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DEDICATION

This series is dedicated to the US Park Rangers, a unique breed of federal law enforcement officers who patrol the four hundred plus National parks in the United States. Working alone, they have to protect themselves as well as the thousands of visitors and animals that make millions of acres their home.

The following quote sums up who and what they are.

“If a trail is to be blazed, send a ranger. 

If an animal is floundering in the snow, send a ranger.

If a bear is in a hotel, send a ranger. 

If a fire threatens the forest, send in a ranger. 

And if someone needs to be saved, send in a ranger.”

Harry Yount  
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Chapter 1

“You’re fired!”

TJ didn’t believe his boss, who was also his brother-in-law, because his voice lacked conviction.  No one would take Lincoln Adams, dressed in jeans and a casual shirt, for the owner of one of the largest security companies in the country.  The black patch over his left eye was firmly in place, and a narrow leather strip secured his black hair in a queue at the base of his neck.  

“Why are you busting my balls?  I’ve been working my ass off the past three years working undercover with a bunch of murdering, drug-running Colombians.  I got home two days ago and moved into the garage apartment behind your house.  The only time I left was to get something to eat at the Spoonful.”

“Yeah, and you mirror the trash you worked with.  Women and children would purposely cross the street to avoid getting close to you.  When I stopped to get a cup of coffee this morning at the Spoonful Café, Sallie Mae blistered my ears off about how I mistreat you.  The owner’s set-down made me look like the bad guy.”

TJ pressed his hands over his unshaven cheeks and covered his ears. “Stop talking so loud.  My head feels like the drummer from a rock band has taken up residence.”

“And whose fault is that?  You’re drinking too much, and I’m far from done. Your niece saw you going up the stairs to the apartment yesterday when she got off the school bus.  Edith said, ‘Uncle Treig’s face looks dirty with his beard.’  My wife is disappointed you haven’t stopped by the house to see Noah.  Your nephew is quite a handful.  You better clean up before you face your mother.”

Getting reamed by his best friend was one thing, but the prospect of facing his mother took things to a whole different level.  “People should stop worrying about me.”

“We’re not just ‘people,’ we’re your family.  Constantly working undercover with bottom-feeders has caused you to distance yourself from normal human beings.”  Lincoln drew in a deep, reflective sigh.  “I’m partly to blame since I hired you away from the Alcoholic Beverage Control three years ago.  Your assignments were all undercover, working with a different caliber of scum.  Since then, you’ve taken on risky assignments we’ve coordinated with the FBI and DEA.  You’ve made some powerful enemies.  It’s time to step back into normalcy.”  

I don’t know remember what normal is. “You know I need a challenging job,” he offered as a poor excuse.

“Living with lowlifes can change a person. We’ve got a psychologist on retainer who will be glad to talk to you.”

TJ suffered the invisible punch in the gut. “Psychologist?  Now you think I’m messed up in the head?” 

He shoved up from the silver-framed chair in front of his boss’s sleek desk and walked across the thick gray carpeting to pause in front of the wall of glass.  His eyes were drawn to the restored train station across the vast parking area.  From the number of cars, it appeared the six specialty shops were doing a good business.  If memory served him right, the old Baldwin train, the prized possession of Northrup Whipper, the owner of the local hardware store, ran excursions to bring additional tourism dollars to the small town. 

He shoved his hands into the back pockets of his jeans.  “Busy place.”  

“You were always good at quickly changing the subject,” Lincoln added with a short laugh.  “You should see it on the weekends.  We’ve a trolley service that takes the tourists to my grandfather’s house since it’s been declared a historical landmark.  Visitors are given a tour of the Buford Adams House and have the option of walking through the tunnel that was used as part of the Underground Railway that ends near the train station.  We’re currently looking for a second trolley driver.  You’d get to wear a nifty cap. It would certainly be a change of pace.”

TJ caught the hint of sarcasm in his friend’s voice and returned to his chair. “Thanks, but no, thanks,” he sneered, running his hands through his long hair in frustration.

“All kidding aside, you know I like to hire veterans and understand what they’ve gone through because I’ve been there myself, dealing with physical as well as emotional trauma.”

“I wasn’t in the military.”

“No, you weren’t, but you’re part of an elite group that secretly fights the bad guys who threaten the American way of life both on and off home turf.”

“Jeez, I’m nobody’s hero.  I’m just doing my job.”

“You don’t see yourself that way, but I do.  We’ve been best friends since junior high school, and I know you better than you know yourself.”  Lincoln put the tip of his finger to the corner of a silver picture frame and turned it in TJ’s direction.  “Jessie is worried about you, too.”

TJ’s sister had a beautiful smile on her face as she stood next to a golden stallion on the carousel in Central Park.  She loved carousels.

“I know what my sister looks like.”

“Mr. I’m Invincible And Nothing Can Touch Me has a vulnerable side, and that trash you worked with has tainted your well-being.  You just turned forty. You don’t have a permanent residence, no woman in your life, no direction.  You don’t own a vehicle because you’re never home long enough, so you’re driving my truck.”  

“So now you resent loaning me your pride and joy?”

“Don’t be such an ass!”  Lincoln thrust out an arm and pointed toward the parking lot. “If I had an undercover assignment right now, you’d grab your duffle and be out of the house a half hour later. When we were teenagers, you were always the one to push the envelope, and you’ve continued to live your life on the edge. What the hell are you searching for?  Or maybe I should ask. What are you running away from?”  

Lincoln summed up TJ’s inner turmoil perfectly. What am I running away from? Hell, I don’t know.  How could he say to his oldest friend that working for him instilled a sense of purpose and tethered him to a form of stability, one that always had his back.  If he couldn’t sink his teeth into some kind of risky situation, what would he do?  His mind came up blank.  

“Are you really firing me?” TJ asked. 

“Let’s just say I’m pointing you in a different direction.”

Lincoln pulled open the top drawer of his desk, took out a colorful brochure and passed it to TJ. “You were in Colombia when the Laurel Heights Inn opened.  We’ve a full house and can accommodate small conventions.  The pro golf course will open Memorial Day weekend.” 

TJ glanced down at the cover, which displayed a rustic, two-story log building surrounded by the Allegheny Mountains.  Three fireplaces constructed of river stone extended beyond the roofline.  Numerous wooden rocking chairs occupied the long, open porch that ran the length of the front entrance.

The first page of the brochure listed the different types of accommodations and places to eat, which also suggested reservations for the inn’s five-star restaurant.  The inn also offered a wide range of recreational activities, including theme weekends and boating rentals.  The back page showed a colorful map of the resort. 

“Wow, this is quite extensive.  You actually think this place will support itself?  Laurel Heights isn’t close to the interstate.”

“That’s exactly why it will survive.  We’re one hundred percent booked through the summer. The Halloween and Christmas family weekends are already reserved. Once the ski lifts are completed, we’ll be filled for the entire winter.  Our small theater is part of our weekly entertainment that includes musical productions.  You could always be part of the entertainment,” Lincoln teased.

“Sorry, I retired my red nose.”

“Adams is handling security and needs someone to oversee the entire operation.  The nearby campground is part of the National Park Service and is overseen by the park rangers.  It will reopen sometime in May.  We offer day rates to the campers who take advantage of our activities.”

“Me?  A security guard?  Make nice and pamper the prissy guests who lost their jewelry and complain about loud noises coming from the neighboring room?”

From the look of disappointment on his boss’s face, that had been the wrong thing to say. “When did you become such a hardened whiny snob?  Maybe you’re not right for the job after all.”

His best friend knew him too well and had pointed out the problem he was facing.  While interacting with good-for-nothing riffraff, he’d been forced to do things he’d be arrested for in the States.  He’d had to depend on one person to survive—himself.  

When was the last time he hadn’t had to look over his shoulder, or worry his real identity would be discovered?  When was the last time he’d genuinely laughed?  Or played basketball in the backyard with Edith Amanda, his niece?  He had a nephew he’d never held. Was he really running away from something? When had he stopped caring?

He leaned forward and rested his arms on his knees, sighing in resignation.  “You’re right. You’re right,” he repeated and shook his head.  “I don’t know myself anymore.  Maybe it’s time to take a step back and literally smell the roses.  If my mother was here, she’d slap me upside the head.”

“I can do that if it would make you feel better,” Lincoln offered and gave Treig an understanding grin.  “Try the job for six months to see if the position is right for you.”  

“Will I be required to wear one of those ‘mall guard’ uniforms?”  TJ asked with a half-smile.

“Not necessary.  We supply light blue golf shirts with the Adams Security logo and tan shorts or trousers, depending on the season, and a navy blazer. Send me a text with your sizes.  Your office is part of our administrative area.  You’ve a staff of six full-time security personnel who work rotating shifts, twenty-four seven.  You will be getting six more temporary guards from Adams Security starting Memorial Day through Labor Day weekend.”    

“Radio or cell phone communication?”

“Radios are a combo of walkie-talkie and cell phone.  The entire resort is covered, including the exterior grounds. If you need any advice, talk to my wife.”

“You mean, my sister, the police lieutenant?  Only as a last resort.”

“One of the perks is we have a number of one-bedroom cabins that are used by managerial staff.  Housekeeping takes care of the premises, and there’s a separate cafeteria for the working staff.”

“I certainly won’t starve.  You mentioned the campground.  Do you know any of the rangers overseeing the area?”  

Merriment danced in his friend’s gray eye before he spoke.  “Your girlfriend is one of them.”

“I don’t have a girlfriend.”

“Sure you do. Your date for the senior prom.  I was there when you defended her in front of a bunch of kids when they called her Paula Bunyan.  Then you slipped your arm around her shoulder and declared yourself, breaking a number of female hearts.”

TJ’s brows lowered in a thoughtful frown.  A picture formed in his head of a teenage girl with curly auburn hair haphazardly gathered with an elastic band and nerdy glasses.  Faded bib overalls camouflaged her body. “You mean Cameron MacGregor?  That girl knew more about the forest and ecosystem than our teachers.”  

“Same one.  She became a US park ranger and works out of the Laurel Ridge Ranger Station.  In her off-hours, she assists with our environmental program and heads up the Laurel Trekkers, our children’s program.”

“When do you want me to start?” TJ folded the brochure and shoved it into the back pocket of his jeans.

“Tomorrow.  First, get a decent haircut and a shave.  I’ll let the general manager know you’ll be heading up security and get your cabin number.  Stop in Randall Byers’s office and introduce yourself before you meet your staff.”

“Are you going to tell him I’m your brother-in-law?”

“No, I’ll leave that up to you.  The town has grown the past three years, and there are a lot of new faces.  Those who don’t know you might be of the opinion I gave you the job because we’re related.” 

TJ snickered.  “Like that’s something new.  I’ve had to deal with the fact that my mother is a judge and a lawyer and my father before her.  Growing up, I didn’t dare blacken the Taylor name.”

“I’m sorry you believe that, but keep it to yourself.  Your mother would be devastated if she heard your derogatory comment.”  

Lincoln readjusted the frame on his desk before he stood up.  “Quick question before you leave.  Did you cover your tracks when you finished this last assignment?”  

“I took extra precautions because I knew I’d be returning home.  A perk of this new job is I won’t have to keep looking over my shoulder or keep my hand ready to retrieve a weapon.”

TJ stood up with a deep sigh of surrender and held out his hand. “Thanks for not giving up on me.  I’ll stop by the house tonight, after I visit the barber and shed this hair and beard.”

“Stop by?  Not good enough.  Jessie is working days, so dinner is at six.  I’ll let her know to add an extra plate.  That will give you time to spend with your niece and nephew.  I’ll walk you as far as the main level.  I want to visit Noah in the day care center.” 

TJ walked out of the newly restored brick building that had once been an old warehouse built in the early 1900s.  The late April air felt damp from a recent spring rainstorm the area was noted to experience.  He paused to take in the panorama of the Allegheny Mountains that surrounded Laurel Heights. A blanket of white clouds drifted above the vibrant green, tree-covered terrain.  God’s country. Peace and tranquility at its best.  

He wasn’t feeling it.  A vice of uncertainty still gripped his body.

The morning silence was shattered by the whine of power tools being used in the brick warehouse a distance from the train station.  His friend Sam Morlock had deep pockets and was turning the building into a train museum.  Two other buildings had been turned into luxury condos.  His mother had purchased one.  At this time of day, she could be found in either court or at her law office.  

Maybe it was time he ditched his wanderlust and got reacquainted with the town he grew up in.  Find out who he was.  Find his purpose.  Slay those demons he carried that kept him running away from reality—no, normalcy.

The thought also brought to mind the red-haired girl who’d camouflaged her body with overly large overalls and hidden her pretty features with too-big-for-her-face glasses.  He’d never met another girl who was comfortable talking about insects, trees, and woodland creatures.  She’d come off as being shy and very uncomfortable around boys, but he’d seen something beyond the wall she’d maintained to protect herself from being ridiculed because she had different interests than her teenage-girl classmates.  There had been something about her...

The day after the senior prom, his friends and their dates had gone to the Jersey Shore, but he’d accepted Cameron’s invitation to go fishing, because he didn’t want her to suffer additional disappointment.  

The shy girl he’d danced with the previous evening transitioned into a girl bubbling with enthusiasm.  She’d been in her element and taught him things he hadn’t known about the Allegheny Mountains.  He’d planned to spend only a couple of hours with her, but the day had flown by.  To his surprise, she’d brought gear so they could cook the fish they caught for dinner.  It’d blown his mind when she made the fire and helped clean the trout. 

Before ending their fun-filled day, they’d climbed to the top of Eagle Peak to watch the sunset. To this day, he didn’t know what came over him. They’d been sitting on a boulder with their shoulders touching, and he’d brushed her cheek with a gentle kiss.  She’d turned the tables on him and kissed him softly on the mouth.  She hadn’t blushed from her bold move, as he’d expected, but explained she’d needed to find out what it felt like to kiss a boy.  She’d said her first kiss was perfect, because they’d shared a kiss at sunset, her favorite time of day.  It was also the best day of her life.  

He could remember feeling the heat creep into his face at her honest confession.  That summer, she’d gone away to volunteer at Acadia National Park in Maine, and they’d lost touch. Did she still remember their special day together?  

He got into Lincoln’s black Ford F-150 and ran his hand over his scruffy beard.  Shave and a haircut first.  He pulled out of the parking lot onto the main road and had just driven past the train station when something out of the corner of his eye drew his attention.  It wasn’t his imagination that a woman was aiming her cell phone at his boss’s truck and taking pictures.
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Cameron MacGregor walked down the cheerfully painted hall of Spring Meadow Rehabilitation and Assisted Living Facility and didn’t need a sign to direct her to the main activity room.  The singing, if you could call it that, drifted into the hallway. 

She’d been reluctant to agree with her grandfather’s decision to move here a year and a half ago, knowing how much he loved walking in the woods that surrounded their home.  He’d admitted he’d gotten disoriented a couple of times, and once, she’d found the gas flame still on under an empty pot on the stove.  With her demanding job, she couldn’t be there to make sure he didn’t burn the house down.  She’d suggested hiring him a companion, but he hadn’t wanted strangers in his home.

Here, he appeared to enjoy interacting with people his own age.  He was eating regularly and got his insulin and heart medication on time.  His small suite included his own furniture and precious keepsakes.  Knowing he was being well cared for and was content made her life a lot easier and happier.

Before pulling open the double wooden doors, she removed her light jacket that covered her coffee-beige sweater.  Her grandfather always encouraged her to wear her hair down because God gave her all that beautiful dark red hair like his favorite movie star, Maureen O’Hara.  It also drew attention to her deep-green eyes.  

She stepped into the spacious room that was brightened by a wall of windows and winced when Muriel, Gertie, and Sadie, aka The Lemon Sisters, hit a couple of notes that weren’t part of The Andrew Sisters’ song Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree.  

Her grandfather was manning the nearby keyboard, but he didn’t appear to be upset by their off notes. The smile that filled his age-wrinkled face was worth the enormous amount of money it cost to live here.  Age had taken its toll on his tall, sturdy build, but Mother Nature had been kind to leave him with a full head of white hair.  

He was wearing his favorite button-down sweater that bore the shield of the MacGregor clan over his dress shirt and tie.  The nurses had let her know the ladies said he was the ultimate gentleman and considered a prime catch.  They vied to sit at his table in the dining room.

She bypassed the sofas and casual tables. Her grandfather lifted his hand from the keyboard, waved, then immediately went back to playing.  The three ladies brought another smile to her face. Their hands and faces had been transformed by the hands of time, but that didn’t stop them from retaining a touch of youth. Muriel’s permed hair was carrot red and complemented her fifties-style glasses studded with rhinestones.  It appeared she was trying out an I Love Lucy look.    Curls of silver-white hair brought out Sadie’s pretty face, and blue eye shadow accented her large hazel eyes.  Gertie’s favorite color was pink, evident from the pink tint in her white hair that she’d gathered in a bun at the back of her head.  Her dress sported pink hibiscus flowers.

No sooner had the song ended than the door opened.  She recognized Willie and braced herself.  He wasn’t happy unless he was complaining.  

“You call that singing?  You sound like a bunch of cackling hens.  We couldn’t hear Cindi calling the bingo numbers!”  Willie’s nostrils flared when he complained. He wore a black string tie with his Western-style shirt. “At least my guitar-playing is on key.” 

“Ah, stuff it, you old coot!”  Gertie jammed a hand on her hip.  “You’re just jealous because we’re singing two songs and you’ve got a lame solo.”

Cameron felt sorry for her friend Cindi, who had to put up with their bickering and shenanigans every week.  She also recognized the hurt in Willie’s eyes.  Maybe there was a way to soothe everyone’s pride.  She approached her grandfather, put a hand to his firm shoulder and winked, knowing he’d understand.

“Grandfather, your upbeat song was great, but it could use something extra. Willie’s guitar accompaniment would make your performance five-star.”

The high shrill of the Lemon Sisters’ voices chorused in protest, but Renold MacGregor held up a hand.  “Ladies, ladies.”  Their bickering immediately stopped, initiating dead silence in the room.  “Maureen’s suggestion has a lot of merit.  The Lemon Sisters are unique, and we need to keep a sharp edge to our performance so we can win first prize.  Willie is an accomplished musician and played with Johnny Cash.  He’s just what our little group needs.”

Renold’s announcement put Willie in a whole different light, and the ladies surrounded his walker and bombarded him with questions about Johnny Cash.  

“We make a good problem-solving team.  Now you just have to get the Lemon Sisters to cooperate.  Did Willie really play with Johnny Cash, or did you make that up?” Cameron asked her grandfather.

“No, he’s for real.  We talk quite a bit and share a love of music.  He comes to my room, and we play my old records.”  Renold lifted the dangling end of the soft gray wool scarf around his neck.  “I mentioned that sometimes I get a chill around my neck, and Sadie knitted this for me.”  

“That was very thoughtful of her, but watch out for those women.  This may sound crazy, but lock your door at night.”

Renold’s slender fingers patted the back of her hand.  Playing the keyboard helped to keep the pain from arthritis at bay. “I’m fine. I hope you’ve put our talent show on your calendar.”

“I’m planning to be here.”

“Have the bears come out of hibernation?”

“Since it’s April, that’s when they emerge.  I haven’t seen any yet.  I’ll take a picture of the first one I see.”

“I love where I’m living, but I miss walking in the woods.” Wistfulness laced his voice, and a misty film covered his soft-green eyes. 

She understood how much he missed the life he enjoyed.  “As soon as it gets warmer, I’ll take you for walks, just like you took me when I was a little girl.  If it wasn’t for you being my mother and father since I was nine, I would never have known the wonder of nature.  That’s why I love my job so much.”  

Her grandfather had limited knowledge of her job as a federal officer.  He believed she patrolled miles of roads within the Allegheny National Forest, giving directions, advising hikers, presenting environmental talks, and helping out in the campground. 

She didn’t share the unpleasant side of her job, created by two-legged creatures and those out to destroy Mother Nature.  The room just off her bedroom she called her “ready room,” containing her uniforms and firearms, was off-limits. 

“Can you stay for supper?”

Hopefulness filled his eyes, and she hated to disappoint him. “Sorry, I have to get home.  Jordan had to attend her sister’s wedding in Los Angeles, so we’re shorthanded. I have to take a nap before going on patrol.”

“Jordan who?  I just turned eighty-five, so my memory is getting fuzzy,” Renold admitted with a flush of embarrassment coating his cheeks.

“Jordan Bishop.  She transferred to my district a year ago and moved in with me.”

“Oh, now I remember.  She went through training with you at that place.  FLETCH.”

Cameron laughed. “You men FLETC, Federal Law Enforcement Training Centers in Georgia.” She glanced at the Lemon Sisters and Willie.  Everyone appeared congenial, and they were laughing. Muriel, the flirt, had slipped a possessive arm around his elbow. Wonders upon wonders.

She glanced at her watch. Four o’clock.  Home was half a hour away, and she still had to eat something before she got a couple hours’ sleep.  She leaned into her grandfather, catching the scent of his Old Spice aftershave, and gave him a warm hug and a kiss on the cheek.  “Be good and stay out of trouble.”

“The same to you, Cameron.”

She immediately pulled back and frowned. “You never call me by my real name. What’s up?”

His hand wrapped around her cheek.  “I’m old, not stupid. You’re my sweet granddaughter and want to shield things from me.  Remember, I have a laptop in my room and access to the Internet. I recently read that crime is increasing in the national parks, and park rangers are the most-assaulted federal officers.  They have less staff, and the area they patrol is so vast.  I also read about sexual harassment issues.”

She couldn’t have been more stunned if someone had zapped her with her own Taser.  “I should’ve known trying to shield things from you would be pointless.  I just didn’t want you to worry. I can take care of myself.”

“I’m sure you can, but be extra careful.”

“I will.  I promise.”

After saying goodbye to her grandfather and his friends, she headed for her Jeep Wrangler.  The spring evening had a slight chill, but the weather forecast promised a clear night.  Before backing out of her parking space, she checked the messages on her phone and quickly opened the one from Lincoln Adams.  

He accepted my offer and will be starting tomorrow.  He doesn’t know about your other skills.  He needs a lot of TLC.

Chapter 2

“Uncle Treig, your face is dirty and scary-looking.”

He scowled at his niece, sitting across the table from him.  They’d finished dinner—meatloaf and mashed potatoes, his favorite.  Jessie had just excused herself and taken Noah, his twenty-month-old nephew, up to bed.  It had been a long time since he’d felt this comfortable in the house he’d grown up in, sitting on the sturdy metal chairs with yellow vinyl seats at the same enamel-topped table.

“Uncle Treig, you’re not listening to me.”  

Impatience filled Edith’s voice, and he asked himself when had she gotten so beautiful?  In two years, she’d be a teenager, and Lincoln and Jessie would have their hands full.  She usually wore her long black hair in braids, but now it was styled to her shoulders in an easy sweep, and her golden-brown eyes had a sparkle of too much knowledge for her age.

“Sorry, Edie.  The barber was closed, but I’ll be the first one in the chair tomorrow morning at eight thirty.  I’m starting a new job at the Laurel Heights Inn.”

Edith gathered the dirty plates from the table and placed them on the yellow Formica counter where her father was pouring cups of coffee.

“It’s a neat place, and there are so many things to do.  Ranger MacGregor is our adviser for our kids club, the Laurel Trekkers.  She and her partner, Ranger Bishop, came to our middle school and brought all the hats they are required to wear on the job. They have to wear bulletproof vests, too.”

Lincoln set a mug of black coffee in front of him.  “I think you’ll be quite impressed by your girlfriend’s job qualifications.”

“She’s your girlfriend?” Edith gasped.

“No, that was just your father’s slip of the tongue.  I took her to our senior prom in high school.”  He shifted his eyes toward Lincoln.  “Why does she wear a bulletproof vest?  Are the bears that aggressive?”

“Wow, you’ve really been out of touch,” Lincoln said with a short laugh. “All I can say is, you’ll be very surprised.”

Jessie chose that moment to come into the kitchen.  Marriage and motherhood agreed with his thirty-four-year-old sister. Golden-red hair brushed her shoulders, and wisps of bangs teased her forehead.  A smattering of freckles covered her nose and cheeks.  Black jeans molded to her slender thighs and long legs.  The front of her black T-shirt read, in bold red colors, World’s Greatest Mom.  She was also a damn good cop.

“For once, he didn’t give me a hard time going to sleep,” she said, accepting a mug of coffee from her husband before sitting down next to TJ at the table.  She helped herself to a warm chocolate chip cookie from the plate in the center of the table before asking, “How does it feel to be home?”

Be honest.  Don’t bullshit your family. “Different. I keep expecting something to happen and I’ll be up and running to face the unknown.”

“Being a cop, I know the feeling, but at least I’m not alone.”

“Could you please do me a favor, shortstop, and give me a few minutes to talk to your mother and father alone?”

“That’s okay.  They do that to me all the time.  Mommy needs to talk to Daddy about police work, and he talks to her about security stuff.”

“How do you know what we talk about?” Jessie asked.

“Puh-lease, I’m eleven years old.”  Before standing up, she helped herself to three cookies and kissed her mother, her father and uncle on their cheeks.  “I’ll check in on Noah and then finish my book before I take my shower.  Daddy, I sent you a reminder email that you have to take me to school early for basketball practice.”

“Check in on her brother?  Finish a book?  Reminder email? Who is that kid?”

“She’s growing up all too fast,” Jessie said, shaking her head. “It’s damn scary.  So what did you have to talk to us about in private?”

He ignored his sister’s question for the moment and directed his next question to his boss.  “Were you able to get me a decent ride?”

Lincoln reached into his pocket and extracted a set of keys.  “These are for the ’75 Chevy Nova parked in front of the house.”

“When I asked you to get me a car, I didn’t mean a piece of shit!”

“You can be such an ass!  Already bitching and you haven’t even looked under the hood!”

“Lower your voices,” Jessie admonished. “You’re acting like two adolescents.  TJ, I was hoping it was my imagination that you’re so stressed out.  Chill.  How about telling me what’s going on?  I’m the cop in the house.”

“Sorry, Jess.  When I finished my meeting with Linc this morning, I passed the train station, and a woman was taking pictures of me driving Lincoln’s truck.  I gave it more thought and figured she might be taking photos of the park alongside the Adams building because the dogwoods are in bloom. I kept driving into town, but out of habit, I kept an eye on my rearview mirror to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

“I parked down the street from the barbershop, only to find out the shop was closed.  I no sooner got in the truck again when I caught sight of the same woman taking pictures.  I played ignorant and circled back, but she’d ducked out of sight.  There are so many new stores in town that I don’t know who anyone is anymore.”

“Can you give me a description?” Jessie asked.

“Tall, slender, black hair.  Black sunglasses covered half her face. Her white hip-length jacket and black boots looked pricey.  Age maybe thirty, forty, fifty. Who knows?  She wasn’t carrying any bags, so I couldn’t tell if she purchased anything.”

“He called me and explained what happened,” Lincoln said, “so I suggested he get his own vehicle.  The car is part of our special fleet.  All I can say is don’t judge the car by its outer appearance.  Proof of insurance and registration are in the glove box.”

TJ drank some of his now warm coffee before giving his brother-in-law and sister a meaningful stare. The small spark of freedom he’d begun to enjoy had died a swift death.  

“I really thought that with returning to Laurel Heights, I wouldn’t have to look over my shoulder anymore. I’d never forgive myself if I brought shit home with me.  I would be better off grabbing my duffle and leaving town.”

“In a pig’s eye, brother dear, and that’s where you’re wrong!”  Jessie reached across the table and took a firm hold of his hand. “You keep forgetting you’re not alone.  You’ve got the entire Laurel Heights Police Department and the best security company in the country to watch your back.  I know the owners of the train station shops and will make a few phone calls to ask some questions.  Don’t open that can of worms yourself.  Concentrate on your new job. That’s your main focus.  I’ll keep you and Lincoln in the loop if I find out anything.”

How easy his sister could shift into cop mode.  He turned his hand over and gave hers a gentle squeeze.  “Thanks for having my back.”

“Always,” she replied with a loving smile. 

“Like all my other company vehicles, this one’s equipped with state-of-the-art GPS,” Lincoln said.  “We can track your whereabouts at any time.  There are also front and back cameras.”

“Jeez, you weren’t kidding when you said I wouldn’t be alone.”  

“I let the general manager of the resort know you’ll be introducing yourself tomorrow.  Your cabin number is eight.  Along with some clothes I left for you in the guest room, you’ll find a keycard and phone with programmed extras.” 

Lincoln hesitated before continuing.  “As someone who has known you since we were fourteen, I already know what you’re
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