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  About the Book


CLASSIFIED: Missing German Spy Found in U.S. 
CODENAME: Ghost/Geist

New Year's 1950 
A message from British Intelligence warns of a wanted German spy hiding in Lake Tahoe. He fled arrest at the end of WWII and now he's working as a dangerous hired gun.
New to the Company and eager to prove themselves, Jenny Nicolay and Sawyer Finn join the search under the guise of a ski getaway. But with colleagues and rival agencies on the hunt, they can't afford to trust their allies to find the enemy.
Can the pair ring in the New Year with midnight tradition? Or will the life of cloak & danger damage their growing relationship and their future with the Company?
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Enigma of Lake Falls
Undercover Pursuit
Cloak & Danger
Double Agent
Shadow of Doubt








  
  Chapter 1
An Old Friend

Jenny


October 1949 
My heels clomped as I stepped into the alley behind our office. Late as usual for a lunch date with Sawyer Finn. A crisp autumn breeze tangled leaves around my feet. I reached for a paper wrapper littering the foliage. The Necco brand gave me pause – a Boston candy store?
The faint scent of peppermint flared my nostrils. I halted mid-stride, as a sense memory accompanied the whiff. I dismissed the crazy thought. Just because I smelled tobacco and peppermint didn’t mean Cromwell lurked around the corner.
The corrupt Boston cop slipped FBI custody during the raid; he wouldn’t risk his freedom to come after me.
I snubbed the pain in my chest and the dread in my stomach. Continuing across the street, I looped to the rear of Finn and Sons. I gasped when I saw a pair of toothpick legs. My gaze rose from the tall, wiry body to the bony face of my nemesis and the man who haunted my nightmares.
Cromwell aimed a revolver. “You are one tough gal to find, Miss Jenny Nicolay. Here’s a splendid idea. How about you grab your beau and we go for a nice long drive?”
My knees wobbled and my throat tightened as I stared into his hollow soul. His saggy cheeks reddened in the chilly air.
The wind whipped my brown curls, and I pushed them away from my face with icy fingers. “What are you doing here?”
As Cromwell inched closer, my eyes locked on his Smith and Wesson. “You and your beau destroyed my livelihood. Your father stole my money. Isn’t it obvious why I’m here?” His lips curled into a rabid growl.
I tugged my trench coat tighter as I formulated a plan. In the past few months, I learned how to fight but after my uncle’s death and my father’s betrayal, I found myself fearful. My tenacity vanished. My mind fixated on the last time Cromwell held a gun on me. I lost.
Cromwell raised his bony chin and made a clicking noise with his tongue. “So, Doll, where is this beau of yours hiding?”
In a flash, my wits returned. I shifted my weight to my other foot and stuck a hand on my hip. “No need to involve my naïve friend. He’s settling in with his folks. Why don’t you and I reach a friendly agreement?”
Cromwell cocked his head to the side, and gray hair brushed his forehead. “What are flapping your lips about?”
“Well, you’re after the money, I presume. The cash we stole from the Nine Kings.” Despite my fear, I ignored his revolver and paced around the long-legged man. “It so happens I got my paws on the dough when the dust settled. I hoped to spend the handsome sum supporting my life of luxury but I can share.”
“You’re bluffing.”
“Mister, you aren’t much of an authority since I fooled you for a spell.” I tilted my head and lifted a corner of my lips. “My daddy got himself captured with a suitcase of money.”
He snarled. “My money.”
“Semantics. What the moron cops, no offense, didn’t realize is I hid his loot before rolling over on him. Ironic how I ended up with every penny and a sparkling clean image.”
He nudged the revolver closer. “Hand it over.”
I placed a palm on his gun and lowered the muzzle. “Cool down. I don’t carry the clams in my coin purse.”
“Take me to it then.”
“Not until we iron out the specifics.” I motioned to his weapon. “Seeing as how you claimed the upper hand, I’m willing to split it with you. This, of course, is conditional on the promise I never spy your ugly mug again.”
“Check your mouth, Baby Doll.” Cromwell pulled back the hammer. “I plan on taking the entire loot, not some measly cut. The money is all mine.”
“You shoot me and you end up with bupkis.” I clapped my hands together. “So, I’ll fetch your half of the money and meet you back here in thirty minutes.”
“I’m not a meatball. Me and you are going after those greenbacks together. Clear?”
“Alright, but I hope you brought a car because my stash isn’t within walking distance.”
I controlled my racing heart and buried myself in the persona. Lurking in the isolated alley behind Finn and Sons solved nothing. My eyes bore a hole into the rear entrance. Backup waited on the other side of the door, checking his wristwatch and wondering what kept me. But Finn wouldn’t come looking, not with my tardy reputation.
I was on my own.
I blinked and ticked through ways to change the status quo, to seize the upper hand. My advantage came from home turf and leading the crooked cop into a trap he wouldn’t see coming. I needed somewhere secluded where I wouldn’t endanger civilians. Somewhere believable as a hiding place for my buried treasure – Bo Parker’s ranch.
When I first met the cowboy, he terrified me. It wasn’t until sometime later I learned he fought for the good guys as an unofficial member of the CIA. With his skills, he served as our muscle and trainer.
Guilt flip-flopped in my stomach. What if I endangered Parker’s wife and kids? Did I dare take the chance?
Clutching my upper arm, Cromwell dragged me to the curb and swung the passenger side door of a burgundy 1946 Ford Tudor Sedan. He shoved me inside and scowled across the Circle like a creep.
“Why not hold a sign that says you’re kidnapping me, Cromwell?”
“There you go again with the gobbledygook.”
“You used to be a flatfoot; can’t you recognize the markers of suspicious behavior? Or were you always a crooked cop?”
He flashed rotten teeth. “Where to, Doll?”
“A ranch outside of town where my gorilla’s monitoring the money.”
“And you trust this guy with all your lettuce?”
“He’s as loyal as they come.”
As we drove, I thought about Parker’s family and prayed they weren’t home. We turned off the highway to a battered dirt road. I never visited the ranch, but Finn pointed it out to me one day and I committed the address to memory.
“Follow my lead because if Parker smells a rat, he won’t hesitate to put you down.”
“I don’t appreciate your threat, little missy.”
“Fair warning.” I scanned the driveway and spotted Parker’s truck. No sign of a second vehicle. With any luck, his wife drove to town and took the kids to the park. I navigated a rocky walkway and pounded on the tattered screen door. “Parker it’s me, open up.” I knocked louder. “Are you home?”
Downwind from the house, Parker whistled. He exited the barn with an ax gripped in his right hand. He spun the weapon and his expression set into a firm line. “Jenny?” The intense glare danced from me to Cromwell.
I jerked my chin to the dirty cop. “You remember Officer Cromwell. I offered him a cut of money we swiped from the Nine Kings in exchange for him getting lost.”
Parker maneuvered his two-hundred-fifty-pound body another step closer. His ice-blue eyes hardened as he shot holes through the disgraceful cop. “Oh, yeah?”
“Why don’t you fetch the money so this man can be on his merry way?”
The cowboy slammed the ax into a tree stump, knocked his dusty hat against his thigh, and tugged off work gloves. He tossed them into the grass and marched forward. “Follow me.”
Cromwell’s toothpick legs curled and his fingers traced the barrel of the revolver. “Let’s speed this up a bit, kids.”
I expected Parker to bullrush the dirty cop and beat him senseless. Instead, he led the way to the barn without a second glance.
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I relaxed at the lunch counter and ordered my standard sandwich. As I waited, I reflected on our snazzy CIA headquarters beneath the town. A smile crept across my face at the thought. Despite the odds against us, Jenny and I were on our way to becoming real-life spooks.
Glancing at the Coca-Cola clock on the wall, I wondered what took her so long. I blew on the coffee and enjoyed a swig. As the minutes ticked by, I regretted leaving her alone at the office. In the week since returning home, she kept to herself.
I motioned to my brother behind the counter. “Clem, keep my lunch hot.”
“Your secretary is more trouble than she’s worth,” he teased.
I slapped my hat on my head and spun into my jacket. The blazer didn’t cut the chill, but I refused to haul around a winter coat in October. In Texas, the fickle weather might change by midafternoon.
The bell chimed as I stepped outside and gazed at our office next door. The light in her window was off. Did she traipse downstairs to the covert quarters?
A flash of her brown locks drew my attention to the street. She sunk into a red sedan parked at the curb. I frowned not recognizing the vehicle or the older fellow shoving her inside.
I squinted at the tall, wiry man as I tried to place him. He slammed the passenger door and shifty eyes scrutinized the Circle.
Cromwell.
I ducked behind a mailbox before the evil mobster cop spotted me. How did he locate us in Lake Falls? Visions invaded my mind of all the terrible things he might do to Jenny. I rescued her once before from Cromwell but could I do it again?
The sedan’s engine rolled and he whipped out of the parking spot. I hurdled the bench in Town Circle and sprinted to my Plymouth. My heart lurched from my chest as I goosed it and followed Cromwell outside the city limits. As the sedan pulled on a dirt road, I realized they headed to Bo Parker’s ranch.
A grin ticked the corner of my face. Jenny stashed an ace up her sleeve, per usual. I parked at the rustic gate and raced the rest of the way to the house on foot.
As I crept around the barn, the pair flashed into view. They engaged Parker in the field. With silent footsteps, I inched closer in the tall grass. Behind Jenny and Cromwell, I caught Parker’s eye. He nodded his chin and thrust his ax to a tree stump.
Cromwell drew a gun and the group filed inside the barn. I boosted myself through a window in a horse’s stall. A black mare whinnied her displeasure but I calmed her with a nose rub. With a hop over the waist-high door, I approached from the rear. My foot knocked into a manure shovel, spilling it from a precarious perch. I scooped it by the handle before blowing the element of surprise and snuck closer to the entrance.
“Where is it?” Cromwell asked in a thick Boston accent.
Parker jerked his head. “In the loft.”
I took another step from the shadows and Jenny’s eyes widened before she masked her shock. I shot her a smile and returned my focus to the mission.
I whistled through my teeth. “Cromwell!”
Wiry legs spun him to my voice. I slapped the gun out of his hands and smashed his kneecap with a shovel. He dropped to the hay and lunged for his Smith and Wesson.
Jenny didn’t give him the chance to locate his piece and sent a roundhouse kick to his prominent chin. “Payback for the shiner you gifted me in Boston, you creep.”
Cromwell rolled to his side and laughter bubbled like a sinister, over-the-top radio villain. Blood dripped from his split lip.
I gripped his collar and jerked him closer. “What’s so amusing?”
His sunken cheeks puckered. “I’m so going to enjoy killing her and making you watch like some dope.”
I released my grasp, allowing my temper to simmer. “Don’t you recognize when it’s time to quit? You aren’t leaving here in anything but handcuffs.”
Parker retrieved a heavy-duty rope from the tack room. “Next threat and I hurt you.”
“No, you won’t. Tough and evil are two different animals. Tie me up but don’t insult my intelligence.” Cromwell extended his wrists. “Men like you don’t possess the stomach to become men like me. It is what separates the good guys from the bad. And why we win in the end.”
“You aren’t looking like much of a winner now.” My jaw twitched and the hairs on the back of my neck prickled. For a man outnumbered and hogtied, he acted too calm. As if he knew a secret.
“In the mob game, some new goon rolls into town every few years, thinking they’re the next hotshot and can steal Nine King business. Prohibition, the Depression, the war. We persevered with our turf intact. Until hicks from the sticks arrived.”
 “We aren’t the dime store thugs you’re used to.” Jenny looped the sash of her trench coat. “Sorry to disappoint.”
Cromwell’s sides twitched as he exploded into another fit of laughter.
“Is he aiming for a stint in the insane asylum?” I asked.
“Let him chuckle all the way to Huntsville when they fire up Old Sparky.” Jenny’s expressive eyes traveled across the stalls and bales of hay. The quip didn’t match her body language.
She picked up on the uneasiness too. Cromwell’s confidence didn’t mesh with a man alone on a vendetta. He brought friends to Lake Falls and we trapped ourselves in the barn.
Parker clutched a fistful of the mobster’s hair and dragged him to his feet. “Up.”
“Hey, you guys aren’t as dim as you look.” Cromwell’s rotten teeth sneered. “But you’re too late. I bought my men plenty of time to surround you.”
“What are they waiting for? An invite inside?” Jenny shook her head. “You’re a poor bluffer.”
“Wander outside and we’ll see who blinks first, Baby Doll.”
I leaned into Jenny and lowered my voice. “Now is a swell time for one of your schemes.”
“I’m working on it.” Her lips curled. “Parker, care to point me in the direction of your arsenal?”
“False wall in the loft.”
With cat-like grace, she scaled the ladder and I hustled a few steps behind. She scanned and located the hidden cache without hesitation. “Rifle coming.”
She tossed the Remington over the edge and Parker caught the barrel. “Amo?”
She dropped a box and circled to me. “Pick your poison, Finn.”
I reached for the Winchester bolt action and methodically loaded the rounds. “How are you so calm? We’re surrounded and possibly outnumbered.”
“Doubtful. He brought at most three guys with him.” She spun a revolver. “They won’t risk shooting their boss by opening fire. Which buys us some time.”
Parker knocked on the base of the ladder. “Take a gander out the window.”
The latch squealed as I disengaged the locking mechanism. Before I swung the window two inches, a bullet splintered the red wood.
I dove into the hay, dragging Jenny with me. “Only one shot,” she whispered. “I’m right.”
“I’m downstairs fellas, fire away.” Cromwell’s announcement earned him a knockout punch.
But not before additional bullets ricocheted into the loft. My brow crinkled as I realized my error. “Where did those last two gunshots hit?”
Jenny scrambled for the ladder. “They weren’t aimed at us.”
The horses calmed and silence remained. A faint birdcall filled the void. “All clear, Bo.”
Parker dragged Cromwell through the front door and lowered his rifle. “Took you long enough.”
“I circled half the ranch to make sure these two came alone. You should try it sometime so you don’t find yourself trapped in your own barn.” A woman tossed fiery curls from her face.
Parker examined the two thugs rolling in the dirt. “Aimed for the kneecaps?”
“I didn’t know who the fellas were, so I winged them. Are you critiquing?”
“No ma’am.” Parker tilted his cowboy hat. “Suppose we can call off this one’s manhunt.”
I met Parker’s wife at a town function years earlier before they married. She was a friend of my cousin’s. This woman didn’t match the one from my memory – a chatty debutante type from Fort Worth.
I exchanged a confused glance with Jenny. She cocked an eyebrow. “Any chance you’re Mrs. Parker?”
“Allison.”
“Guess I worried about endangering his family for nothing,” Jenny said. “We owe you one.”
Allison slung the rifle over her shoulder. “Happy to help. Bo doesn’t let me have near as much fun these days.”
“She’s too daring for her own good,” Parker mumbled.
“How do you suppose Cromwell found us in Lake Falls?” Jenny asked.
“Let’s ask one of them.” Parker knelt to the first injured man and dug through his pockets. A redhead with streaks of white.
“I need a hospital.”
Allison bent at the waist and poked the wound. “Don’t be a baby it is a through and through.”
“Get away from me,” he squealed.
“I’m a trained nurse, Whitey. But if you want to wait a couple of hours for an ambulance and the long drive to San Antone, it won’t hurt my feelings. I suppose this other guy doesn’t share your lackluster approach to living.” Allison jutted a thumb over her shoulder. “Amusing how he thinks we don’t notice him inching away.”
Jenny leaned closer to me. “Think she’s a spook too?”
“I didn’t until today.”
“I like her.”
Parker nudged the first man with his boot. “What’ll it be?”
“Cromwell isn’t the sharing type,” the man said. “He saved me and Markie from the raid so we don’t ask questions.”
A young boy waved from the porch, drawing his mother’s attention. “This has been fun, but duty calls.” Allison tossed her rifle to Parker. “Go inside Junior, I’m coming.”
“Did you call this in?” Parker asked.
“Of course, Dear. I might be retired but this isn’t my first rodeo.”
He dragged Whitey to his feet. “Come on.”
“Where you taking me?”
“You’re bleeding on my garden.”
“Do you want help with these guys?” I asked.
Parker shook his head. “Nah, we got this.”
Jenny twisted her head and blocked the sun from her eyes. “They got this. Two kids under five and they still find the time to capture three wanted Boston mobsters.”
“Two kids?” My brow furrowed.
“For someone with perfect recall, you forget the strangest things. The boys are Beaumont Jr. who is five and Red who turned one. How do you not know this?”
“How do you?” I shrugged. “Parker wasn’t a buddy until recently.”
“You guys spent significant time together on our last case. What did you talk about?”
“Baseball.”
She rolled her eyes and marched across the gravel driveway. “Where did you park your boring gray Plymouth?”
“At the road.” I rubbed my growling stomach. “We never did stop for lunch.”
“At least I can offer a reasonable excuse for my tardiness this time.”
I placed a hand on Jenny’s shoulder. “What happened after I left the office? Did Cromwell ambush you?”
“Always missing out on the action, Finn. Some talent.”
“Next time I’m walking with you.”
“I handled myself. The only reason I brought him here is I didn’t want to fight him in the middle of the Town Circle. The church ladies might talk.” Jenny’s long brown hair fell loose from its tie. “I appealed to his greed and told him I ended up with the Nine King’s money and stashed it at Parker’s ranch.”
“And he bought it?”
“I can be very convincing.” Jenny's eyes sparkled. “Thanks for the backup.”
“That was a close one.”
“At least we closed the book on the Nine Kings stuff.”
“Are you alright?”
Jenny narrowed her gaze. “Are you asking about the action this afternoon or the matter we agreed not to discuss?”
I rubbed my neck trying to decide if I should approach the sore subject. “Heard from your father lately?”
“Gave you an out and you blew right by it.” Jenny shoved her hands in the pockets of her trench coat. “Walter is the last person I want to talk to.”
“Is that why you’re throwing away his letters without reading them?”
She glared. “Snooping through my mail again?”
“I'm concerned. I want to make sure you’re not falling apart.”
“I refuse to open the correspondence because he’s a conman, Finn. Every word he writes me serves the manipulation of his mind games. I don’t feel guilty for sticking him in prison and I don’t care to talk to him.”
“Alright.” I cleared my throat. “When do you think Waley will give us our next case?”
“You need more training first.” Parker moseyed from the barn dragging the unconscious Cromwell like a sack of potatoes.
Jenny smiled. “Maybe punching things will help with my anger issues.”
“It couldn’t hurt,” I said with a shrug. As long as she swung at a punching bag and not me.






  
  Chapter 2
Apple Festival

Jenny


Autumn arrived in full force and our underground base started to take shape. Men in maintenance uniforms made dozens of trips to fill the library office with books and furniture. Anything we wanted to know was within reach on the mahogany shelves and Finn insisted on following the Dewey Decimal system to a T. 
I thumbed through a reference drawer in search of a particular topic. My eyes traveled to the arched ceiling as I considered where one might file the technical manual. I slid the ladder and stretched to the top row. Empty.
Leaning over the railing, I shouted to the first floor. “I think your organization system broke down. A book is missing.”
“Because you refuse to return them to the proper shelf after you’re finished.”
“We should hire a part-time librarian.”
“To work in a covert CIA facility?”
“We would vet the person first. I don’t have time to train, pretend to be a secretary, and follow your strict bibliophile guidelines.”
Finn ran a hand over his face. “What book are you searching for?”
“Never mind I found it.” I shimmied down the brass ladder with the Morse code book tucked underneath my arm. I settled on the edge of his desk and crossed my ankles. “Hope you didn’t blow off practicing. I’m not taking it easy on you.”
He pointed to his temple. “All memorized, cover to cover.”
With a sigh, I slammed the book shut not bothering to test him. “I’m beginning to despise your bizarre photographic memory. I studied this thing for days and yet I take twenty minutes to scribble together a measly sentence with the help of a cheat sheet. How do people begin to understand this gobbledygook?”
Finn dusted an imaginary smudge on his desk. “If it makes you feel any better, I'm not looking forward to our dialect trainer. I struggle with any voice other than my own.”
“Why do we need Morse code anyway? I'm not joining the Navy.” I slipped into a southern belle accent. “And you can always act as my mute assistant when the mission calls for us to go undercover.”
“One who only speaks by tapping out Morse code with a pen.”
“That would require me to understand you.”
Finn twirled his hat. “I suppose we should stop complaining, right? All this training is necessary and we’ll be better agents.”
“I'm sick of being cooped up and I'm ready for another mission. Our lack of preparation didn’t hurt us in Boston.” I twisted to the doorway. “Did it, Waley?”
“I beg to differ.” Our CIA liaison poked his head into the library. Theodore James Waley the 4th was a man of many layers – businessman, mayor, and a secret spook.
Finn’s forehead wrinkled. “How did you spot him?”
“A new-fangled reflective surface called a mirror.” I pointed to the wall. “You might try using one next time you comb your hair.”
“I realize the training is monotonous and a far cry from exciting but your last mission did everything but run smoothly.” Waley removed a handkerchief from his breast pocket. “Jenny was captured by Cromwell on multiple occasions. Not to mention the incidents behind the wheel.”
“Growing up in Boston I never found a reason to learn to drive. A few lessons and I promise not to crash into any more rivers.” I nudged my head to my partner. “Why aren’t you picking on Finn? He got himself shot and flew a plan without a single lesson.” I bit my bottom lip. His story sounded more heroic than being kidnapped and crashing a car into the Mississippi.
“Which is precisely why I assigned Parker to give him flying lessons,” Waley said. “Every agent goes through the process.”
“And complaining is part of Jenny’s process.”
“Fair enough. With my relatives, I understand the need to vent more than most.” Waley buttoned his navy blazer and slipped out the door.
I shoved Finn in the shoulder. “Oh, look at the time. The double life of mild-mannered reporter beckons.”
“Where are you rushing off to?”
“I’m making a pie for the festival tomorrow and Mrs. Brown is generous enough to lend me the boardinghouse kitchen between lunch and dinner.”
“You’re baking?” Finn coughed. “I didn’t realize you baked.”
“I'm attempting to learn. Rumor is everyone who’s anyone enters a pie into the annual contest and I'm supposed to blend in, right?”
“Are you sure this is the way?”
Over the last few days, Waley detailed our covers. Sawyer’s Investigation closed its doors and Finn prepared to open a more sensible and less conspicuous real estate business. I stayed on as his secretary.
“Are you doubting my abilities?”
“You can probably ask my mom for a pie recipe. She’s an excellent cook.” Finn tossed me my trench coat.
“What a gentleman.” Twirling into the sleeves, I scrunched my nose. “I don’t think I'm your mother’s favorite person right about now.”
“How do you figure?”
As a cover for spending so much time with Waley, Finn joined his poker group. With my assistance, he became marginally better at the game. But his folks weren’t too keen on the company he kept. Mrs. Finn was far too polite to shun me altogether, but I picked up on her disapproval. “Your family still thinks I'm a con and a bad influence on you.”
“They’ll get over it.”
“Perhaps, but I doubt my failures in the kitchen would sway public opinion.” I waved as I strode to the door. “Besides, I found a recipe from Betty Crocker, and little Mattie Bentley is helping me.”
Finn’s brows crinkled. “She’s four. I doubt her baking experience.”
“She claims she has more than me so who am I to argue?”
I marched down the tunnel and upstairs to our public office. After a brisk five-minute walk, I arrived at the boardinghouse to Mattie waiting on the stoop.
“I got the book.” She struggled to wave the heavy red cookbook over her head.
I plucked it from her outstretched arms and I crouched to her level. “Think we can make a pie?”
Her blonde curls bounced. “This tells you how.”
“Are you sure you can read?”
Baby blue eyes blinked. “I’m four, not stupid.”
“Sorry I doubted you, Miss Mattie.”
“Everybody does.” She flicked a tiny hand. “But my mama makes pies all the time and it ain’t hard.”
My mouth tilted. “Splendid attitude.” We marched into the kitchen and I snagged an older apron from the pantry. “Mrs. Brown is giving us until half-past four when she needs the stove to prepare supper.”
Mattie slung her petite apron over her head and stood on a chair to wash her hands. “Get the flour. That’s the white stuff that makes ya sneeze.”
I grabbed the jar from the cupboard. “Check. What next?”
“Pour into a bowl with butter.”
“How much?”
Mattie’s little shoulder slumped. “I don’t know.”
I read over her head. “One cup sifted.” I swung back to Mattie. “What’s sifted?”
“You put it through a silver thing with holes so it ain’t lumpy.”
I examined the jar. “Looks alright to me. We’ll skip the step and save time.” I threw the butter and flour into a bowl and started mixing. Mattie scooted the chair closer and hopped on top. I passed her the spoon. “Keep stirring and I’ll add the salt and water.”
“What now?” Blotches of the mix covered her cheeks and nose.
“I thought you knew.” I twisted to the book and skimmed. “I think we roll it out.”
Mattie waved her hand in the air. “Put lots of flour or it’ll stick.”
I took her recommendation to heart. After we finished rolling the pie crust, Mattie, me, and the kitchen were covered in a dusty white haze. I dropped the uneven dough in the glassware. “I think we made too much dough. Check out all this extra hanging off.”
“Nah. You put the other stuff on top. Like a samich.”
“Are you sure?”
“Uh-huh.”
“I guess ours abstractly resembles the picture,” I said squinting at the black and white photograph.
We spent the next forty minutes cutting fresh apples and mixing in cinnamon, sugar, and a slew of other ingredients. I slid the pie into the oven and set the timer for thirty-five minutes. I blew hair from my face and stole a moment to rest. “Next time we buy from a bakery out of town and drop the pie a cooking dish and call it our own.”
“Deal.”
The backdoor swung open and Mrs. Brown wandered into the kitchen with her young son. “My goodness. You two had… an adventure.”
“Come on Peter and I tell you about our pie.” Mattie skipped into the living room, her apron blowing in the breeze.
“Sorry about the mess. I’ll clean up in a jiffy.” I offered an embarrassed smile.
“How did the baking go?”
I cracked the oven door to show off my lopsided pie. “It isn’t the prettiest but I bet it will taste heavenly. Says so in the recipe notes, anyway.”
“I'm glad you girls enjoyed yourselves.” She clutched a dishtowel and cleaned the counters.
“We did indeed. Perhaps too much.” My eyes darted to the ceiling and the dough still stuck to the rafter.
Mrs. Brown followed my gaze. “How?”
“Mattie suggested I toss it like pizza. It didn’t work.”
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I covered my mouth as I took a hearty bite of Jenny and Mattie’s pie. With a forced smile, I chewed and chewed.
“Do ya love it, Mr. Sawyer?” Mattie bounced on her toes.
“Not bad for your first attempt.” I continued to chew and wondered if I would ever reach the point of swallowing. “Is it supposed to be this salty though?” And crunchy?
Jenny placed her hands on her hips and tossed her Hawaiian blue eyes in her signature gesture of annoyance. “Any chance I can pull the entry before I become the laughingstock of the contest?”
I cut my gaze to the judge’s panel. Waley chugged a glass of water and Dr. Blackwell spit food out like a toddler. “I think your pie is first on the docket.”
Jenny covered her face and a snicker escaped. “I guarantee Mattie and I had the most fun in the kitchen.”
“The best.” Mattie’s face sparkled as something else caught her attention. “I gotta go cream Peter in bobbing for apples.”
A breeze swept through Jenny’s dark, curly hair as she leaned a hip into the picnic table. “So much for blending in and laying low. My salt pie is going to be the talk of Mrs. Waley’s next tea.”
“Maybe not. Gossip never lasts.”
“I imagine I'm going to have plenty of leftovers. Do you think the cows might enjoy my saltlick pie?” Jenny quipped.
“It’s not so bad.” I forced another bite. “Yum.”
“Don’t quit your day job or the other one and head off to Hollywood anytime soon.” Jenny twisted to the judge’s table. “Who do you think will win?”
“My mom and Mrs. Brown battle for the title every year and the prize goes back and forth. But Peggy Jo is determined to dethrone them both.”
“Peggy Jo Waley bakes?”
“She’s a natural in the kitchen.” I swallowed the remaining bite. “But not revolutionary with flavors like you.”
“You’re bordering on insulting, Finn.” She rolled her eyes. “Does she place?”
“Won third each of the last four years, so I’m told.”
Jenny folded her arms. “Well, why didn’t I ask her for help?”
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The cowgirl shoved through the crowd in a flurry of red curls. “This is rigged,” Peggy Jo yelled. “I want a recount.”
“A ree-count won’t help the outcome, Baby Sis.” J.W. Waley cackled. “Daddy’s fortune can buy a lot but it can’t make miracles happen.”
“My baking is as good as anyone else. But this whole thing is political.” Peggy Jo steamed.
“Whatever helps you sleep at night.” He unrolled cash from his money clip. “Allow me to donate to your cooking lessons so next year you might earn third.”
With fire in her eyes, Peggy Jo shoved a pie into her brother’s smug face. She beamed as she brushed by our table. “Turns out your pie makes a spectacular weapon, Jenny.”
“Happy to oblige.”
“The three-legged race is starting. If I don’t win something today, I might never show my face again.”
Jenny swung over the bench. “Lucky for you I’m more an athlete than a baker.”
I tipped my hat and poured myself a glass of apple juice. I never realized how much I missed the strange, frequent town festivals during my years at Yale. I enjoyed being home more than I expected.
Bo Parker claimed a seat on the opposite side of the table and the wood groaned beneath his massive form. He removed his Stetson and rubbed the buzzed hair. “Admiral wants to chat.”
I took a swig of Mrs. Blackwell’s homemade juice. “Jenny’s getting ready for the three-legged race with Peggy Jo. Can we meet with Waley when she’s done?”
“Asked for you only.” Parker stood. “He’s waitin’ in the Lodge.”
I chugged the rest of the drink and grabbed my tan cowboy hat. Why did Waley want to speak to me alone? Did I flunk one of my tests? Did Walter Nicolay escape from prison somehow? My mind reeled with possible scenarios. Each worse than the previous.
I wandered the underground base until I located Waley organizing a bookshelf in the library. I knocked on the doorframe to announce my presence. “Parker said you wanted to talk.”
He gestured to my desk. “Peruse the file.”
My throat tightened. “Did I do something wrong?”
“Stop jumping to conclusions, Sawyer, and act like a spy.”
I thumbed to the first page. “Who’s Gordon?”
“We aren’t certain if that is his first or last name.”
“Thin file.” I flipped to the next page. “He’s a reporter?”
“He is researching a book on Walter Nicolay.” Waley paced from the bookshelf and ran a hand over his bald spot.
“Why would someone write about Jenny’s dad?”
“Why wouldn’t they?” Waley lifted his shoulders. “He’s a man with no formal education who posed as a credible Harvard economics professor for years. He managed to fool everyone who knew him while also stealing their money. I despise his methods with every fiber of my being but I can’t deny the simple fact. He’s an excellent conman who’s led a fascinating life.”
“I’ll agree he is skilled because Jenny’s not an easy girl to fool. But I hardly understand the interest in the tale of his exploits.”
“I imagine a book on his life would be quite captivating, especially since we still don’t know the real man behind the con.”
I tossed the file on my desk. “So, this Gordon guy is here to grill Jenny.”
“Apparently.”
“Why don’t you deploy Parker to spook him?”
Waley crossed his arms. “As of now, Gordon’s only interest is Walter and Jenny Nicolay. I am not interested in stealing away that particular spotlight. And any attempt to run him off would pique his curiosity. So, for now, he stays.”
“What am I supposed to do? We can’t allow him to pester Jenny. And we especially can’t let him dig around.”
“That’s where you come in, Sawyer. You are the jealous beau. Make sure Gordon keeps his distance.”
I rubbed the back of my neck. “I wouldn’t say beau. I mean I never talked to Jenny about anything official…”
“Semantics.” Waley brushed around me. “Return to the festivities and begin your assignment.”
I marched to the door before about-facing. “What does this Gordon character look like?”
“You’ll recognize him when you see him.”
“What’s the harm in providing me a description?”
Waley fingered his expensive pocket watch. “What kind of spy would you be if you couldn’t deduce one stranger in our small town?”
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Peggy Jo planted a kiss on our three-legged race trophy, leaving a red lipstick stain. “Eat my dust Earl and Donnie.” She threw her arm around my shoulders as we hopped to the bench to untie. “They beat me five years in a row because my partner kept wimping out on me, mere yards from the finish line.”
“It is called dehydration.” Lightning Nedemyer picked at the knotted rope. “Dr. Blackwell said it could have been fatal.”
“Which is why I dunked you in the bobbing for apples station.”
My eyes danced between the pair and I resisted the urge to try my hand at matchmaking.
“I caught a terrible cold the next day,” Lightning claimed. “I was bedridden for weeks with pneumonia. Even an apple a day didn’t keep the doctor away.”
“What’s with the toned-down tall tale?” I grew accustomed to his whacky stories.
Lightning gestured to the trophy. “Peggy Jo is wielding a weapon.”
“Speaking of my spoils, I’m about to win another ribbon in archery.”
Lightning started to follow, but I yanked him by the arm. “Do you understand Peggy Jo will be armed? I’m guessing you don’t want to play William Tell.”
“Fair point. I’ll grab me a biscuit and Mrs. Brown’s apple butter.”
As Lightning scurried to the food station, I scanned the dense crowd for Finn. Instead, I spotted the one-name reporter – Gordon.
He caught my gaze and approached. “Miss Nicolay.” He placed his black fedora on the bench. “Having a swell time?”
“I was.” I focused on his dialect and tried to pinpoint his accent. He didn’t drop his G, which probably eliminated the rural south.
“Well don’t let me interrupt. This is a fascinating town, isn’t it? What made you come down here?”
I pointed a finger. “The inquiry sounds a smidge like interrupting.”
He tilted his head and the corner of his eyes crinkled. “I suppose it does. Asking questions is in my nature. But I respect your decision and I understand why you don’t want to be interviewed for my book.”
“I’m thrilled to gain your genuine respect, Mr. Gordon.”
“I prefer just Gordon.”
“It’s been lovely chatting, Just Gordon.” I spun on the bench and attempted an escape.
His stocky frame sidestepped into my path. “You aren’t a tad curious about where I’m from?” He shoved his hands in his pockets as a cocky smile spread across his face.
“How do you mean?”
“I revealed I hailed from your father’s hometown, which you mistakenly assumed is in Ohio.”
“I would know where my father is from.” I fired the retort but neither of us believed the claim.
“Would you Miss Nicolay? You alleged innocence in your father’s cons. He fooled you for your entire life. Is your name even Nicolay?”
My fists tightened and I imagined a target in the center of his perfect, arrogant face.
I relaxed my posture when I realized our conversation drew the attention of the townsfolk and most notably, Mrs. Waley and her tea society.
No matter how much I wanted to, I couldn’t clock Just Gordon in the middle of the Town Circle. As fast as the temper bubbled to the surface, it deflated. I considered his question about my name. “As you pointed out when we met, that’s what the nameplate on my desk says.”
Just Gordon plucked his hat from the bench and fingered the brim. “I look forward to our next encounter Miss Nicolay.”
I sensed subsequent meetings might end with a little more violence.
“Who is that fellow?” Finn asked as he bit into an apple.
I snagged the fruit and chucked it into the bushes. “Isn’t there anything else to eat here?”
 “We are attending the annual Apple Festival.” Finn narrowed his eyes. “Did he say something to upset you?”
“He’s a nosy reporter asking about Walter. I can handle him.”
Finn choked on his new apple. “He’s Gordon?”
“You know him?”
“Waley briefed me on the situation. He wants you to stay clear of the guy.”
I snapped my fingers. “Well, I better go cancel the press conference we scheduled for tomorrow afternoon.”
“So, he’s Gordon?” Finn scratched his head. “I pictured him older and sloppy and pudgy.”
My eyebrow twitched. “Do I detect a hint of jealousy in your tone?”
Finn crossed his arms. “Of him? Hardly.”
Peggy Jo jumped into our conversation. “Hey, Jenny. Who is the tall handsome fellow I spied you chitchatting with?”
Finn kneaded his jaw. “Handsome? That guy?”
“He resembles… Clark Kent, Superman’s alter-ego.” Peggy Jo twisted her head. “I can imagine him in the pictures with his movie star features.”
“You’re comparing him to a square comic book character? Not quite the ringing endorsement you think it is.”
Peggy Jo leveled him with a glare. “Not the cartoon. I’m talking about the serials starring Kirk Alyn. You are aware the flickers include sound, now?”
Finn tossed his shoulders. “The guy acts strange like he’s up to something.”
“Most folks thought the same thing when I rolled into town,” I said.
“Some still do.” Peggy Jo jutted her chin in the direction of Mrs. Waley and her friends.
I dismissed their gossiping stares. “With their swell welcome wagon, I'm surprised new people ever stay.”
Peggy Jo rested a hand on her hip. “Forget about them Jenny, they’re old fuddy-duddies. On the bright side, you won’t suffer through another of my mother’s teas anytime soon.”
“Every cloud.”






  
  Chapter 3
Agent in Training

Sawyer


December 1949 
I twirled a hammer as I stepped back to admire the new sign outside our office building. Though I would miss the detective agency, Sawyer’s Real Estate provided better cover for our CIA affiliation. Not a bad ring either.
“Little crooked on the right.” Jenny marched across the Circle, arm and arm with Peggy Jo.
My stomach recoiled. Since learning about Peggy Jo’s double life with the company, I couldn’t stand to be in the same room with the girls. If I said the wrong thing Jenny would bust me and Peggy Jo would kill me.
“Strange, no reaction to an askew sign?” Jenny waved a hand in front of my face. “What a life-like statue this is. Almost identical to the real Sawyer Finn.”
I snagged her hand. “I heard you but I’m choosing not to believe your bit. I measured twice.”
“Check again.” Peggy Jo snapped as the wooden placard stressed the nails and popped free from the right side.
Jenny twisted her head. “I was mistaken. It looks spectacular and built to last.”
I scaled the ladder and dug through my pocket for an extra nail. “Not my fault the wind is playing havoc.”
“Remind me again why you’re switching industries?” Peggy Jo crossed her arms. “I quite like the detective agency.”
My foot slipped on a rung. I gripped the awning, narrowly missing a tumble into the bushes. The question knocked me off guard. Especially since she only asked it for Jenny’s benefit.
“Finn decided to take your father’s advice. The housing market is growing and let’s face it, Lake Falls isn’t the crime capital of the world.”
“Well, I better rush off to the office.” Peggy Jo tipped her cowboy hat. “Best of luck on the boring new venture.”
“Bye.” I waved and dropped my hammer.
Jenny plucked it from the dense shrubs. “What’s with you lately Finn? Every time Peggy Jo is around you turn into a bundle of nerves. Like a schoolboy with a crush.”
“I can assure you that isn’t it.” I snagged the hammer and finished securing the sign.
“I should hope not.” Jenny shook the bottom of the ladder. “We’re due at the Parker Ranch.”
“I almost forgot.” I squinted at my project and eyeballed the center point. “Perfectly level and you won’t convince me otherwise.”
“I wouldn’t dare.” She adjusted the waist of navy flared trousers. “Although you might leave repairs to someone handier in the future.”
“What’s on the agenda this afternoon?” I motioned to her fashionable, yet practical outfit.
“Today I learn to drive.”
I tugged at the collar of my white work shirt. “I forgot about the mountain of paperwork piling on my desk. Maybe you can go now and I’ll meet you later.”
“Do you propose I hoof it to the ranch?”
“No, I will take you.”
“Splendid. And since you’re coming anyway, might as well put off work until tomorrow and save yourself a return trip to pick me up.”
I scrubbed a hand over my face. “Try to avoid any bodies of water at least.”
“I won’t make any promises.” Jenny strode to the parking lot and slipped inside my Plymouth before I helped her with the door.
I turned the ignition and the engine sputtered to life. “Though warm for December I must say it’s a beautiful day.”
“Do you think she’s a spy?”
“What?” I coughed at the abrupt question. “Who?”
“Allison Parker.” Her brow twitched. “Based on your shocked expression I guess you never considered the idea.”
I swallowed the sandpaper rubbing against my tongue. “I didn’t spend much time thinking about it. She’s a mother of two young children.”
“Perfect cover.” Jenny twisted in her seat and crossed her legs at the ankles. “She mentioned serving in the war as a nurse. And how she handled herself against Cromwell’s men tells me she’s not a simple housewife.”
“What’s it matter if she is?”
“Come on Finn, of course it matters. Why would Waley keep us in the dark about our team? If she used to be a spook I want to know.”
“Why? What if she wants to retire in peace?”
“I read stories about female spies in World War II. The idea always intrigued me.” Jenny sighed. “And who better for me to learn from? Parker can teach fighting and driving, and knife throwing.”
“What was the last one?”
“But he can’t teach me how to behave as a female agent.”
“Why don’t you ask her?”
 “I can’t flat out ask; it wouldn’t be appropriate.” She rolled her eyes.
I chuckled. “That never stopped you before.”
Jenny poked my upper arm. “Are you hiding something from me, Sawyer Finn?”
“Me? I’m an open book.”
“You’re nervous about something.”
“If you must know, I’m dreading this driving lesson of yours.”
She flicked an eyebrow. “Don’t stress. In a few lessons, I’ll be a better motorist than you.”
“How do you figure?”
“Well, with zero experience I raced a speeding train after Soviet operatives while you dove into their pickup. Imagine what I can accomplish after say, five classes.”
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“Too flashy for my taste.”
“Why am I not surprised?” The comment earned an eye roll. She reached inside to honk the horn. “This is a 1948 Chrysler Windsor Coupe. Automatic transmission and air conditioning.”
“I stand by my diagnosis.” I circled the vehicle wondering what it set a guy back. “Think Waley dropped it by?”
“Are you insinuating it isn’t Parker’s style?”
“I’m going out on a limb.” I checked my reflection in the paint. “Can’t picture this thing hauling a horse trailer.”
Parker whistled from the barn. “Lesson time. Stop gawking.”
“Aren’t we taking the convertible out?” Jenny asked.
The cowboy slapped dusty work gloves on his thigh. “No.”
“I’m not volunteering my Plymouth. She might crash on purpose.”
“My truck is fine.” He pointed to a small Dodge pickup parked under a red oak.
“Three-speed transmission?” Jenny twisted her mouth. “It might be beneficial to learn on automatic first and master the three on a tree later.”
Parker shook his head. “You drive this and you drive anything.”
“Do I detect fear from the unflappable Jenny Nicolay?”
“Of course not.” She spun on a heel. “Keys?”
“Hangin’ from the ignition.” Parker slid into the truck. “Coming, Sawyer?”
I leaned on the open window and studied the bench seat. Three normal-sized people were a tight squeeze. “I’ll offer moral support from the sidelines.”
Parker shoved the door. “Wasn’t asking. Hop in.”
Jenny adjusted the rearview mirror. “I suppose Dodge isn’t known for elbow room.”
I popped a spring back into the cloth. “At least if we get into an accident, no one will crash through the dash with us packed in like sardines.”
“I appreciate the vote of confidence.” Jenny pumped the clutch and turned the ignition. “Okay, what’s next?”
“Give it a little gas.”
“But don’t flood it,” I added.
The engine roared and Jenny leaned over Parker. “Don’t make me turn this car around and leave you home, Finn.”
In other words, let Parker do the teaching and shut my trap.
“Ease into first.”
“What’s it in now?” Jenny asked.
“Reverse, but only a guess since we’re rolling backward downhill.” I leaned my arm out the open window.
The pickup groaned as she searched for the gear. “Got it.” She smirked as the engine sputtered.
With a lurch, we started to the road. “Steady the wheel. Check the mirrors.” Parker flicked a stubby finger to the dirt road. “Veer left.”
Jenny punched the brake and hesitated into the turn. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”
I gripped my hat so I wouldn’t lose it at our high speeds. “Oh, imagine that a tortoise just passed us.”
With fire in her eyes, Jenny eyeballed me. “Your snide comments aren’t helping matters.”
“Neither will gunshots,” Parker said.
“So, the heckling is intended to make me better under pressure?”
“I would settle for a smooth ride over ten miles an hour.”
Jenny shoved hair over her left shoulder. “Care to make a bet, Finn?”
“On what?”
“How long it will take until I learn to drive.”
Parker massaged his cropped hair. “How about you focus on the lesson.”
Jenny idled at the highway intersection. “I work better with incentive. One month?”
I shrugged. “You’re a fast learner. What about two weeks?”
“Loser buys lunch for a week.”
“Deal.” I reached over Parker to shake on the bet.
“You two done?” He crossed his arms. “Take the right.”
“Hang on to your hats, boys.” Jenny popped off the clutch and spun the tires as she accelerated to the highway. Without hesitation, she shifted up into second and back down into third.
Before I blinked, I clocked seventy on the dash. I gripped the edge of the window and resisted the urge to close my eyes.
She downshifted and rolled into an expert turn. Dirt sprayed the shoulder as she raced back to Parker’s ranch. Tires squealed as she slammed the brakes and cut the engine.
“I’m craving Italian tomorrow from the new restaurant in Pottsville.” She flashed a perfect white smile. “Don’t look so stunned fellas. I’m a quick learner.”
“You had a swell teacher.” Parker grimaced.
“How did you go from unable to find the clutch to a hotrod driver at the Indy 500?”
She shifted to first and twisted the truck to Parker’s ranch. “Don’t be a sore loser.”
“Did you practice at night or something?”
“I asked Lightning for lessons after work. By some miracle, he kept my secret.”
“Impressive progress.” Parker scrubbed the red stubble on his chin. “Next you both learn defensive driving.”
“Which means being aware of our surroundings and staying focused?” Jenny asked.
“No. Learning to shoot while behind the wheel. Or taking out other drivers with tactical maneuvers.”
“My second guess.”
I tugged at my collar. “She’s improved obviously. But are you sure we should add firearms so soon?”
Jenny nudged a chin to the mirror. “Are you expecting company, Parker?”
“No.”
I slid for a look in the passenger mirror. “Dark sedan with tinted windows.”
“Make and model preferred by the government.” Jenny parked in the driveway and a man in a suit approached our vehicle.
“Allison Parker?”
“At the house.” Parker shoved out of the tiny cab. “Follow me.”
The mysterious man removed an envelope from his jacket. A red stamp brandished the outside with CONFIDENTIAL.
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My heart thumped with excitement as the government agent passed Allison a top-secret package. The courier’s delivery all but confirmed my suspicions.
When the man left, Allison tore into the seal. “As I suspected, Bo.”
“Who sent it?”
“An old friend.” She flashed something I couldn’t make out.
Parker twisted on his boot. “Sorry folks, cuttin’ class short today.”
“Come on, Jenny.” Finn cupped my elbow and nudged me to the door.
I cemented my feet in the kitchen. “Is something wrong?”
“No.”
Allison’s eyes drilled into her husband. “Why don’t we tell them, Bo?”
“No.”
“They aren’t dumb. If my affiliation wasn’t obvious a few weeks ago a clandestine delivery is the icing on the cake.”
“You’re a spy?” I asked.
Finn covered his eyes. “Jenny, don’t pry.”
Parker threw his hands. “Why did you go and confirm it, Allie?”
“I’m retired for the moment.” She sliced into the inner envelope with a kitchen knife. “An old friend of mine from MI6 might think otherwise.”
“They don’t need any more information,” Parker said. “If the Admiral wants to bring them in, he can.”
Allison unfolded a letter and skimmed the first few lines. “Huh.”
Finn squinted. “Encoded?”
“Keen eye.” She bustled into the living room and flicked the light in the study. She returned with a pad and paper. “This might be your next mission.”
“Admiral’s call not yours.”
“If this is what I think it is, I’m not making a crazy leap.” Allison shoved by her husband. “Harrison wouldn’t contact me about any other case.”
“Can you break the cipher?” Finn asked.
Allison twisted her shoulder-length red hair into a bun. “I broke code during the war. This I can decipher in minutes.”
I perched on the edge of the sofa. “I thought you worked as a nurse?”
“Not hardly.” Her eyebrow flicked and a loving smile landed on Parker. “Though I pretended to be once.”
“But you told Cromwell’s man…”
She waved me off. “A lie to ease his mind. Aside from applying a bandage, I’m out of my element. Numbers, letters, riddles? That is a language I speak.”
“May I ask about this case you referred to? Why is MI6 contacting you?”
Finn rocked on his heels. “Unless the message is confidential, as the label suggested.”
“Proper procedure goes through Admiral.”
“As you reminded me, Bo, I’m retired and don’t answer to Waley anymore.” She flashed a cunning smile. “During the war, I operated out of London as a member of the WAAC. I worked with a Lieutenant named Harrison Fischer Carr in the codebreaking division. By chance, I happened on a message meant for another spy. Which is how I met Beaumont.”
“They don’t need the backstory,” Parker said.
“I’d love to hear it.”
“Later when the fellas leave.” Allison tapped my arm. “Long story short, we chased an operative who went by the codename Ghost or the German, Geist. We unraveled a conspiracy but never found him.”
“A Nazi spy?” Finn’s forehead creased. “That’s what the letter is about?”
Allison focused her attention on decoding the message. “I’m afraid the news is worse.”
“How?” Parker’s eyes darted to the coffee table. “What did Carr say?”
“The ghost is stateside and working as a hitman.” Allison scribbled additional information. “I need to speak with Waley straight away.”
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December 24, 1949 
A muscle in my lower back pulsed as I climbed the basement staircase one step at a time. Parker’s most recent lesson in hand-to-hand combat left me with more than a few bumps and bruises. I twisted the doorknob to the office and straightened my posture. If anyone asked, I would deny any injury.
Jenny leaned outside the window, a book in hand. “And as the leaves fell to the cold, dry ground she realized the lovely autumn day ended in abrupt fashion. As the page turned to a new season the harsh, drab winter replaced the once vibrant colors…”
I knocked on the door frame. “Who are you talking to?”
Jenny twisted in her desk chair. “Just reading.”
“To the bushes?”
“To Hank Williams.”
I scratched my forehead with the back of my hand. “I’m not following. Is this one of your weird bits?”
Jenny’s eyes sparkled. “No Finn. I’m reading to my tabby, Hank Williams. The soothing sound of my voice relaxes him and he especially enjoys the peaches and cream Georgia accent.”
“The mangy cat is still hanging around?”
“Naturally. I'm a delight.” She reached out the window to pet the orange tomcat. “Not to mention I feed him tuna fish and milk when he stops by. But every time I bring out a brush, he runs off.”
“What was the gobbledygook you read him anyway?”
Jenny turned the paperback over to reveal the title. “A Book of Tired, Old Clichés. Hank Williams and I appreciate the irony.”
“You give your animals the strangest names.”
“Hank Williams is my only pet and his name isn’t strange.”
“Last week you saddled Peggy Jo’s new foal with Ingrid Bergman.”
“Terrific pun.” A smile danced across Jenny’s face. “She looked like the actress with the long blonde mane.”
“What’s wrong with Butterscotch?”
“Says a man named Sawyer Finn. You of all people should appreciate straying from the standard boring names.”
I huffed, recognizing the time to surrender. “Parker asked me to send for you. Your turn in the gym.”
“He wakes up at the crack of dawn to do his chores on the ranch. Then he comes here to train us all day.” Jenny fussed with the arms of her sweater. “No wonder he’s built like a tree.”
“Two months of training and I never knocked him off his feet.”
“Really?” She arched a brow. “I do it all the time.”
“You’re pulling my leg.”
“Ah, the ever-perceptive gumshoe. If you don’t believe, come downstairs and sit in on my round.”
“Parker is probably taking it easy on you.”
She patted my shoulder. “Keep telling yourself that.”
“Parker’s six-foot-four and twice your size. I’m at least in his weight class. I doubt your punch can reach his face.”
Jenny filed her thumbnail and twirled the emery board. “Perhaps not, but my kick can.”
As we entered the newly constructed gymnasium in the heart of our
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