Glenn laughed. “You are one amazing woman.”

“First smart thing you’ve said in weeks.” Jennifer’s blue eyes twinkled. “Y’all head out. I’ve already set the patio table. I’ll bring out sandwiches.”

I headed to the kitchen. “I’ll pour drinks.”

“I’ll help you carry them,” Ella said. She followed me into the kitchen. “Maggie, Jennifer hired me to manage the office. She’ll work with me the rest of the week to get me started.”

We trooped out to the patio. After we had our fill of chicken salad sandwiches and fresh carrot and cucumber sticks with Jennifer’s spicy jalapeno dip, Jennifer asked, “You’re going to work with Glenn, right? I’ll feed you breakfast if you’re here by seven. Ella and I will meet at the office at eight.”

“I’ll be here,” I said.

“Glenn, we’re all set for tomorrow. You want to relax out here or in the air conditioning?”

I rose. “I’ll clear the table and do the dishes then we’ll go so you can rest, Glenn.”

“I’ll let you clear the table for me, but I’m particular about how my dishwasher is loaded,” Jennifer said. “Glenn, see if the ramp works for you.”

On our way to my house, Ella asked, “Did you decide about your hair?”

“Maybe my natural color. I’m still thinking.”

After Ella left, I cleaned the bathrooms and changed the sheets on my bed. As I swept the great room, Spike fake-sneezed. 

I glared. “If the dust bothers you, go outside. Sometimes I need actual sweeping to clear the cobwebs out of my head, so I can think.”

When I swept the broom over his feet, he fell to the floor in a swoon and grinned up at me, and I chuckled. “You’re not helping, but that was funny.”

When my phone rang, I dashed to pick it up then frowned. Why did I think it would be Larry?

“Hello, Mother. I was thinking about you earlier.”

“Hello, Margaret. Big D and I would like to invite you to dinner tonight. You aren’t seeing anybody are you? Big D’s nephew is in town and will meet us at Vecchia Nonna. He’s a bigshot lawyer in Atlanta. We’ll pick you up at six. You were thinking about me? That’s nice.”

“I need to do something with my hair. Do you think your stylist can work me in?”

Mother hung up. 

I stared at the phone, and Palace Guard smiled.

“You’d think I’d get used to it. My theory is her hearing aids have a built-in delay, but I’m not sure how a delay explains why she still never says goodbye.”

I poured a glass of sweet tea and sat at the kitchen table. Palace Guard sat with me, and we stared at my phone. Before I emptied my glass, Mother called back.

“Margaret, your appointment with Doris is in thirty minutes. Color and cut.”  Click.

After my quick shower, Palace Guard and I left Spike and Lucy snoozing on the sofa. When we entered the shop, Doris greeted me at the door. She was the same age as Mother, but her swollen ankles told of the years she’d carried her extra weight and the long hours she’d spent on her feet. Her hair was dyed boot-black, and her wispy, pale eyebrows were defined with a fine black penciled-in arch that gave her a permanently surprised look.

“Cut and color, right? Did you have anything in mind?”

“Not short. I think I’d like something close to my natural hair color. Light brown?”

Doris waved toward her chair. “You still have a lot of red streaks. I think we can work that. Did you know your mother would love for you to be blond again?”

“I’m not surprised.”

After I sat in the chair, she floated the cape around me and fastened it in the back then lifted sections of my hair and examined all the layers. “With your Texas tan and your green eyes, we can go with just about any color you like. You have a natural red in your hair, and your soft curls help me to work in highlights. Let’s go with shoulder length.”

Doris combed out my tangles then snipped away under Palace Guard’s watchful eye. She positioned herself in front of me and pulled down on the front side sections of my hair. When Doris was satisfied the sides were even, she said, “Now to mix. Be right back.”

 

 


CHAPTER TWO

 

Palace Guard raised his eyebrows when Doris returned. When I swiveled the chair to look, I stared. She had four small bowls on a tray. She turned me away from the mirror then placed her tray on her work stand.

“This will be perfect for you,” she said as she sectioned my hair. I closed my eyes and breathed in through my nose and out through my pursed lips to calm the looming panic.

Doris placed a plastic cap that reminded me of a shower cap over my head. “Okay, Maggie. Let’s get you under the hair dryer for a bit.” After I was seated, she pulled down the large silver dome and turned it on. The roar of the dryer drowned out all the sounds around me. I checked my phone. Nothing.

Palace Guard sat at the dryer seat next to me and peered at my phone. He blew on his finger. 

“What do I say?” I mumbled then chewed on my thumbnail before I tapped. “Getting haircut and colored. Ready for a surprise?”

Palace Guard grinned and held up his hand. I smacked a high-five as the dryer cut off. When Doris raised her eyebrows, I brushed away the imaginary pesky fly, and Palace Guard smirked.

“Let’s give you a rinse then I’ll blow dry, and we’ll see what we have.” Doris pointed to the shampoo bowl.

I leaned back and enjoyed the warm water. When Doris turned off the water, she wrapped my head with a towel then the three of us trooped to her stylist’s station. She whirled me to face away from the mirror, towel-dried my hair, and hummed as she eased the comb through my curls. Palace Guard cocked his head and peered as she worked.

She turned on her portable hair dryer and attacked my hair with a bristly brush. When she turned off the dryer, she whipped the chair around. “What do you think?”

“Beautiful work, Doris,” a stylist said as she came closer to examine my hair.

Doris peered at me. “You like it?”

I turned my head from side to side. My hair was pale blond with copper red and dark blond and dark red streaks. “Looks like I spend all my time on the beach. I didn’t expect this much red.”

“Sun-kissed. That’s exactly the look I was going for.” Doris beamed. “Here’s a mirror. Check the back.” She twirled the chair, and I held up the mirror.

“Doesn’t look like me.” I furrowed my brow as I squinted at the back.

Doris guffawed. “Said the girl who dyed her platinum blond hair black then gray before she went to all red.”

Palace Guard nodded. 

“It’ll grow on ya, Tell your mother hi for me. She already paid me and gave me a nice tip. Off you go.”  Doris whipped away my cape with a flourish, and I rose in a daze then squinted at the mirror again before I headed to the door. 

When I climbed into the car, my phone buzzed.

Larry: “Will I like it?”

Palace Guard leaned over the back seat and read. He smiled and shook his head then winked.

“Good idea. I don’t know if this counts as getting even or not, but I like it.”

I tapped. “PG says no.”

On our way home, I said, “If we were in Galveston, I’d stop for a taco to celebrate. Let’s go for a long run.”

I pulled into the driveway and parked then we hurried inside to change to running clothes. I checked in the backyard for Spike and Lucy and rushed back inside. “I can’t find Lucy.”

Palace Guard pointed south.

“Goat farm? I’ll bet they’re checking out the babies. I’ll change.”

When we dashed out the door, Spike and Lucy sauntered up the driveway. Spike froze.

“Do you think Larry will like it?” I asked.

Spike rolled his eyes. 

“You think so?” I frowned as I patted my hair.

Lucy stopped for me to scratch her ears before they went inside.

Palace Guard trotted down the driveway, and I chased him. We ran past the goat farm and around the corner then continued to the next farm before we looped back to return. We continued north past the horse farm to the highway. We wheeled around and sprinted home. When we ran inside, I collapsed on the sofa. “Good run.”

Spike pointed to my phone. I had a text.  

Jennifer: “Blueberry pancakes or cinnamon rolls?”

I smiled as I tapped. “Cinnamon rolls.”

My phone rang. I’m a regular social butterfly.

“Hello, Mother.”

“Doris called me. She said your hair is stunning and that I’ll love it. Do you love it? I forgot to remind you that Vecchia Nonna is a fancy restaurant. Wear something nice. See you at six.”

I stared at my phone. “Now what does that mean? What do I have that is nice?”

I hurried to my bedroom and frowned at the clothes in my closet. Black pants, my red boots, and what? I flipped through my running shirts until I reached the pale green blouse that Jennifer bought me. Perfect. Disaster averted.

I spent the rest of the afternoon on my computer researching less-common types of crimes for a quick refresher. At five-thirty, I showered then dressed. As I examined my hair in the mirror, Spike pointed to the drawer where I had dumped the makeup I never used.

“What the heck. I have five minutes. Were you teasing me about my hair color?” I applied the pale rose lipstick and stared at my face. “Not too clownish, right?”

Spike held up his two thumbs, and I turned away from the mirror before I scrubbed away any signs of the lipstick.

Sergeant Arrington pulled into my driveway right at six o’clock, and Mother waved as I locked the door. “Come on, Margaret. We’re ready to go.”

When I reached the car, Palace Guard was in the back seat in his dress uniform. As I slid into the back seat, I smiled and whispered, “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome, Maggie,” Sergeant Arrington said. “It’s nice to see you.”

“My Duane hasn’t seen his nephew since Christopher was a child, but now he’s a lawyer in Atlanta, an up-and-comer as they say. What does that even mean? Christopher has a meeting in the morning. I didn’t catch who the meeting was with. I was paying attention to Franklin. I would have brought my sweet cat along because I know you love him so much, Margaret, but Big D said Franklin would be more comfortable at home where he could roam and stretch out. Your hair is stunning. Isn’t it, Big D? Doris was right. Did you know...”

I leaned back and listened to the lilt in Mother’s voice. Her red hair glistened in the light, and her green eyes sparkled when she glanced at Sarge. She wore her favorite pink, blue, and bright green tropical blouse, and Sarge wore a crisp, white shirt with a blue tie that matched Mother’s cornflower blue slacks. I snickered. I wear black pants; Mother wears cornflower slacks.

When we reached the restaurant on the outskirts of town, Sarge parked at the front entrance and opened Mother’s door then mine. Palace Guard put his hand on his heart, and I nodded.  Vecchia Nonna Ristorante was lettered in gold Old World script on the bright red canopy that protected the entryway from sun or rain. 

While we waited for Sarge, Mother said, “We found this restaurant not long after it opened. Big D proposed to me here. Very romantic.” 

We strolled inside the fancy, romantic restaurant. I inhaled the aromas of garlic, herbs, and warm, fresh bread and stared at the high, domed ceiling. The paintings on the wall were reminiscent of the Baroque flamboyance. The ornate crystal chandelier and amber lighting added to the ambiance of an Old-World banquet room. The soft background music was classical violin, and the lush, pale orange carpeting and white tablecloths muffled the clinks of dishes and the conversations. The servers wore black pants, white shirts, and bow ties. The host rushed to greet us. He wore a black vest with Maurice embroidered on the pocket.  “Sergeant, your table is ready. Follow me, please.”

Maurice led us to a table for six. “You’ll be more comfortable here. More elbow room,” he said. 

I glanced at Palace Guard as Sarge pulled out Mother’s chair, and Maurice pulled out mine. When Palace Guard wiggled his eyebrows, I cleared my throat behind my hand to hide my snicker. I picked up the oversized menu, and Palace Guard peered over my shoulder. 

A thought drifted through my mind. Where are the tacos? I pursed my lips then peeked at Palace Guard, and he winked.

I glanced at the ceiling. It’s going to be a long night.

Our server appeared at our table and placed glasses of iced water and sweet tea in front of each of us. She was as short as me but a little heavier. The purple streaks in her dark-brown hair and her lip ring left no doubt of her individuality and set her apart from the rest of the staff.  She grinned. “Shall we start with an appetizer?”

“Our usual, please,” Sarge said. 

Our server hurried to put in the order.

“What do you think, Margaret. Isn’t this nice?”

“It’s definitely upscale for Harperville, Mother.”

“That’s the perfect word. Upscale. We have news. You tell her, Big D. It’s your news.”

Sarge patted Mother’s hand. “My retirement was approved, and I retire at the end of this month. We purchased an RV and will tour the US.”

“I’m so excited,” Mother said. “We’ve talked about nothing but where we will travel. It’s our time to see sights and wander.”

“No schedule,” Sarge said.

“Except for meals,” Mother said. “We won’t miss any meals.”

A young man in a gray suit strode to our table. He was shorter and stockier than Sarge. He looks nothing like Sarge. Must resemble his mother’s side of the family.  

“Uncle Duane?” the young man asked.

Sarge and his nephew shook hands then Sarge said, “Come meet my wife and her daughter.” 

After the introductions, Christopher sat in the chair Mother had insisted we leave for him between Sarge and me. 

“I understand you’re a librarian,” Christopher said after the server brought his water, tea, and appetizer plate.

Sarge snorted, and Mother beamed.

“I am. Well, I was,” I said. Please don’t tell me you went into a library once.

“I visited the New York City Library once...” 

My eyes widened, Palace Guard’s mouth opened, and Sarge’s eyes narrowed.

“I just said something dumb, didn’t I? Let me start over.” He frowned at his plate then rose and strode to the front door then went outside.

Mother’s hand flew over her mouth. “Did you say something that upset him, Margaret? He didn’t go outside to cry, did he? Does Big D need to go find him? I think I have tissues.” She opened her purse and rummaged for her packet of tissues.

Sarge patted Mother’s hand. “They’re fine. It’s how young people get acquainted these days.”

“I didn’t know that. You are so smart.”

Sarge smiled. “Let’s step outside for a minute. The sunset should be glorious.” 

Sarge offered his arm then they strolled to the restaurant patio as Mother talked and waved her free hand and Sarge nodded.

Christopher returned to his seat. “Hi, Maggie. I think I need to start over.”

I smiled. “Tell me what you do. I was told you are a lawyer.”

“Much better way to start,” he said. “I passed the Georgia bar exam and landed a job, and now I’m in training.”

“Congratulations. I was a librarian until I was injured. I start a new job next week. More data-related than strictly librarian.”

“For the record, I was totally intimidated by the New York Library. What kind of data are you interested in?”

“Mostly demographics.”

“We may have something in common after all,” he said as he placed his napkin on his lap. “I know what demographics means.”

As we laughed, Sarge and Mother returned.

“Oh good,” Mother said. “You made up. We won’t have an awkward dinner after all. Can we order now?”

Our server appeared as though she’d been summoned, and I stared at my menu. 

Christopher held up his menu and whispered. “I hear the rustic linguini is the best.” 

“Rustic linguini,” I said. 

“Same for me,” Christopher said. 

After we ordered, Mother said, “I’d never been on the patio before. I was transported to Italy.”

“Shall we?” Christopher asked.

When we rose, Palace Guard narrowed his eyes. As we strolled to the patio, Palace Guard crowded me to walk between us.

“It is comfortable out here,” Christopher said when we stepped out onto the patio. “I expected flies.”

“It’s the breeze,” I said. “When it stops, the gnats swarm.”

“Just like Atlanta,” he said. “Have you always lived in Harperville?”

“I have. I’ve traveled some, but I always come back. What about you?”

“I grew up in Atlanta. I’m not sure if I’ve ever been in a small town before. Have you known my uncle long?”

How did he know about the rustic linguini? I smiled. “Seems like I’ve known him forever. He and Mother are very happy.” 

“I remembered him as a gruff cop.”

“That was my first impression too.” 

Palace Guard tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to our table.

“Mother and Sarge must have looked at the artwork. She’s always been involved with the arts. They’re returning, and our food is on the table,” I said. “Time to go inside.”

“Why don’t we have them bring it out here?” Christopher rubbed his hand across the tiled mosaic table. “Seems more authentic.”

“You do that. I’m eating where I don’t have to depend on a fickle breeze.” Palace Guard and I headed inside. Palace Guard scowled as Christopher shrugged and followed us.

“Shall we lock him outside?” I whispered after I closed the door. Palace Guard grinned at my wicked smile and nodded.

When we had finished eating, Mother frowned at her purse. ““Excuse me. My phone’s been buzzing. I need to peek.”

She rose with her purse and headed to the women’s restroom. I grabbed mine and followed her. 

When we were in the fancy foyer, she pulled out her phone. “Oh no.” She dropped onto the loveseat. 

“What’s wrong, Mother?” I moved to her side and peered over her shoulder. “Uh oh. You double-booked.”

“It’s a big reception in recognition of Harriet’s sales. She reached some milestone. A million dollars in sales or something. I can’t miss that. I’ve got thirty minutes to get there. Go with us. You like Harriet. There will be lots of people there.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t. Ella and I have plans for this evening. She can pick me up here.”

“I remember Ella. She’s been your friend since before the explosion.” She rose but paused when she reached the door. “Wait. What do we do about Christopher?”

“Easy. Invite him to go along. He can follow you. Lawyers need to network. This is perfect for him.”

When Mother opened the door, two women came in. After they continued on to the restroom, Mother said, “You are always thinking, Margaret. It’s a great networking opportunity.”

“I’ll be right there, Mother.” After she left, I sat on the fancy loveseat and called Ella.

“Can you pick me up at the new Italian restaurant, Vecchia Nonna, outside of town?”

“Sure. When?”

“Fifteen minutes?”

“I’ll be there right away. What’s wrong? Shall I call nine-one-one?”

“No. I’m fine. I came to dinner with Mother and Sarge, but Mother remembered another commitment and has to leave.”

“Harriet’s fancy reception? And you didn’t want to go? Imagine that.” She chuckled. “Sure, I’ll be there in ten minutes. What are we going to do? Go for ice cream or plaster the warehouse with toilet paper?”

I snickered. “We can decide. See you soon.”

Before I left the foyer, the server came in. “The sergeant paid the bill then he and your mother left. I think they were in a rush. That stranger who joined your table is waiting by the door. Do you need a ride?”

“Thank you. A friend is coming to pick me up.” I peered at her nametag. Sierra.

“If you’re sure. There’s something about him that set me on edge. He’s nice enough and not crude like the guy from Atlanta who came in yesterday with his big city attitude, but he’s hiding something. My gut feeling.” She shrugged.

“Good insight. I’ll wait close to the host station for my friend.”

“I’ll have your back,” she said.

Small towns in Georgia. Everybody’s nice. I brushed away a tear. I’m getting sentimental.

After I left the restroom, I scanned the restaurant.  Christopher scrolled through his phone as he sat on the bench. Can’t pass this up. 

I raised my phone and snapped a quick picture. He glanced up, but Sierra stepped in front of me and smiled. “Good idea.”

Maurice was in conversation at a table. He glanced up and glared when I snapped the photo. He strode to his stand, and his smile didn’t reach his eyes as I neared him. “Did you enjoy the rustic linguine? The young man asked me what was best, and I told him my favorite was the rustic linguine.”

“It was delicious. Thank you for the recommendation.”

He smirked as he stacked the menus.

When I approached Christopher’s bench, I asked, “You’re not going to the reception?”

“Uncle Duane gave me good directions. I’ll wait with you until your ride shows up.” 

While I stood near the door, Christopher scrolled on his phone but scanned the room without lifting his head. 

Two weeks. Then what? Another kiss? I smiled.

When Ella stopped at the entrance, I said, “Here she is. It was nice to meet you. I know you’ll enjoy Harriet’s reception.”

He frowned as he glanced up. “Yeah.”

I hurried to Ella’s car, and Palace Guard and I climbed inside. “Thanks, Ella.”

“Love your hair. Ice cream emergency?” she asked as she sped to the highway.

“Absolutely.”

*  *  *

We stood in front of the glass case. “We need to press our noses against the glass,” Ella said. 

“You wouldn’t be the first,” the ice cream clerk said.

I read the board. “I’ll have the toffee crunch. Two scoops in a waffle cone.”

“Same for me,” Ella said.

We carried our cones out to the patio table. “Ready? Go,” Ella said.

We bit the bottoms off the cones and attacked our ice cream. Ice cream dripped down my hand, and I licked my fingers then bit the bottom of the cone a second time. 

Ella grabbed her forehead. “Dang. Brain freeze. Gets me every time.”

I was close to winning our ice cream competition when Ella shoved her remaining ice cream and cone into her mouth.

“You are such a cheater.” I slammed my hand on the wrought iron table. “That’s not allowed in the rules.”

“Another one of your made-up-after-the-fact rules? You are still a terrible loser.” She grinned. “So, what’s up with Larry?”

I caught her up except for one little detail. 

“Ha. He kissed you, didn’t he? About time.”

“That’s why it’s so easy for you to cheat. You have ESP.”

I flipped my hair, headed to the car, and waited with my arms crossed. When Ella unlocked the doors, I said, “Ella’s Super Powers.”

Ella guffawed. “Proud of yourself? Should be because my ESP failed; I didn’t see that coming.”

“We’ve got a big day tomorrow. Ready to drop me off?” I yawned.

“Sure am, Party Animal. As long as you don’t tell anyone we called it a night at eight-thirty.”

After Ella dropped us off at my house, Palace Guard and I waved as she sped north.

“She loves to go fast,” I said. When we went inside the house, Spike wiggled his eyebrows and held his hands behind his ears.

“Let’s sit on the porch while Lucy patrols the yard.”

I told Spike about the fancy restaurant, Christopher, the party for Harriet, and Ella. By the time I finished, all three of us were yawning, and Lucy had fallen asleep on the porch.

“Time to go to bed, Lucy,” I said. Spike stroked her back, and she opened her eyes then plodded to the door. As I climbed into bed, my phone buzzed.

Larry: “Good night. Miss you. Tell PG thanks for the warning.”

I chuckled then replied, “Two weeks.”

*  *  *

I set my alarm for six, but Lucy’s click-clicks as she trotted into my room woke me at five-thirty. I let her out back, made a cup of coffee, and stepped out onto the porch. The cicadas buzzed the warning of rain for the day, and the thick, humid air frizzed my hair.

“Ready for breakfast, girl?”

Lucy trotted to the porch and nosed the door. While she ate, I dressed for work then sent Larry a text. “Ten days.”

Before I left, I jammed on Larry’s Texas Tech ball cap. Fog covered the roadway, and when I reached the Coyles’, the light raindrops sparkled on the lawn grass and created tiny diamonds. I parked in front of the house and knocked on the door. Jennifer opened the door and grinned. “Ella called from the office a few minutes ago. I’d given her a key, and she’s already organized the files. Why didn’t we bring her in earlier? How do you want your eggs?”

“One egg, over medium. Ella’s a force.”

Jennifer chuckled. “That’s for sure. There’s a surprise for you on the patio. Ella will be here in a few minutes to pick me up. After we go over her list of supplies and do a few things at the office, we plan to go shopping.”

“Good, you’re here,” Glenn said as I followed Jennifer into the dining room. “Enjoy your breakfast. I have all my notes ready for you to review.” Glenn wheeled away from the table and headed to the patio.

“Ella’s here. See you later,” Jennifer said.

After I ate, I carried out a fresh pot of coffee and two cups with me to the patio. On my way, my phone buzzed. After I poured our coffee, I checked.

Larry: “Too long.” 

I gazed at my phone then sighed as I slipped it into my backpack.

Glenn pointed to the patio table. “Jennifer made business cards for both of us. Here are yours.”

I smiled as I read, “Coyle Detective Agency. Maggie Sloan. It even has my phone number. I’m official.”

 Glenn chuckled and handed me his notes. “This is the list of questions for the evaluation and some potential topics to cover.  I want you to go over the data from the courier whatever it is and whenever we get it.”

When someone knocked at the front door, Glenn asked, “Do you mind getting that? And drop the folder into the top drawer in my computer desk?” He slipped his notes back into the file folder and handed it to me. 

When I went into his office, I scanned the room then placed the folder into the top drawer. I locked the door as I left. No sense in making it easy.

Before I opened the front door, Palace Guard motioned me to the window. I peeked at the dark blue car in the driveway then raised my eyebrows at the man in a gray suit at the door. Christopher?

I opened the door, and Christopher said, “Maggie?” The rain had intensified, and thunder rumbled in the distance.

“You here to see Glenn? He’s on the patio. Follow me.”

“Is Kate here?” he asked.

“No, just Glenn and me. Did you expect Kate?”

“No. Just thought.”

I stopped in the kitchen. “You want coffee?”

“Sure. I heard Glenn was injured. Are you his health care worker? I like your truck.”

I turned away and reached for a cup in a cabinet as I frowned. “Oh no. Just a friend of the family here to help out.” Short-term memory problem, Bub?

He peered past me. “I’m supposed to see Glenn.” He clutched his briefcase.

“Patio’s this way,” I said. 

Christopher hurried to open the sliding door for me, and Palace Guard rolled his eyes.

I stepped onto the patio. “Christopher Arrington’s here. I met him last night when I had dinner with Mother and Sergeant Arrington.” I chuckled. “He thought I was your home healthcare worker.”

Glenn matched my chuckle as he examined my face. While Christopher closed the patio door, I mouthed, “Family friend,” and Glenn nodded.

“How’s your coffee? More?” I asked.

Glenn raised his cup. “Sounds good.”

Christopher strode to Glenn and stuck out his hand. “Christopher Arrington. I understand you know my uncle.”

Glenn shook his hand. “Good man. Known him for years. Care to sit?” Glenn pointed to the chairs around the patio table. “So what brought you here? You here for the evaluation?”

“Evaluation?” Christopher hesitated. “Sure. Well, maybe. I brought some documents for you to evaluate too.”

I grabbed the top paperback novel from Glenn’s stash that he kept on his side table and sat on the wicker chair that was in the corner of the patio. Christopher selected a chair that faced Glenn with his back toward me. 

Perfect. I’m officially invisible.

“So, what did you bring me?” Glenn asked.

Christopher set his briefcase on the table and opened it. The top blocked Glenn’s view, but I had a perfect view of a pistol with a folder under it. When Christopher reached in, I reached for my knife in my leg holster but relaxed as he pulled out the thick folder and handed it to Glenn. Palace Guard leaned over as Christopher reached inside his briefcase and pulled out a small object. While Glenn flipped through the papers, Christopher ran his hand along the underside of the patio table. Palace Guard raised his eyebrows and tapped his ear.

I narrowed my eyes. What’s your game, Christopher?

“Wow. There’s a lot here.” Glenn glanced toward the patio door
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