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CHAPTER ONE



[image: ]


How was it possible that almost a year had practically flown by? I’d swear it was just yesterday I was doing research for a character in an upcoming novel. That was when I pestered, pleaded, and gave a certain state police captain my innocent doe-eyed look in an attempt for me to ride along with a trooper during a patrol shift.

A year!

How the hell did that happen?

A year ago, I’d been safe and warm, happy in my cocoon of life. After all, I was surrounded by a small circle of good friends, had a nice cozy place to live in, and a job that I thoroughly enjoyed. And then boom! I witnessed the shooting of a state trooper and, then, helped solve the crime. Then my best friend got kidnapped and I was the one who figured out where she was being held captive, and came to her rescue. Next, my late father’s art studio was discovered, along with a fortune in original works, which led to some crooks trying to rip that off. I sort of got caught up in that one too—and helped catch the bad guys. All of that happened in less than a year. There were times I felt as if danger and excitement were lurking around every corner.

And then there was Malone.

Oh boy! Malone.

Maybe he was the cause of everything that’s happened to me.

“Jamie, are you talking to yourself?” he asked.

Speak of the devil. “Just enjoying a pleasant daydream. Must have mumbled something out loud.”

I sprawled on the big sofa. It was so deep and plush, it had been known to swallow a person whole, so they practically disappeared. Or it could push two people together into an embrace. Probably only the top of my head was visible. Before I could even attempt to struggle out of the clutches of the cushions, he slipped in beside me, and then, I couldn’t escape if I wanted to—as if any woman in her right mind would want to get away from Malone. He was handsome, tall and lean, with the most incredible blue eyes I’d ever gazed into.

“It’s late, Jay. You should be in bed.” Malone gently stroked my back.

“I like waiting up for you. Especially when you have the day off tomorrow.”

He nuzzled my neck. “That’s sweet. One of these days it may get old, and I’ll find you sound asleep in bed, snoring away.”

“I do not snore.”

Malone stared deeply into my eyes. “Jamie, there are times you snore so loudly, you wake yourself up.”

“That must be someone else. Perhaps our bedroom is haunted by a sleepy ghost. Or those noises you hear are when Ian is staying over.” It was impossible to say this with a straight face, so I just snuggled up to his chest. “Will you wake me up if I ever go to bed before you get home?”

“Nah, I’ll just make like a teddy bear and cuddle up with you.”

The image of Malone as a bedtime snuggle buddy thrilled me. The idea of sleeping alone seemed foreign to me at this stage. A year! We settled quietly together; sometimes there was no need for conversation. Just being in each other’s presence, curled up together, was enough. Truth be told, it was all I needed. I got the impression Malone felt the same way.

Here it was, the middle of October and Mother Nature was weaving her magic. The leaves on the trees were changing colors. The days were growing cooler and shorter. The kids had been back in school for more than a month. That meant Ian, Malone’s unofficial kid brother, wasn’t around on a daily basis. He was in his sophomore year at high school. About twice a week, usually on one of Malone’s days off, Ian would be here for dinner and spend the night. I think he used us as an excuse to spend some time with Brittany, the pretty girl down the block he met last summer. They were an adorable couple. Malone was keeping a close eye on that relationship, as were Brittany’s parents. Young love was so damn cute!

Malone was a sergeant with the Michigan State Police, overseeing the highway patrols on a western section of the metropolitan Detroit area. He worked the second shift, where the evening action was usually jumping. That allowed us plenty of time together in the daylight hours. When he was at the post, I focused on my own work.

A year.

This was the longest relationship I’d ever had. Not that there’ve been that many. Sometimes my quirky sense of humor or my lack of culinary talents or my job or my smartass attitude or my stubbornness scared a guy away. Or maybe it was a sense from me that the man just wasn’t all he appeared to be. But Malone showed no signs of running for the hills. Could it be that I was maturing?

“As comfy as this couch is, I think it’s bedtime,” Malone whispered in my ear. “It’s still warm enough that you don’t need your flannel nightie.”

“I do not own a flannel nightie.”

“That’s good to know. I guess the silk one would be just fine tonight.”

I leaned back to look him in the eye, my nose brushing his. “Are you sure sleep is what you have in mind?”

“Of course. Well...”

“Well what?”

Malone rolled off the sofa and pulled me with him. “Well, eventually.”

***
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Friday morning, Malone cooked brunch for us. Homemade Belgian waffles, topped with blueberries and rashers of crisp bacon on the side. Our plan was to run downtown to set up the studio. We had a few preparations to take care of for Ian. The kid would be coming over after school and would spend most of the weekend with us. It was a break from being at home with his mom, Terri, and his sister Caitlin.

The studio originally belonged to my late father. Peter Richmond was a successful sculptor who died when I was only seven years old. His place was in an old industrial building that had been converted into artist studios and galleries fifty years before. This past summer we’d discovered that his workshop and a supply room were still intact. That was when we’d learned of young Ian’s own artistic talents. I had unlimited access to the studio and had taken to using it occasionally for my writing. Being around Peter’s priceless works of art was inspiring.

“Did you talk with Terri yesterday?” I asked.

“Yes, she and Caitlin will meet us down there at six. Terri said it’s been a struggle, keeping this a secret. What about Brittany?”

“I went down and visited with her parents. They’re fine. We should get her home by midnight. Brittany thinks we’re just going for the hockey game.”

Malone had managed to get six tickets for the Red Wings game against the Boston Bruins. We told the kids only that we were going to the game and would grab some food at the arena. Terri, Malone, and I had been planning the surprise for quite a while now. It was all tied in with Ian’s birthday, which is early next week.

On the way downtown, we stopped to pick up the last of the supplies needed. Malone checked each item off a shopping list that had taken on a life of its own. What had started out as a couple of things now filled a shopping cart.

“Terri insists on contributing to the expense,” Malone said as we packed the last of the goodies into the back of his Jeep.

“And what did you tell her?”

“That she would have to discuss the issue with a certain stubborn redhead. I’m staying out of all matters financial. You just brought me along for the muscle.” He gave me one of those low-voltage smiles, the kind that just touched the corners of his mouth and put a little twinkle of merriment in his eyes.

As an heir to Peter’s estate, it turned out that there was more money available than I had ever dreamed of. While I wouldn’t receive any funds for a few more years, it was something that had been lingering in the back of my mind. I earned a nice living writing mystery novels. Malone and I were comfortable sharing the expenses for the little rented house and any vacations or excursions. From the people who knew him best, I’d learned that Peter would not have hesitated at sponsoring a young artist’s enthusiasm and talent.

“Do you think Terri will be offended if I don’t let her pay for some of this?” I asked quietly.

Malone shrugged. “It’s possible. She’s working and doing her best to take care of the kids. Being a single mother with two teenagers is no walk in the park. I know Terri appreciates it when we spend time with Ian. But she may be concerned that he’s taking advantage of your generosity.”

“It’s really not that much,” I said. “I’m sure she’s got other expenses that she could put that cash toward.”

He was thoughtful for a couple of minutes. “Maybe you could take some money from her. Put it in an account for Ian. Then when he needs more supplies, you can use those funds.”

I glanced over as he drove through the late morning traffic downtown. “For a cop, you’re a pretty smart guy, Malone.”

“For a rich broad, you’re pretty down to earth.”

I slapped his arm playfully. “That’s for calling me a broad!” We’d only learned about Peter’s estate in June. Malone liked to tease me occasionally about the money. But it appeared to have no impact on his feelings toward me, one way or the other.

At the studio, we unpacked the supplies. Malone helped me arrange everything, so it didn’t look like a jumbled pile of clutter. We took a few minutes to check the storeroom. After the collection had been evaluated, we’d wrapped most of the art in thick sheets of plastic, to keep the dust off it. Many of the sculptures had been returned to the heavy wooden crates Peter had built for them. There were a few sculptures left on display in the studio. Sixteen of our favorite artworks were currently touring the country, with celebrated stops in large cities.

“The kid will be turning cartwheels when he sees all this,” Malone said.

“Hey, it’s a combination of a birthday present and a reward for all his hard work during the summer. Think of it as a bonus.”

“I just hope we’re not putting too much pressure on Ian. Like we have high expectations for him to create something fantastic each time he’s here.”

“Malone, nobody is forcing him. This just happens to be an ideal spot for someone with the kind of talent that Ian has to learn how to sharpen his skills.”

We were leaning against Peter’s old drawing table, looking over the space. With the high windows facing north, there was plenty of natural lighting. There were two new easels, an adjustable drafting table, boxes of markers, pencils, charcoal, and brushes. There was a new, tall wooden cabinet with cupboards on one side to house sketch pads and canvases, and little drawers and cubbyholes on the other side to hold the various tubes of acrylic paint and other supplies. Several canvases in different sizes were stacked on top of it. A wooden stool with an intricate lattice pattern along the backrest was in front of the table.

Centered on the table was a large envelope. Malone walked over, picked it up, gave it a shake, then put it back in place. “What happens if he balks?”

“We’re merely putting the offer on the table. Terri is on board and will support him whichever way he decides. Just like we will. And it’s not like we’re locking him in a dungeon and leaving him alone for weeks at a time without food or water or feminine companionship.”

Malone wrapped me in his arms. “Man is not meant to live without feminine companionship.” Then he kissed me for an hour. Okay, maybe it was only a minute or two. Either way, it left me breathless.

“You’re absolutely right.”

***
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Malone dropped me off at home. He had a couple of errands to run before picking Ian up from school. I was working on the next book. This one was about an art heist and had many of the elements from our real-life summer adventure. As I switched on the computer, the icon indicated new emails. I clicked it. There was a note from Shannon, my literary agent, with an update about some promotions. Another was from a local bookstore, inquiring about me doing a reading and autograph session. But the next one rocked me.

It was from Randy. I hesitated. Maybe it wasn’t the same guy. Maybe it was just some fan, someone who read one of the books, clicked on the website and wrote me a note to say how much he, or she, liked the book. It was a common name, after all. Not something unusual, like Nancielle or Esmerelda. Yet somehow, I sensed that this was a specific Randy I’d met a couple of years before. The name was also a perfect description of his attitude toward me.

I opened the message and felt my palms turn sweaty.

Jamie,

I hope you’re doing well. Congratulations on your books. I’ve read all three and see that your attention to detail and your active imagination are still working overtime. It’s hard to believe it’s been over two years since we met in South Haven. I’d like to think that was a magical time for both of us. It certainly was for me. We made quite a few good memories during your vacation.

I’m going to be in the Detroit area for a conference next week. It would be great if we could get together and catch up a bit. Maybe over coffee or a drink. There’s also a little story I’d like to share with you. My phone numbers are below, both work and cell. Or you can just respond to the email.

Looking forward to seeing you.

Warmest regards,

Randy

I read it twice, the second time slowly, trying to see if there were any subtle hints or clues as to what had suddenly dredged up this romantic fling from the past. There had been some passionate, steamy interludes during that vacation on the shore of Lake Michigan. This was before Malone. Before I left my job as an investigative reporter. Before I started writing mysteries. Before giving up my cozy little apartment. Before...everything.

I was still trying to concentrate, to even consider drafting a response, when the side door of the house banged. Ian and Malone had arrived. I shut down the computer and pushed thoughts of a certain blond guy on a beach out of my mind.

“Hiya, Jamie!” Ian called as he zipped down the hall to the bedroom he used. The excitement in his voice was unmistakable.

“Is that the proper way to greet someone?” Malone asked, appearing in the arch by the kitchen. He winked and motioned me to join him.

Ian stopped in his tracks and dropped his backpack on the hardwood floor. He spun around, walked over, and wrapped his arms around me in a tender hug. The kid seemed to have grown another inch in the last week. Ian was now just a bit taller than my own five-seven.

“Good afternoon, Ms. Richmond. It is truly a pleasure, as always, to see you,” he said.

I hugged him back. “It’s a pleasure to see you too, smartass! What’s got you so excited?”

“Are you kidding?” He released me and bounced a step back. “It’s Friday! School is out! We’re going to watch the Wings and Bruins!”

“Don’t forget Brittany,” I said.

“Yes! She called me last night. You guys are the best!” He grabbed his pack and tossed it in his room. “Maybe I should get a snack before we go? Lunch was like three days ago.”

Malone pointed at the kitchen. “Have some fruit. We’ll get dinner at the game. You’ve got time to clean up before we leave.”

“That’s sounds like a plan,” Ian said.
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Laughter must result in forward motion because the drive back to the studio seemed to fly by. Brittany was in rare form, joking and teasing not just with Ian but both Malone and me as well. She and Ian went to different schools, so although they talked and texted frequently, being apart for a few days seemed to draw them closer together. Brittany had confided in me that her parents were getting accustomed to the idea of her dating Ian. That meant the kids would probably attend duplicates of events such as homecoming, the winter dance, and many other social gatherings.

“I’ve got a green dress in mind for homecoming,” Brittany said. “But you don’t get to see it until that night. Of course, I’ll wear it again when we go to homecoming at your school.”

“Is it a long dress?” Ian asked. “Or something short? Because, you know, your legs really look good in a short dress. Ow!”

Malone started laughing. The rearview mirror was adjusted so he could see the kids. Brittany had jabbed a pointy elbow into Ian’s ribs. “I’m sure Brittany will look lovely no matter how long the dress is. Don’t you agree, Jamie?”

“I do. Perhaps Ian needs to return to charm school for a refresher.”

“Don’t let him get any fresher,” Brittany said with a giggle, “or my parents will want to be chaperones at every dance.”

Brittany’s presence kept Ian distracted as Malone pulled into the parking lot at the studio. Only as he switched off the car did the kid realize where we were.

“What’s up, Malone? I thought we were going to the hockey game?”

“We are. Just had to make a little detour here. C’mon, we have plenty of time to get to the arena,” he said.

I dug out my keys for the building. Brittany and Ian followed closely. Another car swung into the lot. Malone held back. The kids trailed me inside and down the hall to Peter’s studio. I switched off the security cameras and unlocked the door but didn’t open it yet.

“Are you still working down here, Jamie?” Brittany asked.

“Once or twice a week. It’s peaceful and that makes it easier for me to concentrate. Plus I get to be around all those beautiful sculptures.”

Past their shoulders, I could see Malone approaching, leading Ian’s mother and his sister, Caitlin. Malone nodded. I put my hand on the door and pushed it open slowly. Ian automatically reached in and snapped on the lights.

“What the hell!” he exclaimed.

Terri was beside him now. She playfully yanked on his earlobe. “I didn’t raise you to swear. Where did you learn such language?”

Ian spun around, realizing who was beside him. “Uh, I heard it from Jamie. But it’s usually only when she’s surprised. It’s not like she says it every day.”

“Most days,” Malone muttered. He was doing his best not to laugh out loud.

“Let’s all go inside,” I said, drawing the others with me.

Malone had rigged one of the spotlights so that it was shining on the collection of goodies. Ian walked over to it in a daze. Brittany was holding his hand. On one of the easels was a sketch he had done of her during the summer. Another artist had put it in a frame and displayed it during a festival, to get some feedback. There had been multiple offers to buy it. The drawing was that good.

“Happy birthday,” Terri said. “I know we’re a little early, but this way, we can all be together to celebrate.”

Ian was at a loss for words. That was a rarity for this teenager. He ran his free hand over the drawing table. I walked over to the cabinet and began to slide the drawers open, like a model on a game show, revealing the surprises inside. Brittany noticed the card and handed it to him. With shaking hands, he slowly opened the envelope.

Inside was a birthday card, signed by Caitlin, Terri, Malone and me. It was a funny card, with a little old lady on the cover. There was a smaller envelope inside. Ian’s eyes flicked from my face to his mom’s and then to Malone’s. Hesitantly, he passed the envelope to Brittany.

“Please open this for me. Because I’m just gonna drop it.”

Brittany gave him a quick hug and slipped a fingernail beneath the flap. She drew out another card and handed it over. Ian ran his thumb over the raised surface of the card. His gaze locked on mine. “That’s Peter’s trademark.”

I nodded. “Seemed appropriate.” The oval design included my father’s initials. It was created with a brass stamp that he used to sign all his works. We’d discovered it during the summer’s project. The stamp had taken up a place of honor on my bookshelf at home.

Ian opened the card. He read it, then passed it to Brittany. She glanced at me. I winked and asked her to read it aloud.

In recognition of this important day and as a way of thanking you for all your hard work, this card entitles you to private art lessons. You will have the opportunity to interview potential instructors. This studio is available for your lessons. If you so choose to pursue the study of art in college, a full scholarship will be awarded to you upon graduation from high school, provided you maintain a B average or higher. Congratulations.

Sincerely,

Vera Richmond

(On behalf of the Peter M. Richmond Estate)

“Holy shit!” Caitlin shouted.

Terri glanced at her, a wide smile on her face. “You too? Wherever did you learn such vulgarities?”

Caitlin wiggled a finger in my direction.

I shrugged and fought back a grin. “It could have been worse.”

Ian went around the room, embracing everyone. Then he slowly looked in the cabinet, examining all the equipment and supplies we’d purchased. Terri dragged him over to the stool. Brittany had draped an arm around Caitlin’s shoulders. The girls were almost the same height. Both girls were developing more curves than I’d ever have. Caitlin’s dark brown hair hung beyond her shoulders.

“I’ve talked to your counselors at school. They have agreed that this could be considered a work-study program. Every Wednesday you will be released from school at noon. Then you can come to the studio to work on your art. The lessons can take place here at that time.” Terri paused and placed both hands on his shoulders. “But if your grades drop even a little, you’ll return to regular classes.”

“How will I get here?” Ian asked, his voice thick with uncertainty.

“Jamie has graciously offered to pick you up at school and bring you here. You are not to disturb her, because she will be working. Jamie will bring you back home for dinner. Understood?”

The kid could only bob his head in agreement. I didn’t think his eyes were focusing yet.

“However, and this is one gigantic however,” Terri continued, “this is not mandatory. If you get bored with the art or want to pursue another career or field of study, you can. I refuse to be one of those parents living vicariously through her children, forcing you to do something you neither like nor enjoy. I think you are very talented. I’m proud of you. And your father would be too!”

Ian’s arms went around her waist and he pulled her into a bear hug.

After a few moments, Ian climbed off the stool and proceeded to hug everyone again. Malone somehow ended up beside me. Ian clung to him for a moment, then stepped back, wiping happy tears from his eyes.

“Ready to go watch some hockey?” Malone asked.

***
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Saturday morning found the three of us headed back to the studio. With Terri’s approval, I had taken the liberty of scheduling interviews with a pair of local art teachers. They had been recommended by Odon Krippendore. Krip, as he preferred to be called, was an artist we’d met during the summer. His own studio and gallery were in one of the upper floors of the building. Krip was the first professional to see Ian’s drawings and recognize the kid’s potential. He was the one who’d framed that early sketch to gain some reactions from the public. Krip and Ian quickly formed a solid friendship. Krippendore had also been a close friend of Peter’s. While my father’s specialty was sculptures, Krip was a painter.

We’d had a little difficulty getting Ian moving that morning. Only the promise of fresh bagels, lox and cream cheese was enough of an incentive to get him out the door. Arriving at the studio, we spread the feast on the old drafting table, along with cups of coffee and bottles of orange juice.

“I really get to use the studio?” Ian asked around a chunk of bagel.

“Don’t talk with your mouth full,” Malone chided.

The kid shot him a baleful look. But he stopped talking until he finished that bite and washed it down. “I get to use the studio?”

“You don’t get your own keys,” I said, “since you’ll be riding with me anyway. We’ll see how it goes.”

“Can I use it on Saturdays too? I mean if you and Malone don’t have plans. Because being around Peter’s creations really sets the mood. It motivates me.”

Malone winked at me. “One thing at a time. You may get tired of this place. Or have some other...activities that demand your attention on a Saturday.”

“Can I bring Brittany sometimes too? I mean, she could be a model, like what Peter did,” Ian said, trying hard to keep the excitement from rising so quickly.

“As Malone said, one thing at a time.”

That seemed to satisfy him. We finished breakfast, chatted about last night’s game. The Wings had won handily. All three kids were hoarse from cheering by the end of the night. Brittany and Ian had fallen asleep on the way home, curled up together. Krip was due to join us shortly. He would be introducing the tutors. It was my intention to have him stick around to see how these people interacted with their potential student. Ian wandered over to the space we’d set up for him. He kept looking back at me. Then he took a sketch pad from the cabinet, selected a few colored pencils, and settled in at the drafting table.

Malone made sure the hidden door to the storeroom was secured. Then he walked slowly along the line of sculptures that were displayed in the studio. No matter how many times I was here, my father’s work left me in awe. I got the impression Malone felt the same way. He drifted over to the kid and looked over his shoulder. Malone nodded and said something in a low voice. Ian flashed him a grin but kept his focus on the sketch pad.

My curiosity got the better of me. I joined them. Moving alongside Malone, I could see what Ian was working on. It made me gasp in surprise.

“I realized that since last summer, with everything that’s been going on, I never had the chance to draw you, Jamie. And I should have.” Ian leaned back and slid the pad over in front of me.

It wasn’t exactly like looking in the mirror, but it was damn close. He’d found a shade of red that was a good match for my hair. The green of my eyes was there. The shape of the face, the nose, the chin and mouth, were right on. I was flabbergasted. He’d done this in less than half an hour.

“Nice job, kid,” Malone said with a grin. “You have actually left her speechless! That doesn’t happen very often.”

I bumped Malone with my shoulder. “You did this so quickly?”

“This version. I’ve sketched you a few times at home from memory. But I didn’t have all the colors available then like now. I’m sure it can be improved on,” Ian said.

I noticed he was looking at the drawing, not at me. Ian turned it over and tucked the pad back on the shelf in the cabinet.

I leaned in and kissed his cheek. “That’s very sweet. This is really how I look to you?”

“Jamie, you’re beautiful,” he said, blushing as the words tumbled out. “I’ll bet Malone thinks so too.”

“I think gorgeous is more appropriate,” Malone said.

Now it was my turn to flush red. I left to freshen up and compose myself before Krip and the others arrived. When I came back into the studio, Malone was talking quietly with Ian. I edged up beside them to listen in.

“Krippendore recommended these people. But one thing to keep in mind is that they may have different styles of teaching. Different approaches. What’s important for you is to be comfortable with someone. Don’t feel intimidated. And remember, there is nothing that says you must choose one or the other. If they don’t work out, we’ll keep looking.”

“But the estate is paying for this! I don’t want to waste their money,” Ian said. There was a tremor of nerves in his voice.

Malone glanced at me. “I’ll let Jamie speak to that.”

“The estate has buckets of money. And it has already been agreed upon that Peter would consider paying for your lessons to be money well spent. Think of it as an investment in your future. But there’s one other very important thing to remember when you’re meeting with these people.”

“What’s that?” Ian asked.

“Just be yourself. Malone and I will be right here. So will Krip. Don’t be afraid to ask questions.”

Before he could speak, there was a knock on the door. Krippendore had arrived with the first candidate. Malone walked over and let them in. Krip was acting as a gracious host and handled the introductions. With him was a man in his sixties, who had snow-white hair and merry blue eyes. He was short and bulky. He was wearing a suit and tie. I noticed his clothes were worn but relatively clean. I doubted he could button the jacket over his paunch.

“This is Professor Thomas Dombrowski,” Krip said.

Dombrowski merely nodded in the general direction of each of us. “Friends call me Tom or TD. I save the professor part for when I’m in the classroom.” His voice was higher than I expected. He kept his attention on Ian.

Krip handled the interview. Malone and I took a couple of steps back and listened. I recalled the details that Dombrowski provided. He studied art at Aquinas College in Grand Rapids and spent his career teaching the subject at several smaller colleges in the center of the state. Dombrowski had retired from classroom teaching last year.

We had allotted half an hour for each candidate to talk with Ian. I noticed the kid was paying close attention to everything Dombrowski said.

“Why don’t you show Tom some of your sketches?” I suggested.

“An excellent idea,” Krip agreed.

From a portfolio, he and Ian arranged several different works on the drafting table. Tom Dombrowski took only a few minutes with each one, studying the amount of detail. He asked Ian a question or two but kept going back to the first sketch he’d done of Brittany, using just a couple of regular pencils.

“The shading here is good. Of course, I haven’t met the young lady but she seems to have captured your attention,” Dombrowski said.

“That’s an understatement,” Malone muttered beside me.

“Hush.” I had to bite my lip to keep the laughter from bursting out.

Krippendore remained close to Ian’s side. Together they listened to Dombrowski’s comments. The interview went quickly. When Krip said it was time to wrap things up, Dombrowski nodded. He shook hands with each of us. It was the first time he’d acknowledged Malone and me. I noticed his grip was loose and flimsy. I glanced at Malone for a reaction, but I couldn’t tell anything from his expression.
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Wisely, Krip had scheduled the two instructors an hour apart. That way, if the conversation ran long, they wouldn’t overlap or bump into each other. I didn’t know how competitive these people might be. No sense creating any tension. During the gap between visits, I watched Ian and Krip move to one of the sculptures. The two of them were physical opposites. Youth was on Ian’s side. He was getting close to five-eight in height and had started to add a bit of muscle tone in the chest and shoulders. He wore his sandy brown hair swept back and trimmed. Where Ian was thin, Odon Krippendore was stocky, with a full beard, mostly gray, that would be the envy of any department-store Santa. Krip usually wore his gray hair long, tied back into a ponytail. He could have been a hippie during the sixties. Maybe he still was.

Even though Krippendore professed to have no interest or ability to teach, I could tell Ian was absorbing every word. Krip didn’t talk down to him. He treated the kid as a friend, someone with shared interests. There could be fifty years difference in age, but that didn’t seem to bother either one.

“You look pensive,” Malone said, appearing beside me as if out of thin air.

“Just watching those two interact. Do you think that happened with Peter as well? Bonding with another artist? Or another person?”

He shrugged. “It wouldn’t surprise me. Everything we’ve learned about him, from Krip and Vera and Lincoln Banning, supports that. Even Judge Barolo commented on the strength of their friendship.”

That memory brought a smile to my face. Dante Barolo ended up marrying Meredith Bell, who once modeled for Peter. My father had played matchmaker and introduced them.

“Who is the other prospect?” Malone asked.

“Erica Morehouse. She should be here any minute. What did you think of Dombrowski?” I asked.

Malone slowly shook his head. “Doesn’t matter what I think. Ian’s the one they will be working with. What’s important is what he thinks about them.”

Before I could respond, there was a knock on the door. Krippendore gave Ian an encouraging smile and went to let her in. I didn’t know what to expect. Would she be old and stuffy like Dombrowski? My train of thought was derailed as Krip’s laughter boomed into the room. The lady in the doorway leaned in and gave him a quick hug.

“This is Erica. Jamie, Malone, and Ian.” Krip said with a wave of his hand.

Erica Morehouse was probably in her early forties. She was a lot shorter than me, with more curves than a sports car. Her blond hair cut in a short bob, she looked ready for anything. Erica was wearing jeans, sneakers and a black sweater under a gray leather jacket. She took a couple of steps into the studio, one hand extended to Ian, who was closest, and froze. Erica’s eyes widened, first in surprise, then delight as she took in the sculptures around the room.

“Oh! My! God!”

Krip shook with laughter. “Apparently, I forgot to mention this was Peter’s studio. My apologies.”

“I will never forgive you. Well, maybe someday,” Erica said. She grabbed Ian’s hand. “Would you mind terribly if we look at these lovely pieces first? Maybe you could tell me a little about them.”

Ian glanced at me. I nodded. He’d done the tour-guide routine with others before. He could recite details about what materials were used, how long it had taken Peter to complete each piece, and the title. Ian had learned all this from the files my father had made for his work. Erica kept her hand on Ian’s arm as he walked her through the studio. Krip followed a couple of steps behind, just listening in. Erica would ask a few questions about each piece, making observations. Ian responded. Eventually they came back to the drafting table. Erica climbed onto Ian’s new stool. She studied the two guys and asked more questions. Her face was expressive, lit with enthusiasm and excitement.

“What’s her background?” Malone asked quietly.

“Studied at the University of Michigan and the Cranbrook Academy of Art. She taught for about ten years at Cranbrook after getting her master’s. Now she teaches part time, so she has more time for her family and to concentrate on her own work. Krip
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