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THE BARN’S MERCURY LIGHT AND moonbeams streaming through the clouds outlined the lurking shadows. Huffing, the man lumbered along the edge of the cornfield. When he entered, damp leaves whacked his neck.

In the humidity, his dress shirt and tan linen pants stuck to his girth as he loosened his tie. A spider web clung to his face. Picking at the nearly invisible threads, he heard a muffled noise and tried to calm his heavy breathing. The rustle of corn stalks closed in around him.

“Who’s there? Benny, is that you? You can’t change my mind. I’m going back to the police.”

Hearing snaps of the stalks at his right, he ran crossways through the crop. The mud suctioned his dress shoes. He slipped, landed on a row of corn, and struggled to push himself out of the thick muck. Looking up into the moonlight, he saw grotesque shapes surrounding him. The shadows emitted guttural cries as sharp blows struck his body.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Joe


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


SATURDAY

WITH HIS FBI BADGE HANGING off a chain around his neck, Joe Roberts, in jeans and a t-shirt, set a file and large coffee on the counter in the FBI reception area in the McNamara Federal Building in downtown Detroit.

He patiently waited for Jane Whitmore, the young doe-eyed woman behind the counter, to hang up her phone.

On the early Saturday morning, he glanced around the empty area. Offices surrounded the perimeter of the floor with the hallways connecting as a square. Eight large rooms in the middle were used for meetings, evidence, and work areas.

Joe liked the shared space in the larger work room with his team although they probably didn’t. Known as a hardass, he had vowed that no one would ever get hurt on his watch. His solemn promise rivaled the FBI’s motto of Fidelity, Bravery, and Integrity.

When Jane hung up her phone, Joe handed her the coffee. “Thanks for coming in on your day off. Is he here yet?” The whole office had the day off. Except for a rare three-day weekend, he hadn’t taken a real vacation in years.

“No, but you can wait in his office,” she replied, smelling the coffee’s cinnamon aroma, her favorite.

Joe shifted his legs as he leaned on the counter. “I dropped my work phone in the ... well ... let’s just say it got wet. Can you acquisition me another?”

She smiled. “Sure. I’ll have one for you Tuesday.”

“No hurry. I’ll be gone for a week or so. I have my private cell until then.” Joe took her picture with his cell then added her number to his contact list.

“At the director’s request, I had the black suit you leave here for court pressed. It should arrive after your meeting.”

“Moneypenny, you deserve another raise.”

“Sweet talker.”

“Hey, hey, you know the rules. If your father caught me flirting with you, he’d assign me to an Alaskan outpost.”

Jane laughed. “And here I thought you liked living on the edge. I wouldn’t tell.”

“Seriously? He’d ship you to a convent.”

“Good point. By the way, be thankful you’re leaving. I heard Rita has her sights set on you this week,” Jane said.

Joe cringed. “I’m glad you have my back.” After checking the empty area again, Joe leaned over the counter and gave her a peck on the cheek.

Inside Division Director Peter Bingaman’s large office, with a sofa, coffee table, and private bathroom, Joe sat in one of the three chairs across from the enormous desk. Propping his feet on the corner of it, he leaned back and stared at the woman’s headshot clipped to the front of the file.

With her golden-brown hair in a bun, she smiled back at him. He wondered how long her hair was. When the director walked in, Joe snapped back to his new assignment.

Peter shoved Joe’s shoes off the edge of his desk before sitting behind it. “Jane’s out there grinning like the cat that ate the canary. What did you do?”

“What do you mean? She’s waiting for my suit to arrive,” he replied, sitting up in his chair.

“You called her Moneypenny again, didn’t you? Never mind. Just give me the specifics on this new case.”

Joe passed him the thin file. “Well, I ID’d the anonymous caller as Dr. Madeline Pierce. She’s a scientist working with nanotechnology at BennTech’s Research Facility in Allegan. Her call didn’t give us much information though.”

“It warrants attention. You may have to deal with Matt Connor,” Peter said, glancing at Madeline’s picture on the file.

“I’m a professional, Pete. I would never let my personal life interfere with my career.”

“How many times have we been over this, Agent Roberts? I’m Director Bingaman in this building.”

Joe snorted. “Yes, sir. Eva and my brother-in-law won’t be an issue.” When Joe’s cell vibrated, he checked it. A sexy brunette’s photo identified her as the caller. Cringing, Joe let it go to voicemail then snapped a picture of Peter to add to his contacts. “I gotta use my private cell until Jane orders me another work one.”

“Don’t get distracted with your Fun Phone. That’s what Eva calls it, right?”

Joe scowled. “Yeah, that’s what she calls it. She’s been bugging me to go to the memorial fundraiser there ... so two birds.”

Peter chuckled at Madeline’s picture then set aside the file. “A word of warning: Your sister has an agenda. She called me to make sure you had a few days off to attend that party,” he said, leaning back in his chair.

“Great. Another setup,” Joe replied, rubbing the back of his head.

“Have fun with that. I only want work-related updates, especially since this scientist researches and develops drugs.”

With a nod, Joe stood. Out of respect for his mentor, he used his t-shirt to wipe off his shoe smudge from the desk before leaving.

David
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IN RURAL WEST MICHIGAN, THE sleepy teens staggered off the bus and congregated under a huge oak tree. High school senior David Connor and local farmer Lloyd Landford watched from the broken-down porch of the farmhouse. The house and barns had lost their luster and now stood with peeling paint and cracked boards.

“You’ve got some new recruits,” Mr. Landford said. “I’ll give the instructions, and then you can take over.” He fixed his overall strap and shuffled toward the tree. “All right, for some of you, this is your first summer job. You are corn de-tasselers. David is not your friend today. He is your crew leader and will not tolerate corn or tassel fighting.”

In jeans, a gray t-shirt, and work boots, David could tell which of them had done this before. Like him, some didn’t care about getting wet, but most had dressed in rain gear or garbage-bag suits for the heavy morning dew and irrigation. All wore some type of baseball hat. The veterans wore light towels under theirs that protected their necks and ears from the burning sun.

Mr. Landford pointed to a young girl applying sunscreen to her arms. She wore flip-flops on her feet. “If you can’t come prepared in the right shoes, I don’t need you here.”

She rolled her eyes. “These are more comfortable than heavy work boots.”

As the teens walked toward the field, David waited for last minute orders. “Keep them together.” Mr. Landford nodded at the flip-flop girl. “She won’t last to the end of this row. The rest will be better prepared Monday, I’ll bet.”

“You got it.” David pushed his wavy brown hair behind his ears and readjusted the towel under his hat.

“I appreciate your help. The farm hasn’t been the same since Zita died.”

“I lost my grandparents to the flu last year, too.” That day was one of the worse days of his life.

Mr. Landford sighed. “I think everyone here lost someone they loved.”

“Are you going to the charity banquet tonight? The money raised will go toward a memorial.”

“No, it’d be too hard. I miss her.”

“She made the best peanut butter cookies.”

Mr. Landford chuckled. “They were good, weren’t they?”

David monitored the group and pulled any missed tassels. He had started de-tasseling in middle school. As an upcoming senior, he was now promoted to crew leader. Many fields around Allegan were strictly for feed, but some hybrid fields had male and female rows. The teens de-tasseled the six female rows while the two male rows on each side pollinated them. The process increased the yields for any type of climate or soil condition.

For the extra spending money before school started, this tough job for teenagers lasted only three weeks, beginning the last week of July and ending the second week in August. The dawn-to-dusk work had to be completed within a limited amount of time, before the tassels were mature. Physically challenging, the work was only suited for those few, who could handle the stifling hot fields, the miles of walking, and the countless cuts from the leaves. Many had nightmares about unending rows of corn; but if you could get through a summer, you gained the respect of your peers.

“David,” Jon yelled, using his gloved hands to pull tassels while he walked, “isn’t your band playing at that big party tonight?”

“Yeah! I think we got picked because we played standard rock for our audition. My dad calls them the classic vinyls.”

“I heard everyone will be there. It’s like an adult prom,” Stan yelled from his row. “My mom’s going with a date she actually likes.”

“Your uncle?” Jon laughed.

“Don’t throw that tassel, Stan.” David continued, “My mom said BennTech is sponsoring the memorial banquet and will be donating flu vaccines this year. People are already panicking after last year’s epidemic.” He grabbed a missed tassel then crisscrossed a few rows over. Tall like his dad, he could easily reach above the stalks.

“I can’t believe twenty-three people from our little shit town died. Holland only lost five and that city is way bigger than we are,” Jeremy said.

Stan stuck another tassel behind his ear giving him a camouflaged-look in the middle of the cornfield. “I heard they all got flu shots. Didn’t do them much good.”

“Who’s still back there? Where’s Tiffany?” David asked as the guys finished their rows. “Take a break until she catches up.”

“Ten bucks says she won’t make it past lunch,” Jon said as more teens came out of the field.

“Come on, guys. Help me out,” Tiffany whined from her row.

“No way,” David yelled. “Everyone does their own work.” Tiffany walked out of the field covered in mud from her bare feet to her knees. She wore her flip-flops on her forearms. Her blond hair clung to her back, neck, and face. The seniors chuckled as they lined up for their next row.

“Don’t I get to rest?” she asked.

David shook his head as he assigned the rows. “Stop complaining or you’ll never live this down.”

She limped to her row. “What do you mean?”

“Last summer, Cindy Sherman thought she could get the guys to help her because she was popular. She started the school year realizing that nobody wanted to be associated with a whiny brat.”

“I don’t know her.”

“Exactly. Get going. You’re already behind.” He readjusted his towel and hat over his damp curls and followed the group back toward the farmhouse.

While the group sprawled out under the shade of a tree waiting for Tiffany, they heard a loud shriek. She ran out of the field, falling to her knees. Covered in sticky yellow goo, she threw up. The group stood as David walked over to her.

“Too hot?” he asked, holding his nose against a putrid smell.

“Oh God, don’t make me go back.” She hurled again.

“Get some water and cool off.” Her retching made him want to barf. “Stay put, you guys. I’ll finish her row and be back in a minute.” He walked into the field. A moment later, he ran out as white as Tiffany. “Junior, is everybody accounted for?”

“Yeah, all twenty.”

“Get them on the bus! Now!” he said, whipping out his cell phone.

Eva
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EVA CONNOR SHOWERED WHILE HER husband shaved through the mist on the mirror. With the bathroom door open, the steam filtered into their bedroom. She rinsed her long auburn hair as Matt stepped into the tub next to her. She smiled with her eyes closed.

“Do you want me to wash you next?” she asked.

“Isn’t it your wifely duty?” He chuckled and reached for her soapy skin.

She kissed his dark-haired chest as he rested his chin on the top of her head. Her petite figure fit perfectly against him. Nine years ago, she had met Matt and eight-year-old David at the hospital. She had been in a car accident and Matt had been shot in the leg. It was love at first sight for both of them. She had married Matt two months later and adopted David a month after that. She’s been crazy about her guys ever since.

He leaned down to kiss her as the bedroom phone rang. Ignoring it, he pulled her closer while the shower sprayed them. A minute later, he heard his cell.

She laughed. “I told you they’d need you today.”

He groaned. “I just asked for one weekend off.” After kissing her once more, he stepped out of the shower. He grabbed a towel and rubbed it over his crew cut. “What?” He listened. “Yeah, okay.” Hanging up, he turned back to her. “I’m sorry, honey. I gotta go. There’s a problem at Landford’s farm.”

She froze. “David’s out there.”

“The sheriff made sure to tell me he’s okay. They found something in the field and want me to check it out,” he said, drying off. “You shouldn’t expect me any time soon though. I’ll meet you at the banquet.”

She wrapped her hair in the other towel. “I’ll be setting up most of the afternoon. Don’t be late. You’re giving the opening speech.”

Matt sighed. “Maybe this will take a really long time.”

She kissed him again and smiled.

“Fine, I’ll make the speech, and then we’ll finish this,” he said.

Her husband disliked public speaking; she hoped the kiss and promise of later would distract him.

Matt
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A MILE OUTSIDE TOWN, MATT Connor turned onto Landford’s dirt driveway and its deep potholes. He ground his teeth as the cruiser bounced toward the two county cars parked by the school bus.

Leaning out his car window, he yelled at a deputy. “Kevin, what the hell’s going on?”

“Hey, Chief Connor, the sheriff wants to talk to you.” Deputy Doveski pointed to the yellow tape to the right of the house and vehicles.

He hurried toward Sheriff James Benton, whose belt painfully cut his large gut in half. “Jim, did the de-tasselers get overzealous with the corn wars?”

“The crew found something you need to see. Watch the vomit.”

He looked around. “Where’s David?”

“The bus got too hot, so he moved them to the other side of the house under the oak. Here it is.”

Matt saw a large, decayed lump on the ground. It seemed to be a bald man in a tan suit coat with a muddy hole in his abdomen. Maggots squirmed on what was left of his face. Oh God, did David see this?

“A girl tripped into the body. Her hand sank into the abdomen, letting out the fermented gas. She got a face full of stink.” The sheriff wiped his blotchy face with a handkerchief.

“Any ID?”

“None, but we did find these.” Benton handed him two plastic bags containing feathers.

“Birds pecking at a corpse?”

“Whatever bird these belong to might have killed him. The M.E. said the peck marks could have caused the injuries.”

“I’ll take a bag and ask around. Maybe the vet knows. Anything else?”

“I’ll want you there for the autopsy. Dr. Ellis wants to do it sometime Tuesday,” the sheriff said.

Matt turned toward the farmhouse. “Are you done with the kids?”

“Yeah, we already have a list of names.”

As Matt came around the corner of the house, he heard David. “Tiffany, nobody’s going to make fun of the puking.” Still crying, she walked away toward the other girls.

“How you doing, David?”

“I may not sleep well for a while.”

“I’m proud of you for taking charge of the situation. You can tell the kids they can go. You want me to drop you off somewhere?”

“No, I’ve got Mom’s car. The band’s got to set up.”

“Let her know you’re okay. Hey, have you ever seen this type of feather before?”

“Those feathers are huge,” he said, shaking his head. “Um, Dad, on the other side of the field we got a whiff of some funky odors coming from the woods. We were thinking maybe a meth lab.”

“We’ll check it out. I’ll see you tonight.” Matt watched his son walk away and wondered how this would affect him. With another sigh, he made a call while he opened the cruiser door.

Fifteen minutes later, Matt and three of his officers slowly approached the abandoned shack in the woods near the cornfield. The smell of cat urine lingered, a definite sign of meth production. With guns drawn, they quietly approached the open door. Someone had cleared out quickly. Looking up at the redheaded giant next to him, he holstered his gun. Officer Bobby Callahan had been his partner and had become his right hand since Matt became Chief of Police eight years ago.

“Bobby, call the State Police Response Team. Let them know there’s toxic waste. The rest of you, check the area. Nobody goes inside until the team arrives.”

“You got it, Chief,” Bobby replied.

Breathing the fumes was dangerous, and the threat of an explosion increased from the cooking of the materials. He dialed the sheriff on his cell. Michigan had created a drug task force in the effort to fight the production of narcotics. Local law enforcement worked with county, state, and federal agencies in a joint effort.

Allegan County had the highest rate of methamphetamine addiction and production in Michigan. Area farms had the ingredients for making the substance and acres of state forest and fields to hide their labs. The crime rate had increased from the theft of anhydrous ammonia from farmers who used it for their crops and from the theft of pseudoephedrine from drug stores.

For the last six months, Matt has had to put his officers in danger because of the erratic addicts, who robbed and stole money to pay for their drugs. On a first name basis with the response team, Matt informed them of the body found in the field. In full Haz-Mat gear, they processed the biohazards and area soil, keeping a close eye on any other evidence pertaining to the body.

Madeline
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“MADELINE ALLISON PIERCE, PUT ON your shoes and get going,” Madeline said aloud in her second-floor loft apartment in downtown Allegan.

With a sigh, she walked the first block to warm up. She hated every aspect of running and fought that internal voice every single morning not to do it. It’s too hot, too cold, too rainy, too tired, early meetings. She had vast excuses in her Rolodex.

But every morning she won the health battle and ran her set path around the outskirts of town. Three agonizing miles. She had been running that course for the last year, and she still despised it.

She never felt the runner’s high, just the dread of the next time. The only thing she remotely liked was being able to think clearly. The mental clash in her head ceased, at least until she finished.

Today, she focused on one particular song, the Hollies’ “King Midas in Reverse.” As she listened to the words, she waved at Chief Connor speeding by her. Replaying the song, she continued her pace past Abe’s Auction Barn for equipment and livestock.

Thinking about the banquet tonight made her nauseous and filled her with a different kind of dread. She needed to network with many people until she could find the one person who would help her. She hoped he’d know what to do with the information because she had no idea how to proceed.

Since uncovering financial and chemical component errors at BennTech’s Medical Research Facility, she had a hard time relaxing. Having to trust someone for guidance was definitely foreign to her. Self-reliance had been her motto since high school. College had reinforced that maxim.

Holding her nose, she ran by Pete Adamczyk’s pig farm. She groaned as sweat dripped off her chin. Her golden-brown ponytail stuck to her back. She needed a new cardio workout.

Back in town, she jogged down the street to her aunt’s bed and breakfast. She bound up the steps to the kitchen’s back door. Pulling it open, she hit a wall of cold air. Her Aunt Sylvia smiled as she set her flour tin on the large table in her country kitchen.

“Water’s in the refrigerator, dear,” Sylvia said.

Madeline grabbed a bottle and leaned back on the counter. She rubbed at her tank top where sweat trickled between her breasts.

“Why do you keep torturing yourself?” Sylvia asked.

“To stay in shape,” she replied before drinking half the bottle.

“There are other activities besides running. You love to dance.”

“I loved dancing with Uncle Herbert,” she said with a sigh. “Dancing’s not the same without him around.”

“I miss him, too, but life goes on. You’ll have a chance to dance tonight. Eva Connor says the memorial banquet will be quite the to-do.”

Madeline frowned and lifted her shirt to wipe her face. “I don’t even know what to wear.”

“Here’s your chance to loosen up and have some fun.”

“I’m not sure I remember how,” Madeline said, before chugging the rest of the water.

“Just try. Life’s too short not to enjoy it.” Her aunt put her hands on her hips. “I have a guest coming and you’re dripping all over the floor.”

She tossed the empty bottle in the recycling bin. “Anybody I know?” she asked as someone pounded on the front door.

“Just a minute!” Sylvia shook her head and pointed at the kitchen door. “You can meet my guest at the banquet when you’re less sweaty.”

Madeline kissed her aunt’s cheek. “Save me some of your cookies.”

Sylvia swatted her with her dishtowel. “Go.”

Madeline jogged down the sidewalk and glanced back at the front door to see a well-built guy with dark hair, a tight t-shirt, and a very nice butt. She tripped over an uneven section of the sidewalk then quickly recovered, pretending nothing happened. Thank God he wasn’t looking.

Half-jogging, half-limping, she groaned at the ache in her ankle. She had to wear heels tonight. Her feet would pay dearly because of her ogling. So he’s attending the party, too? She didn’t see his face, but she thought she’d recognize his butt. She felt a pang in her chest. Aunt Sylvia was right. I can’t remember the last time I had fun.

Dismissing the topic, she unlocked the street-level door of her building and focused on the task at hand. Whimsy isn’t in my genetic makeup.

At her loft, she took a cool shower. In a pink tank top and matching boxers, she opened her wardrobe. After twenty minutes, she had all her dresses spread out on the bed. With the heat, she wanted something cool, but professional, and maybe a bit sexy. She wanted to make the right impression, although she wasn’t sure exactly what that was. Deciding on a short bronze dress, she checked the clock and moaned. Five more hours of waiting.

She didn’t want to use that Hollies song as a secret code word to meet the agent. How am I supposed to work it into every conversation? What’s it say about a jerk agent? Was this a joke to him? Did he think he was James Bond? Skipping a nap, she sat in her oversized chair and reached for her notepad. She started a list: King, King Midas, Midas, Golden Touch, and Midas Touch. She leaned back and sighed.

“What am I doing? I’m just a research scientist.”

She closed her eyes and thought about the mystery man staying with Aunt Sylvia. She then chided herself for the distraction.

Sylvia’s B&B
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JOE ROBERTS SMILED AT THE multicolored flowers surrounding the newly painted Sylvia’s Bed & Breakfast sign. Two huge shade trees cooled his sweaty back from the long drive. He hoped to wrap this up quickly then do some fishing. He walked up the steps to the front porch and banged on the outside screen door.

“Just a minute,” a voice yelled.

While he waited, he watched Madeline, in a tank top and tight biker shorts, jog down the block then trip. Smiling, he admired her sexy long legs. A thin white-haired woman in her early sixties opened the doors for him.

“Joseph, it’s so good to see you again. Come in, and welcome.”

“Mrs. Folkert, you’re looking mighty fine,” he said, hugging her.

“Well, aren’t you sweet?” She laughed. “Your room’s ready. You’ll be my only boarder until next week.”

He picked up his bags and followed her into the parlor. His body welcomed her central air. In the living room to the left, he glanced at the baby grand. Her historical farmhouse had two other rooms and a small bathroom on the main floor next to her large kitchen. The second floor had four bedrooms, her living quarters, and another communal bathroom.

She handed him a set of keys. “I know you like the Blue Room. I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.”

In the Blue Room down the hall, he set his suitcase on the bed and hung his garment bag in the closet. Each room at Sylvia’s B&B had a color theme. This one was the most masculine, but it still had blue flowers covering the walls, bedspread, and pillows. He’d stayed in the Yellow Room once. Even in the dark, the room glowed.

He didn’t mind the flowers. He liked the homey feel of her place. Mrs. Folkert went out of her way to make sure everything was just right. He appreciated her friendship and mothering, something he didn’t get from his own. She reminded him of his best friend’s mom, who had created a safe haven for him in grade school.

He unzipped his suitcase and stuffed his clothes in the empty dresser. After setting his toiletry kit aside, he took out his dress shoes and handgun. The shoes he tossed on the floor and the gun he hid between his t-shirts. Before entering the bathroom, he peeked into the kitchen to see Mrs. Folkert stirring a large bowl.

After a quick shower and shave, he rolled his clothes into a ball and tucked them under his arm. With a towel around his waist, he stepped into the kitchen.

“Are those chocolate chip cookies for me? The smell’s making my mouth water.” He shifted his cell phone to the other hand then reached for a hot one.

“No, they’re for the banquet tonight.”

“What time does that start anyway? I told Eva I’d meet her there.” Joe’s cell vibrated in his hand. Seeing a different woman’s picture, he dismissed it. He then stuffed the cookie into his mouth and moaned.

She smiled. “It starts at six, and I’ll save you a few more if you help me carry them down there.”

“You bet I’ll help,” he said, grabbing another.

“Joseph, I may be old, but I’m not dead. Put some clothes on.”

“Yes, ma’am,” he replied with his mouth full of warm heaven.

The Hartford
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DAVID BACKED INTO A PARKING space at the Hartford Auditorium. This huge three-story stone and brick building held almost every community event in town. Named after Allegan matriarch Bill Bennett Senior’s wife, Ella Hartford, it had been a mainstay for over one-hundred years.

The community theater group put on plays. The local dance instructors rented the building for their recitals. Businessmen used the main stage with floor seating and upper tier for their meetings and programs. Just about everyone’s wedding reception took place in the all-purpose room of the building’s basement.

The front auditorium doors faced the downtown main streets. Down the hill in the back, the lower-level entrance opened to the river and the long boardwalk. The Kalamazoo River ran next to the Allegan buildings, so the backs of the stores were against the walkway.

The townspeople enjoyed the heavy wood planks in every season. From the early spring buds to the fall leaves to the winter wonderland of ice, it was always beautiful. Summer flowers had taken over now with every color imaginable.

Walking through the Hartford’s basement doorway, David saw his mom on the other side of the room. She gestured to delivery people, motioned for volunteers, and still managed to tie off silver and gold helium balloons.

“David, are you okay? I heard they found a body,” she said, reaching out to hug him. He stepped back, stopping her.

“Yeah, what’s left of one.”

How am I going to get that scene out of my head? Seeing dead bodies on TV and in movies was one thing; seeing a dead body in real life was another.

She frowned. “Oh, honey, what can I do?”

“Nothing. We want to focus on tonight’s gig.”

“Well, your stage is waiting for you.” She pointed to the corner area in the back.

Emus
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MATT CONNOR MET THE LOCAL veterinarian at Hurley’s junkyard farm. Dr. Jack Adams, a friend of Matt’s from Allegan High School, had rich parents that had set up his practice. He volunteered as a way of giving back to the community and used a bartering system with his patients. Matt knew him as odd in high school, but always a decent guy.

Matt shook his hand. “Thanks for meeting me here, Jack. Are these emu feathers?” He showed him the plastic bag.

“Yeah, what’s going on?”

“Will you come with me to check on the birds? There was an incident, and they may have been involved.”

As they neared the pen, Hurley came out of his workshop wiping his hands on his dirty overalls. Manure covered his knee-high boots. “I got a call that you was coming out, Chief. What do you want?”

“Have you had any problems with the emus, Hurley? Have they gotten out lately?”

“Nah, they don’t like leavin’ the pen. They get all the food they want in there to fatten ‘em up.”

Matt walked closer and saw traces of crusted blood around the emus’ beaks and legs. “Do you keep the gate locked?”

“No, I told you they don’t come out. What’s this all about?”

“A man was killed on Landford’s farm. Emu feathers were scattered around the area and the body had pecking marks.” 

“Really, Chief? I just gave them their vaccinations last week,” Doc Adams said. “They seemed pretty docile to me, but I can do a blood test and see if there are any abnormalities.”

“You do that, Doc. In the meantime, Hurley, I want them quarantined. Keep the gate locked and away from the other animals.”

Hurley ranted as he double-locked their pen.

In Cahoots
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JOE LOOSENED HIS BLACK TIE, skewing it, then stepped into the kitchen. Mrs. Folkert, in a navy-blue dress, apron, and fresh red lipstick, tightened the lid on the third Tupperware container.

“Rats, I was hoping for one more.” When she lifted the lid, he took another.

“Joseph, you look very handsome. You remind me of Herbert at our wedding years ago. We danced the night away. His tie was just as crooked.” After untying her apron, she fixed it for him. “I miss him. He’ll be one of the people remembered tonight.”

“I’m sorry,” Joe said, stacking the cookie containers. “He was a good man.”

“Yes, he was.” With Joe carrying the containers, they strolled the four blocks to the Hartford. “Now, Joseph, there will be quite a few single ladies there tonight.”

“Oh, really?” He grinned as they continued down the sidewalk. Are Eva and Sylvia in cahoots?

“I know most of them. Some are rather loose and will try to take advantage of you.”

“Oh, really?”

“You don’t need some twit without any ideas in her head.”

“Ideas are overrated,” he replied, trying not to laugh.

She gave him a harsh look. “You are a good-looking, intelligent man who needs a beautiful, smart woman.”

“Are you going to point her out to me?”

“You’ll know her when you see her.” She smiled as they crossed the street to the auditorium.

“That’s what Taylor and Eva tell me.”

“Your sisters are right. Now, Joseph, I don’t want my Blue Room turning into a bachelor’s buffet with girls coming through there,” she said, opening the side door.

“No, ma’am, not when I have you all to myself for the next few days.”

“You’re a charmer just like my Herbert,” she replied as they walked into the Hartford kitchen.

The Community
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IN A SLEEVELESS MINT GREEN dress and loose bun, Eva Connor handed out booklets and greeted the community members in their suits and dresses. This was the big event of the year for Allegan.

She turned toward the door. “Jack, I haven’t seen you in a while.”

In a gray suit with a red tie and vest, Dr. Jack Adams introduced his female companion, who wore an excruciatingly tight bun. “This is Tricia Simko, my veterinary assistant. Hey, I saw Matt earlier. He said he’d be here. Tell him we’ll catch up later.” Without acknowledging Eva, Tricia urged him forward into the room.

Eva turned to her young coworker, Amanda Sturgis, who wore a low-cut halter dress. “Her bun must be cutting off the area of her brain that’s polite.”

“Maybe she’s better with animals,” Amanda replied.

“Dr. Russell, thanks for coming tonight,” Eva said, handing the arrogant doctor a program.

“Yes, well, why wouldn’t I be here?” he asked, unbuttoning his suit jacket. As he walked away to flirt with every woman he met, Eva rolled her eyes.

“I’d love to run my fingers through that thick blond hair,” Amanda said.

Shaking her head, Eva picked up another stack of programs. “Hello, Mayor Kilmer, good to see you. Where’s Betsy?”

“She’s home sick. I’m stag tonight. Since when do you call me mayor? The four of us played pool last week.”

She grinned. She and Matt dined with them frequently. “How angry is she, John? I know you’ve taken dance classes.”

“She’s ticked. This was our big chance to show off our Arthur Murray lessons. Save me a dance later.”

“Sure,” Eva said. As the Mayor made his way into the room, his constituents surrounded him immediately.

“Looks like everyone’s here,” Madeline said, smoothing out her tight bronze dress. Like Eva, a loose bun seemed to be tonight’s style of choice against the heat. “There are quite a few people I don’t recognize.”

“Many are BennTech executives from around the country. The others are from Allegan County to support the benefit. We’ve counted over two hundred people so far,” Eva replied.

Using her booklet to fan herself, Madeline scanned the room intently searching for someone. Distracted, she suddenly stopped and openly gaped. Eva followed her gaze to Joe towering over a crowd of woman by the punch bowl.

“Damn,” Madeline whispered to herself.

Yes! Eva grinned. “Joe’s my brother.”

Madeline rigidly turned her body, obstructing her view of Joe. “He’s staying at Aunt Sylvia’s?” she asked.

Nodding, Eva watched Madeline’s odd behavior toward Joe. Madeline seemed to need an extra nudge toward meeting him. “I saved you both seats at our reserved table.”

“If only I had time for fun,” Madeline replied with a sigh.

“Tonight, you do. All you have to do is ignore him,” Eva said.

Madeline swayed past Joe, not looking his way. On cue, he turned his head to check her out.

With a hand full of programs, Amanda laughed. “How’d you know he’d do that?”

“I know my brother,” she replied, watching Joe stare at Madeline from across the room.

“Where’s that sexy husband of yours, Eva?” Dr. Marsha Vandeen asked, playing with her new pixie-style haircut. The premature gray matched her shapeless dress and flats.

“I haven’t seen you around the hospital lately,” Eva replied, ignoring her question.

“I have projects in the works at BennTech.”

“You’re splitting your time between patients and research?” Eva asked.

“Yeah, the research is more rewarding. Patients are a pain. They’re so needy.”

After Dr. Vandeen left, Amanda shook her head. “Do you think they’re needy because they’re in pain?”

As she and Amanda greeted more guests, Matt walked in wearing his black suit. “Boy, you’re handsome in uniform but in a suit, wow,” Eva said.

“Well, these shoes hurt my feet.”

Reaching up, she straightened his tie. “I have a surprise for you. After your speech, your black tennis shoes are by my chair.”

Matt kissed her hand. “Bless you, my lady. I plan on sweeping you off your feet.”

“I don’t think so, Matt,” Amanda said. “Mayor Kilmer already asked Eva to dance with him.”

He laughed. “We’ll just see about that. I don’t care if he is the mayor and my boss. Where’s that bastard?”

He mockingly stormed off as Eva grinned. Her husband rarely showed his humorous side in public. She was glad he left his responsibilities at the office ... at least for tonight.

Memorial
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FROM THE BAND’S TABLE, DAVID watched his Uncle Joe lean over to say hello to Madeline at their table. Mom shushed Joe while Dad walked to the stage. His dad waited for the crowd to quiet down.

David whispered to his father, “Focus on Mom and say your speech as if only to her.”

Dad hated public speaking. Cool and calm in any dangerous situation, his father sweated in the formal scene. His dad told him that in school he’d failed his public speaking class; he hyperventilated every single time.

Nodding, his dad took a deep breath and stepped onto the stage. “Ladies and gentlemen, thank you for coming tonight. I have lived in Allegan all my life. As your Chief of Police for the last eight years, I’ve seen our community come together after fires and floods. Seeing us regroup again makes me proud to serve my hometown.

“We’ve all lost someone to last year’s flu epidemic. Having lost both parents myself, I am here to remember and celebrate their lives. The program honors all twenty-three community members who have died. To raise money for a waterfront memorial, a silent auction has been set up in the front corner. The committee would welcome any size donation. As we remember the ones we’ve lost, we must appreciate those with us now. They are the ones who make life worth living.” The crowd applauded. He took another deep breath, stepped down, then leaned toward David. “Thanks, Son.”

The Bet

––––––––
[image: ]


JOE MOVED NEXT TO MADELINE so Matt could sit beside his wife. Eva reached under the table and slid out his black tennis shoes. Madeline tensed at Joe’s closeness. He must have sensed her unease because he leaned back in his chair to give her some space. Eva still didn’t understand Madeline’s jumpy behavior. She’d ask her about it later.

“Nice speech, Matt, that should generate donations,” Joe said.

“The committee did want the women to open their pocketbooks and the men their wallets,” he replied, changing his shoes.

Madeline looked around the room. “I’ll open mine, but it makes me angry.”

“Angry?” Eva asked.

Watching the door, she continued. “I’m a scientist. It makes me angry that we can’t prevent deaths like these yet.”

“You can directly prevent this?” Joe asked, trying to get her attention.

“I work in research and that’s my goal,” Madeline replied.

When Joe checked his vibrating cell, Eva looked over his shoulder and scowled at the sexy woman with major cleavage. Madeline must have seen it, too, because she stood abruptly.

“Excuse me.” She walked toward a crowd by the display table.

“Boy, Joe, you really have a way with the ladies,” Matt said. “She couldn’t wait to get away from you.”

With an open mouth, Joe stared at Madeline. “What did I do?”

“Apparently, you can’t charm every woman,” Eva replied, shrugging her shoulders.

“I’m hungry.” Joe left for the buffet table where three women instantly surrounded him.

Eva laughed. “That will be fun to watch,” she said to Matt.

“What just happened?”

“I told Madeline that if she wants a shot with Joe to ignore him. Look at him. He can’t stand it.”

Waiting in the long buffet line, Eva watched the people around her. Joe ate alone while checking his cell phone. Amanda, dressed much different than in her usual scrubs, worked by the auction table as several doctors checked out her skimpy outfit.

BennTech’s CEO Bill Bennett, Jr. smoothed out his ear-to-ear comb-over as he talked to his short CFO Alan Shaw and a group of men she didn’t recognize. Bill had been appointed CEO after his father died nine years ago. His dad had founded the hospital and BennTech as a young man.

Eva saw Patricia Simko slip a note into Alan Shaw’s hand as she walked by. When Madeline, carrying a small plate of food, passed Bill and Alan, they eyed her butt. Eva glowered.

Dr. Ben Russell and Dr. Marsha Vandeen talked away from the main group of physicians. They had their heads together and it looked rather intimate. Eva had thought Ben Russell liked hitting on young, idolizing women, not an equal like Marsha who squeezed his hand and walked away.

At their reserved table, Joe glared at the men’s disrespecting manner. Before Madeline joined him, Kenny VanKampen, a twenty-year-old guy with a greasy mullet in an over-sized brown suit coat and khakis, stopped her.

Matt followed the daggers from Eva’s eyes to Madeline and Kenny across the room. “Looks like Joe will have a little competition,” Matt said.

Eva harrumphed. “She wouldn’t go for Bill or Alan. They’re both uptight and fifty. And Kenny? That slimy weasel unloads boxes at BennTech. She could do so much better.”

Matt chuckled while she continued to scan the room. As she and Matt picked up their plates at the start of the buffet table, David worked his way over. This was his first performance since starting the band.

“Honey, what’s wrong?”

Out of breath, he yanked on his t-shirt collar. “I don’t know what to do. Nelson can’t make it until later. Our first set starts in twenty minutes, and we have no drummer.”

“Where is he?” Matt asked.

“He’s helping his dad bale hay. They’re finished, but he can’t get here until our second set.”

“Honey, your uncle played in a band in college. Ask him if he’ll fill in. He just moved to the seat next to Madeline.” She turned to her husband after David left. “Joe will jump at the chance to impress Madeline. Want to bet me?”

Matt piled chicken and dumplings on his plate and grinned. “My money’s on Joe. They’ll kiss before the night is over.”

“You’re on. Loser does the dishes after tomorrow’s barbeque?”

Matt nodded and added mashed potatoes to his plate.

The Favor
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SITTING NEXT TO MADELINE, JOE hoped to make some headway. “How long have you been a scientist?”

“Nine years at BennTech. I started after college. What do you do?”

David interrupted. “Uncle Joe, can I talk to you for a minute?”

“Sure, have a seat.”

“I need a huge favor. Our drummer can’t get here until the second set. Can you fill in for a few songs?”

“I don’t know, David. I haven’t played in a while.”

“Come on, Joe. I’m sure you remember some simple rhythms from way back when,” Madeline said. Biting his lip, David looked at him.

“I’ll do it if Madeline dances with me later,” Joe said.

Joe grinned as David pleaded with her. “Please, please, dance with him later.”

“I’ll do it for the band,” Madeline replied.

With their full plates, Matt and Eva joined them. As one, the group eyed Joe’s cell when it vibrated on the table. Another sexy woman with thick makeup smiled up at them. Joe silently swore before quickly palming it and sliding it into his pocket. Leaving her half-eaten plate, Madeline slid back her chair and walked away. Damn it.

Eva shook her head at him. “I told you your Fun Phone would bite you in the butt someday.” Joe growled as David motioned him toward the stage.

Standing next to the stage, Joe looked over the first set’s play list. He remembered how nervous he was during his first gig. These guys looked green.

“Are you sure you can play?” Jimmy Ready asked again. As if playing his keyboard, he continually pressed his fingers on the large speaker in front of him.

“I’ve played on and off in a band for the last fifteen years. The question is, can you keep up with me?”

“Uncle Joe, you said you hadn’t played in a while.”

“David, you were my in with Madeline,” Joe replied. Thank God she had agreed before my cell rang.

“You would have played even if she said no?” David asked.

“Of course. I wouldn’t let my favorite nephew down. Now, she has to dance with me thanks to you.” He chuckled. “Okay, guys, let’s start with this song.” He pointed to the sheet. “It’ll get the crowd revved up.”

“I shouldn’t have eaten that peach pie,” Tyler Sutton said, rubbing his stomach. “There are a lot of people out there.”

Joe took off his jacket and absently placed it over a nearby chair. “Hey, this is supposed to be fun. I saw a lot of hot ladies out there. Chicks love musicians. Let’s impress them by rocking their world. Ready?”

“Yeah!” they said in unison.

Back Roads took their place on stage as the mayor introduced them. David played bass. Tyler Sutton played lead guitar while Jimmy Ready played keyboard. They would sing backup to David’s lead.

Sitting behind the drums, Joe took off his tie and loosened a few buttons on his shirt. Waiting for the Mayor to finish, he twirled the drumsticks to flex his fingers and smiled at Madeline while Eva, his interfering sister, looked smug. The band started its set with The Safaris’ “Wipeout.”

Years of Scheming
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“I’M GOING TO ENJOY DIRTYING every dish in the house tomorrow,” Matt said over the music.

Eva laughed and looked around the room. Top executives, physicians, and farmers mimicked the drum’s beat with various utensils on the table. Matt even joined in, getting into the groove of the night. Madeline grinned and rolled her eyes. Eva watched Joe laugh with David and the band.

Last month, she had suggested Joe come but expected him to decline so it had surprised her when he called two weeks ago asking for a ticket to the fundraiser. Putting her plan for Joe and Madeline to meet in motion, she had called Peter and asked him to give Joe more time off. She had invited him, too, but knowing about the set up, he decided he didn’t want to watch the drama unfold. She still promised him updates though.

Now, not only could she spend time with Joe, she and Sylvia, after years of scheming, could finally observe the chemical attraction between them. She told Joe the guest room was his, but he said he liked staying at Sylvia’s B&B. Even better. She hoped he could have some fun while here. He seemed to be off to a good start.

Family Conflict
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AS THE CROWD APPLAUDED, JOE laughed. “See, this is fun, right? Those chicks are definitely into you guys.”

Wanting to keep an up-tempo, they continued with the Hollies’ “Long Cool Woman.” Looking over the crowd, he spotted Mrs. Folkert with her friends. She kept the beat with her foot and waved. Young women danced in the designated area in front of the band.

With an arm around Eva, Matt tapped his other hand on the table. Even though he and Matt got along, Joe suspected his brother-in-law might not be too happy by the end of his stay.

As the band continued with their set, he watched Madeline continue her circuit around the room, chatting briefly with various groups.

Simon

––––––––
[image: ]


WHILE EVA FILLED TWO CUPS at the punch bowl, she heard a commotion in the kitchen. Two rednecks in jackets were shoving around a shorter guy. She recognized the bullied man as Matt’s former classmate. Living with his mother, Simon Baker picked up odd jobs around town. Tonight, he was helping with the cleanup.

“What’s going on in here?” Eva demanded.

“None of your business,” the bigger guy in a worn brown suit with a paisley dress shirt replied.

“Simon, are you okay?”

“I said it’s none of your business,” the man repeated, stepping toward her. The other lankier man twitched nervously.

She stood her ground. “And I asked Simon if he’s okay.”

As the guy reached for her arm, Simon stammered. “Don’t touch her.” The big man turned, and Simon backed away.

“I want you both to leave this building now,” she said, folding her arms.

“I wouldn’t make my wife angry if I were you,” Matt said from the doorway. “Corey, you and your friend had better leave now or you’ll enjoy a nice stay in my jail.”

“No problem, Chief Connor,” Corey, the nervous man, said as they headed for the kitchen exit.

“Simon, what’s going on?” Matt asked, standing next to Eva.

“Hi, Matt. I liked your speech. It make me sad. I give my ten dollar.”

“Did those guys hurt you?” Eva asked, moving closer to check on him. “Thank you for standing up for me. That was very brave.”

“I like you and Matt. You are nice to me and my mama.”

“Simon, if those guys bother you again, tell me and I’ll take care of it,” Matt said, escorting her out of the kitchen.

“Okay, Matt. Bye, Mrs. Matt, you look pretty tonight.”

“Thank you, Simon,” she replied over her shoulder.

“You need to be careful,” Matt said.

“All I had to do was raise my voice and there you were. I won’t be bullied by those ruffians.”

“Ruffians? You’re spending too much time with Sylvia.”

“Evie, are you causing trouble?” Joe asked, slipping on his suit jacket. He stuffed his tie in his pocket and left the top two buttons on his shirt undone.

“I always seem to. Thanks for helping David out,” she replied.

“Those guys were so nervous. I think they’ll enjoy the next two sets,” Joe said.

As they talked, a young woman approached Joe. While talking to him, she tugged on his finger with one hand and flipped her hair from her face with the other. Matt grabbed Eva’s hand to lead her back to their seats.

“Is he teaching our son how to pick up women?” Matt gestured to the stage. Two teenage girls chatted with David as he sipped his bottle of water.

“Women love musicians,” Eva replied.

“Should I dig my guitar out of the garage?”

“Ooh, would you?” Eva squeezed Matt’s hand. “I’ll be your groupie.”

“Hey, you two,” Madeline said from behind them. “I forgot how exhausting it is to network for project funding. Doctors are boring and executives are even worse.”

Matt groaned. “I hate mingling. Trying to be civil to people you can’t stand is like being shot in the leg. I don’t know how you and Eva can do it,” he said as Joe joined them. Eva smiled, pleased that Joe ditched the other woman for Madeline.

“What kind of pep talk did you give those boys?” Matt asked Joe.

“I just told them to have fun and that women love musicians.”

Matt looked at Eva. “You really are related to him, aren’t you?”

“Madeline, how’d you like the music?” Joe asked.

“I thought the boys played great, but the drummer had a hard time keeping a steady tempo.” Madeline smiled while Matt laughed.

“What? I did not.”

“You’re right. You’ve developed quite the following.” Madeline casually pointed to a group of young, giggling women staring at Joe while, out of habit, he reached for his vibrating cell. Yet another woman smiled back. “Eva, have you put in your bids for the silent auction yet?” Madeline asked, dismissing Joe.

“I have, but let’s go anyway.” As Madeline turned in her heels, Eva kissed her husband’s cheek. She then glared at her dumbass brother. “You’re embarrassing yourself. You need to start blocking those one-and-dones.” Before he could respond, she walked away.

BennTech’s Boss
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MADELINE WROTE A CHECK WHILE Eva smiled at her brother, who glared back. “Joe hasn’t had to work this hard in a long time,” Eva said to her.

Madeline passed the check to Amanda behind the table. She couldn’t think about that right now; she needed to focus on the task at hand and find the idiot cloak and dagger agent. Why wasn’t he looking for her? She’d already walked circles within the mass of people. She should have found him by now.

“How much are you donating?” Alan Shaw asked, standing behind her.

“I don’t think that’s any of your business,” Madeline replied, looking down at him. His heeled shoes didn’t help.

He glanced at her check for five hundred dollars. “I think we’re paying you too much.”

“As BennTech’s CFO, I’m sure you can afford to triple that amount,” she stated loud enough for the table to hear.

“I’ve already donated,” Alan replied.

“Oh, I don’t think so.” Amanda smiled. “I’ve been working here all night.”

Bill Bennett chuckled from the end of the table. “Get out your checkbook, Alan. It’s for a good cause and you know it.”

While Eva helped Amanda, Madeline smiled and walked away. That turd wasn’t even going to donate. She scanned the crowd and visited with a few small groups before walking toward Aunt Sylvia’s table for a break from searching for the agent and schmoozing with colleagues. In a tight dress, Patricia Simko stopped her.

“Hey, Pat. Are you here with anyone?” Madeline asked.

“No. Have you noticed that our lower-level door doesn’t lock properly? I called our landlord twice. Will you talk to him? He likes you,” Pat said.

“Of course. I’ll call tomorrow.”

Turning in her stilettos, Pat hurried away. Anxious that the night was half over already, Madeline sat beside her aunt and her elderly friends.

“You haven’t danced at all, dear,” Sylvia said.

“I’m not up to it.”

“I’m sure there are a few nice men who’d dance with you.”

“Most of the men here are old and stuffy.”

“What about him?” Sylvia gestured. “He’s handsome.”

The Thumbs Up
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SITTING ALONE WITH MATT, JOE watched Madeline leave with his sister. “What’s her story?” Joe asked.

“Don’t take it personal. She has a stressful job. Eva said she’s been jumpy lately.”

He considered Matt’s analysis and watched Madeline move from one small group to another. She finally sat next to Mrs. Folkert and her lady friends. The band returned to the stage with Nelson Packert on drums. They seemed more relaxed this set.

David nodded. Joe smiled and saluted. Then, the band started the set with their first slow song of the night. Joe excused himself and walked toward Madeline. An old bald guy with a white walrus mustache eyed Sylvia and stood from the next table. Joe beat him to her.

“Sylvia, may I have this dance?” Joe asked, holding out his hand.

With a relieved smile, she quickly set her hand in his and stood. He held her in his arms as they danced slowly around the room.

“I’d much rather dance with you than with Earl,” she said.

“That guy’s glaring at me. Is he sweet on you?”

“Good God! I hope not.”

He spun her and smiled directly at Earl. “He’s jealous,” he said, leading her into a few complicated steps. She followed easily while he watched Earl glare at them.

“And you’re making it worse,” Sylvia said.

“Can I dip you right in front of his table?” he asked as the song ended.

“Don’t you dare, and thank you, Joseph. You’ve brought back some wonderful memories.”

He kissed her hand. “When you’re ready to leave, let me know so I can walk you home.”

She patted his cheek. “Stay away from those two blondes by the auction table. You deserve better.”

He laughed. “I won’t pursue anyone unless I get the thumbs up from you. Okay?”

She nodded and returned to her table. He wandered around the room and stopped at the punch bowl. One woman made him blush with a marriage proposal. She wanted to skip the ceremony and start the honeymoon.

Smiling, he turned to Sylvia, who sternly shook her head. He spotted Madeline talking to a group of men. Standing outside the circle, he listened to the conversation.

“I really believe BennTech has the King Midas touch,” Madeline said. The men agreed.

Joe interrupted. “As a curse or in reverse?” Her mouth dropped as he grinned. “I believe you owe me a dance. Excuse us, gentlemen.”

“You?”

Taking her hand, he escorted her toward the dance floor. “You just became my girlfriend.” He looked at David while the band finished their song. On cue, they played “Something” by the Beatles. He took Madeline in his arms.

She glanced at David, who smiled as he sang. “The band is doing your bidding now?”

“Yup.” He raised his eyebrows to Sylvia, who nodded like a bobble-head doll.

“What kind of code word was that anyway?” Madeline asked as he slowly moved her around the dance floor, avoiding other dancers. “When the agent on the phone gave me the words ‘King Midas,’ he said you liked using oddball songs like that.”

“You don’t like that Hollies’ song?” he asked.

“I’m partial to ‘Bus Stop.’ Do you know how long it took me to think of a way to work it into every conversation?”

“I was curious to see how you’d manage. Not bad,” he said with a chuckle.

“Gee thanks. Why didn’t you say something earlier? I spent all night talking to lecherous execs who never made eye contact.”

“You wouldn’t talk to me. Now, we dance and let everyone think you’re falling in love with me.”

“What? Why not the other way around?”

He grinned. “Because I’m already falling for you.”

“Oh, brother, does that line actually work on women?”

“Seriously, I’m in charge of keeping you safe. I know you have sensitive information on BennTech. We’ll discuss the specifics in private later,” he said, eyeing the dancers around them. “Can you play the part as my girlfriend for easier access into the facility? We need to work together, and I’ll need you to trust me.”

“Prove to me that I can, and don’t make decisions for me,” she replied, following his lead on the dance floor.

Joe smiled. For now, he’d enjoy their dancing. As he moved her around the floor, he remembered his first dance lesson. In middle school, he was nervous about the spring dance. Taylor’s mom had showed him some steps. She confided that most women couldn’t resist a man who knew how to lead. He took private lessons in high school and became popular soon after. In college, he took an additional course. By then, he knew more than the instructor. Yes, I’m that good.

Keeping her in his arms, he guided her into an East Coast Swing. He found it refreshing that she knew the steps. Not many of the women he’s dated did. He had to work extra hard to maneuver them around the dance floor. It got to the point where he just didn’t bother dancing. Now, he realized how much he missed it or maybe he finally found the right partner.

Madeline’s eyes sparkled as he spun her around. He winced at how much he liked making her smile. What the hell! Focus, damn it! Don’t get carried away!

The Kiss
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JOE WOULD INVESTIGATE HER SUSPICIONS into the company, which would pair them together for the next few days. How exciting! Who would have guessed Aunt Sylvia’s mystery man was Eva’s brother and the FBI agent sent
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