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A Mapleton Mystery

For the real Gordon Hepler, who isn’t a police chief, but wanted to play one in a book.

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]

Prologue
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“YOU HAVE A VISITOR. A gentleman. Would you like to meet in the sunroom?”

The old man shook his head. “No,” he said, perhaps a little too harshly. He gave a mental shrug. What did it matter? If nothing else, being old and dying excused all sorts of rudeness. “Here is fine.” He managed a weak smile.

This nurse’s aide was nice, not like the regular nursing staff—fat old battleaxes who acted like you should be grateful they bothered to check on you at all. Or pinched old biddies who seemed barely able to carry a food tray. The young ones were sweet, but they burned out fast. A wave of pain snaked through him, and he wondered if he’d be gone before she quit.

She plumped his pillow and raised his bed. “I’ll be back in a jiffy.”

She returned a moment later, escorting his guest. After pulling a chair closer to the bed, she flashed a sunshine-bright smile. “Ring if you need anything.”

His visitor waited until she left, then closed the door behind her. He introduced himself, handed over a business card. The old man couldn’t read the card without his glasses, but he knew the name that would be printed there. And the voice.

Reversing the chair, his visitor straddled it and folded his arms across the vinyl back. “Good news. I found him.”

The old man whirred his bed up straighter. After three years of searching, could it be possible? His heart fluttered. “You’re certain?”

He studied his visitor. They’d never met face to face. The man appeared older than he’d sounded on the phone. Craggy face, broad nose. A fringe of gray hair circled a freckled pate. The odor of stale tobacco hung like an invisible cloak. The old man inhaled the long-denied pleasure of a smoke.

The visitor nodded. “I’ve got the address right here.” He patted the chest of his baggy tweed sport jacket. “You have the money?”

“You’ll get it. But—no offense. I’d like to see some ID.”

The visitor shrugged. “No problem.” He hoisted a hip and dug a wallet from his pocket.

The old man fumbled through his bedside table clutter for his glasses. Tucking them over his ears, he squinted at the driver’s license the man held. “Very good. If you wouldn’t mind, there’s some stationery in the desk drawer.”

His visitor brought the paper, with an envelope and pen as well. Without asking, he sat in the chair in front of the television and picked up the remote.

The old man moved the bed table and tilted it to a comfortable writing angle. He’d written the missive countless times in his head, but had never committed it to paper. Too many snooping eyes.

Frustrated that his hand shook, he concentrated on keeping the writing legible. Twice, he tore the paper into small bits and started again. To the annoying background noise of channel surfing, the old man managed to finish his letter. He folded it in thirds, slid it into the envelope and licked the seal. After taking a sip of water to wash the glue taste from his mouth, he tapped the envelope on the table to get his visitor’s attention.

“I need the address,” the old man said.

“The money?”

“Like I said, you’ll get it.” He tore a clean sheet of paper in half, wrote a note, folded it in two, and scrawled a name and address on the reverse. Handing it to the man, he said, “Give this to Phil. He’ll get you the cash.”

The visitor frowned, but they’d already discussed it. This damn nursing home demanded all his monetary assets. He’d managed to stash some cash before he’d moved in—for personal emergencies.

His visitor took a paper from inside his jacket. “Here it is. Took some doing, I tell you. Mapleton, Colorado is a one-horse town.”

Hands trembling from more than infirmity, the old man addressed the envelope. Should he call? An ache that had nothing to do with the cancer filled him. What could he possibly say?

“There are stamps in the desk.”

The visitor took the envelope and stuck a stamp on it. “Nice doing business with you.”

“Wait. One more thing. When you get the cash, Phil will give you a small package. Mail it to the address you found for me. There will be enough money to cover your fee and the postage.”

“Guess I can do that.”

“You’ll mail the letter right away?”

“Of course.” The visitor slipped it into his jacket, tossed the remote onto the bed, and left.

The old man, filmed in a cold, clammy sweat, heart pounding, sank against the pillows. He thought about ringing the call button. No, not now. The nurse would come in with more drugs. He needed to think.
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Chapter 1
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FIVE YEARS LATER

Gordon Hepler yawned and rubbed his eyes. Next time, he swore he’d send Vicky McDermott out to deal with Betty Bedford and her ghosts. Vicky was a damn good officer, and Betty might listen to her—one of those woman-to-woman things. He’d told Betty to put in surveillance cameras, but she swore the ghosts in her shop wouldn’t show up on tape. Yeah, but the customers who pick something up and put it back somewhere else would.

Then again, dealing with the woman was a break from his normal routine as Mapleton’s Chief of Police. Budgets and paperwork. Damn, at thirty-six, he was too young to be riding a desk. He stared at the spreadsheet on his monitor. At this rate, he’d be blind before his contract was up for renewal. Would he accept it?

A promise was a promise, he reminded himself. Even if the person you made it to wasn’t around anymore.

Shaking away the ever-recurring doubts about why Dix had insisted he take the job, Gordon grabbed his eye drops from his desk drawer, tilted his head, and dripped the fluid into each eye. Blinking, he waited for his vision to clear, then picked up the first night report. Car blocking a fire hydrant on Ash Street. Nice fine for that one. The Mapleton town council would be pleased.

He continued through the stack. Mostly citizen complaints. Barking dogs, rowdy teens. He stopped at an altercation at Finnegan’s Pub. Triggered, apparently, by an article in the Mapleton Weekly.

Gordon found his copy of the paper and turned to the article in question. Holocaust: Fact or Fiction? Great. Another one of Buzz Turner’s articles, trying to parlay his job into one at a big-city press. Tabloid was more likely.

Drug use caught his eye on the next report and he read more carefully. His town didn’t need drug problems. Officer smelled marijuana, but didn’t find any hard evidence. Gordon checked the name. Willard Johnson. Not one he recognized. Address was Flo and Lyla Richardsons’ B&B. Not a local, then. Table that one for now, until he talked to the officer.

He shoved his chair away from his desk and grabbed his jacket. He stopped at Laurie’s desk. “Anything urgent?”

“No,” she said. “Except your direct line’s made it onto the telemarketer’s list again. I’ve had a few calls.” She waved some message slips.

“Save them. I’ll handle it later. Meanwhile, if you need me, I’ll be—”

“At Daily Bread.”

He stopped and glared at his admin’s grinning face. “I could be going out on a call, you know.”

“Of course, Chief. The cinnamon buns should still be warm. Bring me one.”

“One day I’ll have a prune Danish just to prove you wrong.”

“Change of routine might do you good.”

“You saying I’m predictable?”

Laurie gave him an eye roll. “Who, me?”

Gordon grumbled to himself as he ambled along the three short blocks to Mapleton’s most popular café. Ten o’clock was a perfectly normal time to take a break. And nobody in town would dispute the quality of the coffee and cinnamon buns at Daily Bread. En route, he checked the parking meters along the street, picking up his pace as he strode past Vintage Duds, Betty Bedford’s shop. He’d deal with her another time.

At the door to Daily Bread, he paused, schooling his features into a casual expression. He adjusted his jacket and pushed open the door.

Angie smiled his way, her blue eyes twinkling. “Hey, Chief.” She poured a cup of coffee, placed a cinnamon bun on a plate, and set them in front of an empty seat at the counter.

Gordon sat. “I want a Danish this morning. Prune.”

“Need more fiber in your diet, Chief?”

Heat rose on his neck. “Forget it. It’s a joke.” He tugged a hunk off the warm pastry and popped it into his mouth.

Angie spent more time than necessary wiping the counter around Gordon’s place. He recognized her look.

“Out with it, Angie. What’s bothering you?”

“Nothing.” She glanced around the room. “Can you keep a secret?”

Better than she could. “As long as it doesn’t involve breaking the law.”

Her eyebrows winged upward. “You know me better than that, Chief.” She lowered her voice and made a show of wiping the counter some more. “Megan Wyatt’s coming into town later today. To surprise the Kretzers. But you can’t tell her I told you. And don’t breathe a word to them.”

The squawk of his radio cut the conversation short.

~
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MEGAN WYATT RIBBONED the silver Chevy rental out of the Denver airport, finally leaving the interstate traffic for the tree-lined road to Mapleton. To Rose and Sam. Foothills soon gave way to serious mountain terrain, and long-unused driving reflexes surfaced. Slow when entering a turn, accelerate through it.

After navigating a series of switchbacks, a blue car appeared in front of her, seemingly out of nowhere.

And watch out for idiots admiring the scenery.

Megan hit the brakes, avoiding both a collision and swerving off the side of the mountain. Resigned to following someone who had to be a card-carrying member of the ten-miles-under-the-speed-limit club, she settled in behind the sedan. Florida plates. A flatlander. Probably scared to death at altitudes more than twenty feet above sea level. Geez. And trying to use a cell phone? Here in the land of no bars? If he wasn’t careful, he’d take the shortcut down the mountain. Straight down.

Tamping back her impatience, she eased off the accelerator, aware she had another twenty minutes before she’d be able to pass. She inhaled deeply and relaxed. Sunlight dappled the road.

How long had it been since she’d visited? Guilt filled her. Three years? Rose’s seventieth birthday. A quick recalculation dumped another bucket of guilt. It couldn’t have been seven years. How easy had it become to make excuses not to visit? In retrospect, they sounded so flimsy, but Sam and Rose had never complained.

We know how important your job is, sweetie. We’re so proud of you.

And if Angie hadn’t called, Megan might have kept putting off the visit until a funeral demanded it. No job should be that important. The phone conversation echoed in her head.

“You’ve got to get back here,” Angie had said. “For Rose and Sam.”

Her heart had skittered into her throat. “Are they all right?”

“Please come, Megan. It’s been too long. Something bad’s going to happen, I can feel it.”

Although Angie’s obsession with hyperbole hadn’t diminished since grade school, Megan couldn’t deny her friend’s concern had been genuine. And, she admitted to herself, if she waited until things slowed down at work, it would be another seven years. Or seventeen. Things never slowed down at Peerless Event Planners. There was always one event running, one waiting, and one in recap.

Ahead, the blue car’s emergency flashers went on. Was there a problem? She watched as the car slowed and pulled onto the shoulder. Should she try to help? Call 911? As if she’d get a signal here.

The driver opened his door, glanced her way, and adjusted a pair of sunglasses. As she approached, he waved her on. Glad to have clear road ahead of her, she passed, keeping an eye on him in her rearview mirror.

He rounded his car, walking into the forest. What could he be doing in the middle of nowhere?

Answering nature’s call, idiot. She drove on, trying not to imagine what would have happened if she’d approached him. She could picture it. “Hi. Need any help?” She shook the image away.

Half an hour later, she pulled onto the main drag of Mapleton, where time seemed to stand still. The grassy park with its red brick paths filled the center of town, framed by the stately Methodist and Episcopalian churches on one end, the modest synagogue on the other. Government center and official businesses to the east, shops and eateries on the west. The same cracked sidewalks, the same planters filled with juniper and potentilla.

Nostalgia drew her around the square, slowing at what had been Sam’s bookstore. When he’d retired—was it five years ago already?—the new owner hadn’t lasted a year, unable to compete with the big chains and the internet, not to mention the digital book revolution. Now, Vintage Duds, a second-hand clothing shop, stood where Sam had once fulfilled his dream. A rack of dresses sat on the walk outside the window.

She shook off the reminiscing—and a little more guilt at not being with Sam and Rose to celebrate his retirement.

She’d better let Angie know she’d arrived safely. Her friend was expecting her. Rose and Sam weren’t. Megan parked in the city lot and headed for Daily Bread. As soon as she pushed open the door to the coffee shop, she was engulfed by the familiar aroma of Angie’s famous—and all too filling—cinnamon buns. Knowing Rose would insist on feeding her, Megan settled for a deep inhale.

Angie had her back to the entrance as she stocked the display case. Megan took a seat at the counter. Smiling, she rapped the salt shaker against the Formica. “Hey, what does it take to get some service around here?”

Angie whirled, a brief scowl replaced by a huge grin. “Megan! You made it.” She rushed around the counter and threw her arms around Megan.

After returning the embrace, Megan inspected her friend. Other than her blonde hair cropped short instead of the ponytail Megan remembered, Angie hadn’t changed any more than Mapleton had. Still a petite bundle of energy.

“Safe and sound,” Megan said. “Wanted to let you know. You didn’t tell Rose and Sam, did you?”

“Of course not. I can keep a secret.”

For five seconds.

“Cinnamon buns are warm,” Angie said. “Want one? On the house.”

“Another time. I need to get over to Rose and Sam’s. There’s a law you have to arrive hungry, you know.”

Angie laughed. “Rose is probably my biggest competition, and she’s not even in the business. Coffee?” Angie didn’t wait for an answer, merely poured a cup of the steaming aromatic brew into a thick, white mug. “How’s everything in the world of event planning?”

Megan took a minute to enjoy the first sips. “Crazy. But Peerless will have to do without me for two weeks. I warned them I was going to be away from e-mail and internet connections.”

Angie pointed to the “Free WiFi” sign. “Got hooked up here four years ago.”

“Last time I was here, you couldn’t even get a decent cell signal.”

“Still hit and miss.”

“So, how’s business? Place looks busy.”

“Yeah, we’re getting the hunters, fishermen and nature photographers.” Angie winked. “And the word seems to be out that our baked goods are worth the detour. Keeps me busy.”

“That’s great.” Megan glanced around. The other diners were engrossed in their food or their newspapers. She lowered her voice. “I’m here. Tell me the truth. Were you exaggerating, or is there anything concrete you can tell me? About Rose and Sam.”

Angie’s smile faded. “Not really. But they seem so...draggy. Right after Justin showed up.”

“Justin?” Rose and Sam’s grandson. “He’s in town? How long?”

“He’s been here close to two weeks.” Angie leaned forward. “I don’t know. I have a...feeling. And you know my feelings.”

Yeah, Megan did. Angie had a minimum of five a week. Eventually, the law of averages said one of them would be true, which, of course, merely reinforced Angie’s belief in all the rest.

“And you think Justin could be up to something? You’re talking about Jumbo Justin? Justin the Jerk? Get real. He’s a lump. Never gave a damn about anything. But he wouldn’t harm Rose or Sam. He wasn’t that kind of kid. Appeared, sat around, went home.”

“Well, he’s not sitting around now. You should see all the repairs he’s convinced them to make on their house.”

“Repairs? Then of course they’d be draggy. Living with contractors is exhausting. Especially if you’re Rose and feel obligated to feed them.”

Angie wiped the counter. “Maybe I overreacted.”

Yeah, just a little. “No matter. Thanks for lighting the fire under me. It’s been too long since I’ve been home. If there’s a problem, I’ll get to the bottom of it.”

Megan waved off a coffee refill and gathered her jacket and purse. “I’ll be in touch.”

As she rounded the corner to the parking lot, the whoop-whoop of a siren filled the air. She stopped as an ambulance sped down the street.

When she realized the ambulance was headed in the direction of Rose and Sam’s, she ran the rest of the way to her car. Coincidence? There were plenty of other homes out that way.

She tossed her jacket and purse into the car and peeled out of the lot.

~
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JUSTIN NADELL GRIPPED his grandfather’s bony shoulder. “They’ll be here soon, Opa. Don’t worry.”

His grandmother tutted from the sofa. “I don’t know why you insist on making such a fuss. I slipped, that’s all.”

“Rosie, you were unconscious,” his grandfather said. “You didn’t slip, you fainted.”

“I don’t faint, Sam. I got a little lightheaded. From the paint fumes.”

Justin sat and slipped his arm around his grandmother. “Oma, I told you and Opa to leave until the work was done. A nice Florida vacation.”

“I’ve been to Florida. It was hot. Full of mosquitoes and old retired fuddy-duddys.”

The wail of the siren grew louder. Justin dashed to the front door, flung it open and peered down the street. Lights flashed through the aspen-lined avenue. The white-and-orange ambulance appeared, the siren shutting down as it neared the house. Justin waved to the driver and went inside.

He sat beside Oma, taking her hand. “They’re here. Everything will be fine.”

She glowered. “Everything is fine. What a waste of time. I’m sure there are people out there who truly need help.”

“Rosie, it shouldn’t hurt they take a look at you,” his grandfather said.

She struggled to rise, pushing Justin away.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Justin said. “Sit down.” He motioned to the paramedics, then jumped to clear a path through the obstacle course of furniture in Oma’s living room. Two men, one a stocky African-American, the other a tall, lanky blond, pushed a gurney into the entryway.

“Such nonsense,” Oma said. She crossed her arms across her narrow chest. “Davey Gilman, you can take that contraption back out to your fancy ambulance.”

The African-American man crouched at her feet. “Long as we’re here, Mrs. Kretzer, might as well let us check you out.”

“Listen to them, Rosie,” Opa said. “The sooner they check you out, the sooner they’ll leave.”

She tsked, but unfolded her arms. “Oh, very well. Justin, why don’t you bring some lemonade and the platter of cookies from the kitchen. Might as well give these nice boys something for their troubles.”

The paramedic Oma had called Davey spread his lips in a wide grin, his white teeth gleaming against his dark skin. “They wouldn’t be gingersnaps now, would they?”

“What else with lemonade?” Opa said. “And she baked them this morning.”

Davey’s grin widened even further. “Here we go.” He wrapped Oma’s arm in a blood pressure cuff and stuck the earpieces of his stethoscope into his ears.

“I guess that’s my cue,” Justin said, heading for the kitchen.

The second paramedic intercepted him, a gentle hand on his shoulder. “She’s in good hands,” he said. “She’s known Davey since he was a baby. He loves her like family.”

Justin stared into the cool blue eyes of the paramedic. “To me, she is family.” He shrugged away.

Justin arranged glasses and the pitcher of lemonade on one of Oma’s serving trays. As he peeled the plastic off the platter of cookies, he heard the paramedic’s radio squawk. He stopped what he was doing and rushed to the living room. Davey and his partner were fitting everything into their kit, concerned expressions on their faces.

“What’s wrong with her?” Justin asked.

“Nothing,” Davey said. “BP is normal, pulse is strong, respirations good, lungs clear.”

Oma gave her head an indignant shake. “As I told you.”

“It’s another call,” the partner said. “We’ve got to go.”

“You and Tommy can’t stay long enough for a nosh?” Oma asked. “Or Sam can put them in a bag for you.”

“Sorry,” Davey said. “Emergency.”

“Is she all right?” Justin asked. “Shouldn’t you take her to the hospital?”

“I don’t think that’s necessary.” Davey patted Oma’s hand, but shifted his gaze to Justin’s grandfather. “Mr. Kretzer, make sure she calls her doctor.”

“I’ll do it myself,” Opa shot a no-nonsense glare at Oma and levered himself from the couch.

Justin followed the paramedics out the door, gripping the porch rail while they loaded the ambulance and sped away, lights flashing and sirens blaring. He stood there a long moment, taking slow, deep breaths. He released the wooden rail, giving it a solid whack before turning for the house.

He spun at the sound of an approaching car. A silver Chevy Cobalt peeled into the driveway, stirring up a whirlwind of leaves and dirt. The door opened and a frantic woman raced up the porch. She rushed into the house as if he didn’t exist. “Rose! Sam!”

“Excuse me? Ma’am!” He hurried after her.

Still ignoring him, she beelined to the sofa where Oma sat. “Oh, Rose. Where’s Sam?” Her head swiveled as she searched the room. “The ambulance. Is it Sam?”

Did everyone in this damn town know his grandparents? Stupid question. Not only knew them, but cared about them. The slightest incident seemed to bring them out of the woodwork. But how had this woman gotten here so fast? He cleared his throat and strode across the room.

“Excuse me? Ma’am?” he repeated. “They’re fine. Now, would you mind telling me who you are, and what you’re doing here?”

For the first time, she seemed aware of his presence. “I could say the same of you,” she said. She took a seat on the sofa and drew Oma into an embrace, apparently back to ignoring him.

~
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MEGAN INHALED ROSE’S citrus scent, the familiar 47-11 perfume engulfing her in comfort. “You’re okay? Sam, too?” Feeling Rose tense beneath her arms, she eased up on the bear hug.

Rose pushed away, squinting at her. “Meggie? Is that you?” She twisted toward the kitchen. “Sam! Come out here. Little Meggie’s home.” She returned her gaze to Megan. “Have you eaten?”

Megan smiled at the familiar greeting. Usually uttered before “Hello.”

Sam shuffled through the doorway, adjusting his glasses. “Mein Gott, Meggie doll. It is you.”

Tears sprang to Megan’s eyes and she blinked them away. When had Sam gotten so old? Where was the spring in his step? Rose, too. When she’d hugged her, Megan had been afraid she might crack one of Rose’s ribs. Guilt washed over her. No job was worth abandoning the ones you loved. She jumped up and rushed over to hug Sam. “I wanted to surprise you.” No need to mention it had taken a call from Angie to get her here.

“This calls for a celebration,” Rose said. “Meggie and Justin. Both home together.”

Megan studied the man in the room. If he was Justin, Rose and Sam weren’t the only ones who’d changed.

She hoped her incredulity didn’t show on her face. Or her wariness, as Angie’s concerns threaded through her thoughts. She stood. Smiled politely. “Justin. Hi. Good to see you again.”

She looked more closely. No more thick glasses, just clear mocha-brown eyes. A strong jaw line instead of a pudgy face. Sun streaks lightening his brown hair. And a broad-shouldered, muscular torso tapering to narrow hips. But muscles notwithstanding, if he was out to hurt Sam and Rose, she’d strangle him barehanded.

“Megan. It’s been awhile. Hi,” Justin replied with the same lack of enthusiasm.

Rose got to her feet. Sam moved to her side with a speed that took Megan aback.

“Rosie, you stay put. Doctor Evans will see you tomorrow, and he said to take it easy until then. I am completely capable of carrying some cookies and lemonade.”

“I’ll help,” Megan said. She gave Justin a polite nod and followed Sam into the kitchen.

“The good glasses,” Rose shouted after them. “And real plates. And not the everyday ones. And there’s some apfel kuchen. Maybe some vanilla ice cream. Check the freezer.”

“I know, Rosie, I know,” Sam called. “As if after all these years I wouldn’t know,” he muttered. He took glasses from a tray on the counter, put them in the cabinet, and went to the dining room, returning with four cut-crystal tumblers.

“Let me, Sam,” Megan said, setting the tumblers on the tray. She took his hands. “What happened? Why the ambulance?”

“Rose got dizzy. Passed out for a couple of seconds. Said it was the fumes from the painters. Justin insisted we call the ambulance—they checked her out before they left on another call.”

Megan sniffed. “I don’t smell any paint.”

“Yesterday, they finished painting the trim. For almost two weeks, people in and out. Pounding and painting. Repaired the roof, the porch, the laundry room. Painted the whole outside.” He shook his head and lowered his voice. “I think Justin was smart to call the ambulance. Rose, she’ll never admit to any weakness. Always an excuse, a logical reason. Doctor Evans will see her tomorrow.”

“I’ll come too.” Pangs of worry wrestled their way through her system. Could Angie have been seeing signs of Rose’s failing health? Or Sam’s? But why assume Justin had anything to do with it, deliberate or otherwise?

“She hates being fussed over.” Sam’s protest was half-hearted.

“Too bad. I’m here, and I’m going to fuss. She can take some of her own medicine.”

Sam chuckled. “That would be a sight to see. Now, we’d better get the food out.”

Megan went to the hutch and pulled out four dainty floral-patterned china plates, setting them on the polished cherry wood of the dining room table, then brought the cut-crystal pitcher that matched the tumblers to the kitchen. “You think we can get away with leaving the cookies on the everyday platter?” she asked, smiling. “Saves dirtying another dish.” When Sam raised his eyebrows, she stood on tiptoe and planted a kiss on his bald head. “Yeah, right.”

Once Megan was satisfied they’d met Rose’s hospitality requirements, she carried everything to the dining room. Justin held onto Rose’s elbow, escorting her to the table. He even held Rose’s chair for her. However, he avoided Rose’s apple cake with ice cream, and took only one gingersnap. She caught Rose’s frown. He’d lose points for that one.

She gazed across the table. “So, Justin. What brings you to Mapleton?”
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Chapter 2
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JUSTIN FINISHED HIS cookie and accepted a second glass of lemonade. “Vacation,” he said to buy time as he pondered the best answer to Megan’s question.

“There’s something wrong with my gingersnaps?” Rose’s interruption was welcome. “You don’t like my apfel kuchen?”

“Of course, Oma.” Justin patted his stomach. “I’m still stuffed from breakfast.”

“I remember when you were a boy, when you would come to visit,” she said. “Such a good eater you were then. A joy to feed.”

Justin managed a smile. He hadn’t eaten for joy in those days. But at least one of them had been happy.

A loud rap on the door rescued him. “I’ll get it.”

He opened the door to a tall, broad man in a leather jacket over jeans. Blue work shirt, open at the neck. Black tee underneath. Hiking boots on his feet. And a gun at his hip.

“Gordon Hepler.” He seemed to notice Justin’s gaze fixed on the gun, and indicated the badge clipped to his belt. “Mapleton Police. I came by to check on Rose and Sam.”

“The paramedics didn’t find anything, but she’s going to see her doctor tomorrow,” Justin said. “There doesn’t seem to be any cause for alarm.”

“Good to know.” Gordon peered around Justin into the room. “Hey, Megan. Heard you were in town. Welcome home.”

Good lord, did everybody know everything about everyone?

“Gordon, come in,” Rose said. “Have you eaten? We have kuchen and gingersnaps.”

Or maybe the man wanted a snack. God knows, nobody ever left Oma’s hungry.

“Actually,” he said, “I’d like to talk to Megan for a minute.”

Wouldn’t anyone? The years had refined her looks. Thick, curly, dark brown hair. No more pigtails. Lush lips, spontaneous smile. Braces gone. Same hazel eyes, bright and intelligent. Maybe not quite so mischievous.

He was blood kin to the Kretzers, but she was their ward, who’d lived with them after her parents died when she was five. He was just someone who’d shown up during vacations.

Then, Megan had welcomed his arrivals with less than open arms, constantly devising ways to get under his skin, encouraging her playmates to follow suit. Eventually, she treated him with sisterly tolerance, but he’d never doubted she couldn’t wait for him to leave.

Justin backed away. “I’ll tell her.”

“Wait a minute.” Opa came into the room, pushing him forward. “Gordon, do you remember our grandson, Justin Nadell? I don’t know if the two of you ever met.”

“I wasn’t here much,” Justin said. “Only visited. Summers, mostly.”

Gordon extended his hand. “My folks usually shipped me off to summer camp. Nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.” Justin returned the handshake.

“Hey, Gordon.” Megan joined the group.

The cop gave Megan a quick, clearly appreciative once-over. “You have a minute? I thought we might walk and talk.”

Megan turned toward Sam, her eyebrows lifted in question.

“Go,” Sam said.

Gordon held the door for her, guided her with a hand at the small of her back, and then the door closed.

Justin’s cell vibrated in his pocket. He pulled it out, checked the display. Shit. Not now. Staring at the closed door in front of him, he frowned and let the call roll to voicemail.

~
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MEGAN SEARCHED HER brain for a mental file on Gordon. According to Angie’s gossip updates, Gordon and his wife had split three years ago. Which spared Megan the awkward small-talk faux pas of starting a conversation with, “So, how are you and” —what was her name? Cindy?— “doing? Any kids?”

Instead, she kept her mouth shut.

“Let’s walk,” Gordon said, heading away from the house. Rose and Sam’s house sat on a three-acre plot, most of which they left in its natural state. The air smelled of damp earth and what she always thought of as “green.” Seven years of city living evaporated.

“I hear you’re Chief of Police now,” she said. “Congratulations.”

He shrugged. “Small town. Small force. Mostly I do paperwork.”

“But it’s an accomplishment to be proud of.”

“I don’t know. When Dix—the last chief—got sick, he told the city fathers he wanted me to have his job. The council went along with Dix’s recommendation, over the mayor’s objections. Dix died about eight months ago, so we’ll see what they do when my contract comes up for renewal.”

“I’m sure you’re proving yourself more than worthy.”

He shrugged and cast his eyes downward. “How’s life in the big city, being an event planner? You organize weddings, parties, stuff like that?”

“No, I switched to conventions about four years ago. Fewer hissy fits. Less stress. And I get to travel.”

“Nice that you found time for a visit. I’m sure Rose and Sam are glad to see you.”

Was he implying she’d been neglecting them? She bit back a response and followed him along a path into the trees, concentrating on the quiet sounds of rustling trees and gentle birdsong.

“Okay, Gordon,” she said once they were out of sight and earshot of anyone. “You didn’t invite me out for a walk in the woods. What’s going on?” Had Angie blabbed about her feelings that there was more than renovations going on at the Kretzers’?

“You were on the highway about an hour ago, I assume,” he said. “Drove in from the Denver airport?”

“Wha—what?” That flew in from left field.

“The highway. Into town. You were on it.”

“Of course. It’s not like there are many options. Mapleton’s not exactly a major hub of civilization.”

“Did you notice a blue Toyota Camry, Florida plates?”

She stopped midstride. “Yes. I guess so. I can’t tell one car from another, but I followed a jerk in a blue car with Florida plates. He drove like a snail, and there’s no way to pass along that stretch. He finally pulled over to—you know—relieve himself. At least, that’s what I assumed. No gun, no camera. Why do you ask?”

Gordon pinched the bridge of his nose. “There was an...accident.”

She couldn’t help but note the hesitation. “I assume it involved the blue car?”

“Yes.” She noticed the furrows in his brow and the concern in his eyes. Somewhere between blue and green, the color of Aspen Lake after it rained. Creases etched their corners now, giving him a more seasoned look than the high school jock she remembered. She lowered herself to the log.

“Bad?” she asked.

He nodded. “Fatal.”

She got up and paced again, searching her memory. “I noticed him at the switchbacks—the ones after the turnoff to Aspen Meadows. He might have come from there—I don’t remember seeing him before. I rounded a curve, and there he was. I almost hit him, he was going so slow.”

“How was he driving? Any signs that he might be under the influence?”

“You mean weaving? A little. I figured he was looking at the scenery. Or not used to mountain driving. Especially if he was from Florida.” She thought some more. “Oh, and he was talking on his cell phone, or trying to. Which could explain why he was weaving. Unless he was drunk or on drugs. But can’t you tell that with medical tests nowadays?”

“Yes, but not as fast as they do on television.” He gave a wry grin. “Besides, it’s not our jurisdiction. State troopers handle accidents. We’re strictly local. Catch red light runners, write parking tickets.”

“And keep everyone safe,” she said. “I remember the things the police did when we were growing up. Talk to the kids at school about drugs. Sponsor after school sports. Show them that cops are the good guys.”

His grin widened. “You left out making sure no ghosts attack Mrs. Bedford.”

“What? Ghosts? Who’s Mrs. Bedford?”

“She’s the owner of Vintage Duds.”

“She sees ghosts?”

“Calls in no less than once a week. Says the clothes hold the spirits of their former owners, and she’s convinced they’re messing with her shop.”

“See. Your job is important. You’re protecting the citizenry from an entire other dimension.”

He chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. But let’s focus on the accident.”

“If it’s not in your jurisdiction, why is it bothering you?”

“I’ve got some things at the office I’d like you to look at.”

“Now? I just got here. I want to make sure Rose and Sam are okay.” Should she mention Angie’s harebrained idea that Justin had some ulterior motive for his visit? No. Angie’d undoubtedly blown everything out of proportion. She’d get a feel for things herself first. “Can’t it wait until tomorrow? It doesn’t seem fair to Rose and Sam to show up and dash out.”

“It won’t take long. I have to turn everything over to the troopers, but I want to show you first.”

He was already standing.

Right. He was a cop. People did what he said. She quickened her pace to match his longer stride as they returned to the house.

“Let me tell Rose and Sam I’m going,” she said.

“Tell them you have to take care of something in town. Not that you’re coming with me.”

“What? Why?”

“I’ll meet you at my office. Ten minutes.”

~
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JUSTIN HEARD A CAR door close. From his second-story window, he watched the cop car drive away. Seconds later, he heard Oma saying, “Thanks, doll,” and Megan got into her car and drove off.

Justin pulled his cell phone from its case on his belt, pressed the voicemail button. Before the call went through, he mashed the button to cancel the transmission. Better not to know. He had no answers yet.

All Megan had said while they were eating was that she had some vacation and she wanted to visit. And she’d be staying here, of course.

His grandfather poked his head into the room, carrying Oma’s plastic caddy of cleaning supplies and an armload of towels. “Your grandmother wants we should fix up Megan’s bedroom.”

“Of course,” Justin said. As if the bedroom wasn’t always ready, in case anyone needed a place to stay.

“And these go into the bathroom.” Opa dropped the towels on Justin’s bed.

“I’d better do some cleaning if we’re going to share.” Justin took the caddy. “Why don’t you make sure Oma’s being sensible.”

“Rose has an extra mouth to feed. She’s in the kitchen. In heaven.”

“All the more reason to make sure she doesn’t overexert before she sees the doctor.” He pretended to examine the contents of the caddy. “So, where’s Megan off to?”

“She said she forgot something, had to pick it up in town. I figured it was one of those female items. And Rose needed some things from the market.”

Justin laughed. “As if she couldn’t feed half the town with what she has here.”

“I learned long, long ago never to contradict your grandmother when it comes to food.”

“Go. I’ve got it all under control.”

He waited until he heard his grandparents arguing about what Oma should and shouldn’t be doing.

All under control. Like hell.

He crossed into the bathroom that connected his bedroom to Megan’s. They’d never had issues sharing when he’d visited before, even in their teens. Somehow, now, sharing the bath felt disturbingly...intimate. But first, he needed to inspect Megan’s bedroom.

He hadn’t given Megan’s bedroom more than a cursory check since he’d arrived. It was a generic guestroom, with a few dolls and stuffed animals proclaiming Megan had lived there. He moved to the window, struggling with the sash before the swollen frame groaned and moved upward in the track. He stepped away, feeling the fresh breeze waft into the room. Chilly, but it would get rid of the stuffiness.

Birds scattered from the oak tree outside. Memories of Megan’s unsuccessful attempts to get him to climb out one night brought a rueful smile to his face. God, he’d been a mess. Fat, insecure. A coward.

And you’re still a coward.

He checked the bookcase. A dictionary, a thesaurus, and some basic reference books suitable for middle and high school were probably Megan’s. The rest were from Opa’s extensive collection.

The shelves of books reminded him of why he was here, and a quiver of fear snaked along his spine. This might be his only chance. He checked the time, trying to guess how long Megan would be gone. He figured an hour on the outside—better shoot for half that. Using Oma’s sprays and polishes to cover his snooping, he set to work.
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Chapter 3
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EACH TICK OF THE OLD schoolhouse clock on his office wall heightened Gordon’s anxiety. Megan should have been here by now. The Colorado State Patrol would investigate the accident, but he didn’t want to turn over what he’d found before he’d talked to her.

He buried the tingle of guilt. He wasn’t withholding evidence. Merely...rerouting it. Briefly. And, technically, it wasn’t evidence. Simply something...interesting...in an accident victim’s car.

When the accident call came in, Mapleton had been first responders. Dave Gilman and Tom Reynolds in the ambulance, and Ed Solomon in a cruiser. Technically the CSP was in charge of traffic accidents, but they were spread thin. Gordon liked to think of himself as a team player, and the troopers had never objected to the help. Gilman had inadvertently left an envelope belonging to the victim in the Mapleton ambulance and had turned it over to Gordon for safekeeping.

Tires crunched on gravel. He swiveled his chair toward the window and caught the silver gleam of Megan’s car pulling into the lot. It took conscious effort to even his breathing. He slid the envelope into his desk drawer and sorted through Solomon’s photos of the accident scene one more time.

“He’s expecting me.” Megan’s voice preceded her sneakered footfalls down the corridor. Laurie’s heads-up call coincided with a tap on his office door.

“Thanks,” he said into the phone. He hung up, took a breath. “Come on in.”

“All right, Gordon, I’m here.” Megan rested her hands on the back of the wooden visitor chair across from Gordon’s desk. “What’s so important?”

“You know anyone named Karl Franklin?” He blurted it out, no preliminaries. No way for her to anticipate the question, prepare herself. Unless she expected it.

Her expression was guileless. Her body language agreed. “No. Where should I know him from?”

He pushed a photo across the desk. “This the guy you saw?”

Bracing her hands on the edge of the desk, she leaned forward. And jerked away with a gasp. She sank into the chair.

“You recognize him?” Gordon asked.

She shook her head. “No. I didn’t expect something quite so...graphic.”

She’d paled. Gordon rolled his chair back and hurried to her side. “Shit, Megan. I should have prepared you first. I need to find out what you know before the troopers show up, and I blanked out the part where you’re not a cop and used to this. I didn’t think. You want some water?”

“No, I’m okay. It took me by surprise.” She closed her eyes, took a breath, and gathered her composure before opening them. “It’s not much worse than the crime scene TV shows. I think what got me is it’s real, not makeup. That I might have seen this guy alive. Is this Karl Franklin?”

“According to the troopers, yes.”

“Let me see it again.”

“You sure?” Had her reaction been to the bloody picture? The body was fresh, nothing grossly mangled. Blood covered the man’s face, and the eyes had the glassy stare of death, but as accident photos went, this one was on the tame side.

Or did she know the victim and was reacting on a more personal level?

She sucked in a noisy breath. “If it’s important, I can do it.”

“Keep thinking of it as a television show.” In school, she’d had a reputation for being open, saying what was on her mind. Now, he saw nothing shifty, nothing deceptive. No red flags. He ignored the twinge of remorse for upsetting her with the picture. But it brought her emotional responses closer to the surface, where he needed them.

“I never got a good look at his face.” She held the picture as if she were afraid to touch it.

“Look again, please,” he said. “See if any details about the man you saw come to mind.”

She nibbled at her lip. “All I saw was the back of his head. Bald on top. He got out of the car, looked my way, then went into the woods. He was wearing sunglasses. And I’m not sure I’d recognize him from this picture anyway. All the blood.”

“Don’t think about that for now. You said you’d followed him for some time. Close your eyes. Think about it. What did you notice? Was he alone in the car?”

She took a deep breath, as if she were preparing to jump into the swimming hole outside of town. With her eyes closed, she worried her lower lip again before speaking. “I’d say, yes, he was alone. He never seemed to be talking to someone else. I remember noticing the Florida plates, assumed he was a retiree. Maybe because he was bald, but that’s silly. Guys can go bald at almost any age.”

Gordon rubbed the top of his head, thankful he wasn’t one of them. “True enough. But those kinds of impressions might be based on more than lack of hair. The way he stood, walked, might have played a part.”

She picked up the picture, squinting at it as if she could see the living man under the corpse.

“I don’t know, Gordon.” Her eyes widened. “Please, don’t tell me I have to identify the body.”

“That won’t be necessary.” He smiled at the relief on her face. “But there is one more question.” Trying to read her, he set the real reason he’d insisted on seeing her on the desk. “Any idea why he had these?”
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MEGAN CAST A SLOW, scrutinizing look at Gordon. His features seemed rigid, almost expressionless. He was being a cop, she realized. A recently promoted police chief, no less. Not the old friend who had walked with her in the woods a short time ago. He caught her gaze. Held it. Pushed the papers a little closer. She picked up the first one. People. Mostly faces. Blurred and grainy. She looked more closely.

Her stomach churned. This wasn’t a gory crime scene picture, but she swallowed, concentrating on keeping Rose’s cookies and apple cake where they belonged.

“You found this on the dead man?” She dropped the page as if it were on fire.

“In an envelope in the car. That’s a copy.”

The faces belonged to her. All the pictures were of her.

She shoved the page aside and looked at the second sheet. No pictures on this one, but in neat, block letters—Rose and Sam’s address and phone number. And below that, some handwriting, barely legible. Gingerly, she picked up the paper and tried to decipher the faint scrawl.

Use the kid. They’ll talk.

Realizing her hands were shaking, she let the page float to the desk. “What does it mean?”

“I was hoping you could tell me.”

“Have you asked Rose and Sam? Maybe there’s a simple explanation.”

“I wanted to ask you first.”

“Well, you asked. I don’t know who the dead guy is, who Karl Franklin is, or why he would have these pictures.”

“Any idea where he got them?”

Reluctantly, she studied the pictures again, trying to ignore the creep factor. The quality was low, but recognition hit. “They’re from the company website. A quick trip through Google, click ‘Print’ and there they are.” She squinted. “It might be easier to tell on the original, but it looks like these were actually cut and pasted—with scissors and glue—onto a page, and then photocopied.”

Gordon raised his eyebrows. She caught a glimmer of surprise and appreciation in his eyes. He opened a desk drawer and pulled out a large manila envelope. Propping it open, he peered inside, then extracted a clear plastic sleeve. He placed it on the desk. After repositioning his desk lamp, he dipped into another drawer and pulled out a large magnifying glass.

“You really use that? It’s not a Sherlock Holmes thing?”

Some of the friend showed through as he gave her an amused grin. “We’re a little more advanced here, but sometimes the basics work just fine.” Holding the glass to his eye, he scrutinized the pictures. “I think you’re right.”

“Which doesn’t answer the question of what the paper means.” She tried to think of some innocent reason, but failed. No matter how she tried to spin it, it read like a threat. And judging from the sweat trickling from her neck down her spine, her brain gave it the same interpretation. “You think the they in ‘They’ll talk’ is Rose and Sam. Someone wants to find out something they know.”

He nodded.

“And it’s not Rose’s apple cake recipe. I think she’d share that without being threatened.”

“Agreed.”

“So,” she said, “what are you doing to protect them?”

The expression on his face turned the sweat to ice. “I’ve already assigned increased patrol in their neighborhood. However, at the moment, I’m more concerned about you.”

“Me? Why?”

“Use the kid.” He pointed to the words.

“I’m the kid? You think that’s me?” Of course he did. But she hoped he’d have an alternative suggestion. One her brain couldn’t come up with now.

He lifted his eyebrows. “Who else?”

“Nobody, I guess, since there aren’t any other pictures. But what does it mean?”

“I see a couple of possibilities.” Gordon’s expression was all cop.

“What do you mean?”

Megan resisted the urge to squirm as Gordon leaned forward and fixed those not-blue, not-green, not-gray eyes on her. Was she a suspect? How could he possibly think she was involved?

“Let’s start with the basics.” He raised his thumb. “One. We have someone, ostensibly headed for Rose and Sam’s address.”

She couldn’t find fault with that logic. “Okay.”

“Two.” He lifted a forefinger. “He’s got pictures of you, and apparently has connected you to Rose and Sam.”

“Agreed.”

“So, the question is, why?”

Well, duh. “And the answer is?”

“He’s either already made contact with you—”

“Which he hasn’t.”

“I only have your word for that.”

“Gordon, you’re kidding. Why would I lie?”

“Megan, I’m thinking like a cop here, not someone who knows you. This is what any cop would do—will do, once they see these papers.” He paused, as if searching for the best way to continue. “Or, they might think he was on his way to meet you. That you’re working together. I was hoping you’d give me something I could use to point them in the right direction.”

The clouds in her brain parted, and she understood the concern in Gordon’s expression. “You mean...you mean they might suspect me?” The words squeaked out. She took a breath. “I’ll tell them the truth. I never heard of this guy, nor has anyone tried to coerce me into getting Rose and Sam to say or do anything. I love Rose and Sam. They love me.”

“People will do a lot to protect loved ones. There’s also the possibility the guy was searching for you.”

“Here? How could he know I’d be coming here?”

“When did you plan the trip? Who knew you’d be here?”

Lord, he was dead serious about this. She tried to remember. “I bought my tickets five days ago. I gave my cell number to my boss and my team. And I told Angie.”

He jotted notes. “Thanks.”

“You can’t think one of them is involved.”

“I doubt it. If it was you he wanted, why not intercept you at the airport? Why drive from Florida?”

Megan leaned forward. “What if you hadn’t seen those papers? Would I be sitting here getting the third degree?”

He shook his head. “Without them, the whole thing looks like a simple, unfortunate traffic accident.”

“And you’re not going to...misplace...those pieces of paper, are you?” As soon as she spoke the words, she regretted the way they’d come out. “I didn’t mean to imply that you’d circumvent the law. I mean, I know you would never—”

He pulled his fingertips down the length of his nose. “I won’t say I didn’t think of it.” He put the originals in the envelope, then sealed it and wrote his name across the flap. “But I can’t pretend they don’t exist. The accident might not be in my jurisdiction, but Rose and Sam are. I’m going to check into it. As a matter of fact, maybe you could convince them to take a nice vacation with you until I get a handle on this.”

“They’d never agree. You know that. And it could be nothing. Meanwhile, I could help.”

He shook his head. “Not a good idea. Giving you access to an investigation, especially one where you’re involved, will make things look bad.”

“But what if you didn’t realize the pictures were me? I mean, it has been a long time.”

He shook his head again.

Of course. She had no right to ask him to do anything that might impugn his integrity as a cop, especially a probationary chief of police. But she could do some checking on her own.
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THE AROMA OF OMA’S brisket floated through the room. Justin’s stomach growled. He clenched his jaw and went on with his searching. He’d have to run miles before dinner. And, as the sound of Oma’s heavy-duty mixer joined the clattering of pots and pans, he figured maybe even more miles after. With Megan visiting, Oma would pull out all the stops.

He slid the next of Opa’s books off the shelf, fanned the pages and shook them upside down. And, as with the others, got nothing but dust for his efforts.

He swore under his breath.

He’d almost finished the shelf when a car pulled into the drive. Damn. So soon? He checked the window. Definitely Megan’s car.

She disappeared behind the open trunk, emerging with two of Oma’s canvas shopping totes. He swiped the dust from the front of the shelf and brought the caddy to the bathroom. Maybe tomorrow, while everyone was at the doctor’s, he’d finally have time to finish searching Megan’s bedroom.

He squirted toilet cleaner into the bowl, let it soak while he scoured the sink and rearranged his meager array of toiletries into a cluster in the corner of the counter. Megan could have the rest of the space for whatever female paraphernalia she’d brought. He sprayed something foamy into the tub and wiped it down.

He flushed the toilet, grabbed the toilet brush, and swished it around the bowl as it emptied, then filled.

“Cleaning the toilet for me, Justin? Still can’t aim?”

He jumped, spinning around. “Megan. Hi.”

She smiled. “I can’t remember you ever cleaning a toilet when we were kids.”

“We’re not kids. I’ve picked up a few civilized skills. Besides, you know Oma. If I wasn’t doing it, she would be, or she’d have Opa doing it. Bad enough she cooks twenty-four seven. She doesn’t need extra housework.”

Megan scrunched her face and fisted her hands at her hips. He smiled at the familiar gesture.

“You think I’m going to wear her down? Give me a break. Justin, I’m here because I care about them.” She shot him a look, almost tangible in its vehemence.

“Hey, hey.” He raised his hands in submission, getting rewarded with cold water dripping down his arm. He returned the brush to its holder next to the toilet. “We’re on the same side here.”

“Sorry.”

Her expression made him wonder. Even as she backed into her room, he had the creepy feeling she’d given him the once over, like an alpha dog checking a newcomer to the neighborhood.

He retreated to his room, closing the bathroom door on his side. He grabbed a pair of running shorts from the dresser. Maybe the endorphins would clear his brain. If nothing else, he’d counteract some of Oma’s cooking.

Downstairs, Opa’s snoring told him his grandfather was napping in his study. Justin checked the kitchen. “Smells great, Oma.”

Dabbing her forehead with her apron, she turned from the stove and beamed at him. “Come. Let me know how it is.”

He sighed. “Everything you make is delicious.”

“But maybe it needs more salt. Come. Taste.”

He strode across the uneven floor planks. Was there a crawl space underneath? “You know, Oma, it wouldn’t take that long to get a new floor in here. I’d hate for you to trip and fall. They have some great new stuff—looks like wood but it won’t warp. And you’d never have to polish it.”

She waved her wooden spoon at him. “I’ve been walking on this floor for forty-two years and haven’t fallen yet. It’s a perfectly good floor. No need to waste the money.” She eyed him, then the pot on the stove, waiting.

He picked up a spoon, dipped it into the simmering soup, and slurped the hot liquid into his mouth. “Delicious.”

She nodded in agreement. “You won’t be late now. Dinner will be at six. Sharp.”

“I’m going around the pond. Shouldn’t be more than an hour.” He kissed her cheek, then unexpected feelings surfaced from deep inside and he enveloped her in an embrace. “I love you, Oma.”

She accepted his hug, then gazed at him, a quizzical glint in her eyes. She waved him away. “And I love you. Now go do your running, and let me cook.”

On the porch, he stopped to warm up. He twisted his torso, did some quad and calf stretches, enjoyed the warmth of the afternoon sun. He’d hoisted one leg onto the rail and bent forward in an easy stretch when he sensed Megan’s presence behind him. Her scent, a mixture of flowers and spice, drifted through the air, mingling pleasantly with the kitchen aromas and clean smells of the newly repaired porch.

Her voice followed her scent. “Cleaning toilets. Exercising. My, my. This isn’t the Justin I remember.”

Thank God.

He continued stretching, trying to ignore the neatly manicured, slender fingers stroking the porch rail inches from his calf.

“Looks good,” she said.

He angled his head toward her. Her long, sleek, bare leg appeared next to his. Her shiny brown hair cascaded in front of her face as she leaned forward. He stole a glance, only somewhat relieved to find she wore a jersey warmup jacket over—over what? He shoved away some of the fantasies he’d had when he was thirteen. Like the time she’d forgotten to close her door to the bathroom before she pulled her nightgown over her delightfully developing breasts.

Had she been teasing him then? Because she damn well was teasing him now. Why?

“The porch, I mean,” she said. “I hear you’re responsible for all the repairs.”

He switched legs. “The house needed it. Rose and Sam don’t notice the way things are falling apart. I...nudged a little.”

“Sam says you were in the thick of things, wielding tools, stroking paint. I’ll bet you’re a wizard with a cordless drill.”

Her tone was low, slow, and sultry. He grabbed his ankle, kept his face hidden against his knee, and held the stretch. “Part of what I do.”

She stood up, unzipped her jacket, and arched her back, revealing a form-fitting top. Those breasts had done an excellent job of developing.

“Rose said you were going for a run,” she said. “Mind if I tag along? You can fill me in on exactly what it is you do. I thought you’d have done the follow-the-parent’s-footsteps thing. Become a doctor or a lawyer.”

She didn’t know? Rose and Sam certainly hadn’t kept her accomplishments from him, bragging about the way she was moving up, how she was thinking about starting her own consulting business. Were they ashamed that he’d chosen a different path?

“You run?” he asked. He took in her loose-fitting, knee-length knit shorts and everyday sneakers.

Tossing her head, spreading another wave of flowers and spice, she put her other leg on the rail. “Treadmill mostly. I need to work out the kinks. The drive from the airport got me all stiff. You know how that goes.”

He was not following that thought. “You sure?”

“Are you implying I won’t be able to keep up?”

“Frankly, yes. You’re not adjusted to the altitude yet. I figured on doing about three miles—easy jog down to the pond to warm up, run a lap, then walk home to cool down. Until you start cranking out those red cells, it’s not smart to push yourself.”

She planted both feet on the porch floor and cocked her head at him. “You run?”

“I’m not Jumbo Justin anymore, Megan, in case you haven’t noticed.”

She had the decency to blush, and was uncharacteristically quiet.

“Oh, don’t tell me you thought I didn’t know what everyone called me.”

“I never called you that,” she said softly.

“To my face anyway.” He trotted down the steps. “I have to go. I promised to be back in plenty of time for dinner. Maybe you should stay and help Oma in the kitchen.”

“Kitchen?” She fisted her hands at her hips again. “Is that all you think I’m good for?”

“No, of course not. But now, it’s probably the wiser choice.”

He jogged away, ignoring her shout for him to wait.
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Chapter 4
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YEARS OF TRAINING TOLD Gordon he should simply confront Rose and Sam. Ask them why Karl Franklin from Florida was looking for them. They’d laugh, say, “Good old Karl. Always—” And that’s where it fell apart. Always what? If they’d been expecting a long-lost anyone from Florida, it wouldn’t be a secret. He should have asked Megan if the Kretzers had any ties to Florida. If so, maybe Franklin was connected. He jotted a note.

More years of relying on his gut told him he should do this quietly first. Find out more about who Karl Franklin was. Laurie’s call announcing the arrival of a Trooper Patterson interrupted his ruminations.

“Send him in.” He set the envelope on his desk and pulled out the evidence log sheet Solomon had started.

“Chief Helper?” A young trooper, his blond hair cut high in military fashion, stepped into the room. “Pete Patterson.”

Gordon stood, rounded the desk. “It’s Hepler.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“No sweat. Everyone gets it inside out. In this line of work, I think I’d prefer Helper.”

“Yes, sir. I’m supposed to pick up some of the accident victim’s personal effects.”

“Here you go.” Gordon handed a pen to Patterson, who scrawled his name on the log. “Cause of the accident?”

“Vehicle versus tree.”

“Trees usually win those. Especially along that stretch of highway. Did you respond to the scene?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Ugly?”

“Saw a lot worse in Iraq, sir.”

Where the kid
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