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        For my daughter Emily...

        Thank you for being exactly who you are:

        sweet, talented, funny, giving, beautiful,

        and filled with a godly spirit that thrills my heart.

        I love you!

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Do not store up for yourselves treasures on earth... But store up for yourselves treasures in heaven, where moth and rust do not destroy, and where thieves do not break in and steal. For where your treasure is, there your heart will be also.

      

        

      
        MATTHEW 6:19-21

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Gunshots rang out in the distance, sharp and loud in the cool November air. A few seconds later, I heard more gunshots, then more, then all was silent.

      Quickening my pace, I rounded the corner and hurried through two large stone arches into the Glenn Oaks Cemetery, a beautiful, shady old graveyard on the outskirts of Nashville, Tennessee. I had timed this just right, since I didn’t want to get there until the funeral was finished. Now that the honor guard had fired three volleys, I knew it was almost over.

      I slowed, found the gravesite, and stopped a respectful distance away. The deceased had been a naval chief petty officer in his youth, and his family had wanted him to have a full honor guard at his burial. Now I could see that nearly half of the twenty or so people in attendance were wearing full military dress uniforms.

      I watched as two young soldiers carefully folded the flag that had been draped over the coffin, and then they presented it to the widow. As they did so, an older soldier lifted a bugle to his lips and sounded out the notes for “Taps.” The simple tune, always so mournful, sounded especially sad in the middle of this Tennessee graveyard.

      Ordinarily, I think, the whole scene would’ve brought me to tears. Even though I didn’t personally know the deceased or his family, I had been widowed myself only three years before, and it still didn’t take much to open those wounds. Today, however, I was distracted by other matters. I had an exciting event of my own coming up in just a few hours, thoughts of which were keeping my mind from becoming too absorbed with what was unfolding before me. As callous as that seemed, this was a good thing. Whatever it took to keep the grief at bay was worth it for me.

      Once the service ended, I watched as the tiny crowd dispersed. The seven soldiers I was here to see turned and walked in the opposite direction from me, somberly shouldering their rifles as they marched toward a row of cars. I tried to catch up with them, but the earth was muddy, and the heels of my Joan & David pumps sunk into the ground with the first steps. Fortunately, storing away the bugle and rifles took a few moments, allowing me time to walk around the perimeter on the sidewalk and reach them just before they drove away. All of the other mourners had already gone by then, leaving only the seven men crowded into an ancient station wagon and me. I waved at the driver, and he rolled down his window and smiled.

      “Can I help you, young lady?” he asked, perfect dentured teeth showing in a tan, wrinkled face. He looked to be in his late 70s, weathered but still handsome in a crisp white naval dress uniform. I guessed to him I was a young lady, though I didn’t always feel young.

      “I’m looking for Commander Davis.”

      “That’s me.” He opened the door of the car and stepped out, closing it behind him as the other men peered from inside.

      “Callie Webber,” I said, reaching out to shake his hand. “It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir.”

      “It’s my privilege, ma’am,” he replied, glancing down at the envelope I was holding. “Thanks aren’t necessary. It’s part of the Greater Nashville Honor Guard service. No charge, please.”

      I realized he thought I was connected to the deceased and that I was here to thank him and pay him for the military send-off. I smiled. I was here to give him some money, but not for the reason he thought.

      “That’s a beautiful service you provide,” I said. “Very dignified and touching.”

      “It’s our opinion, ma’am, that every veteran deserves full military honors at their funeral.”

      “Yes, I agree.” I was aware that although the government would provide a burial flag and two military representatives for veterans’ funerals, it was up to volunteer groups like this one to flesh things out by giving a full military send-off, including the firing party and a live rendition of “Taps.” I thought their group provided a valuable community service, and I was happy to be the bearer of good news on this sunny autumn morning—despite my distracted mind-set and the grim surroundings of a cemetery.

      “’Course,” he said, “our job is a lot easier on a gorgeous morning like this. Two days ago we were out in the pouring rain.”

      I smiled, agreeing that it was, indeed, a lovely day. Unbeknownst to him, I had watched him and his little group of veterans at that rainy funeral—though at a distance and from the comfort of my rental car. In fact, I had been in town now for three days and had spent the majority of the time discreetly examining his organization. As an investigator for a charitable foundation, it was my job to scrutinize the finances and activities of selected nonprofits and award grants to them if they passed our rigorous screening process. This gentleman’s application had struck me as particularly charming, and I was glad that after a little digging around I had been able to determine that his group was a legit bunch doing good work. A grant would be a big help for them. The handing over of the money, like now, was the fun part that always came at the end of a successful investigation.

      For me, however, an even more fun event awaited at the conclusion of this particular investigation. After much frustration and anticipation, I was finally going to meet—face-to-face, for the very first time—my enigmatic boss, Tom. We had known each other for two years now, spending countless hours together on the phone and over the Internet. But we had never actually met in person. Today, however, we were going to change that with a brief get-together in the airport as our paths crossed. It wasn’t much, but it was better than nothing.

      For now, I was trying to put my meeting with Tom out of my mind until I was actually on the plane flying home. As long as there were no glitches, I should be able to finish my work here and make it to the airport in plenty of time for my flight. Guiltily, I glanced at my watch, telling myself to focus.

      “I would imagine you have a lot of expenses with something like this,” I said, looking at Commander Davis.

      “Well, the government provides the blanks for the M-ls,” he replied. “Other than that, it’s just your basic stuff. Transportation to the funerals, maintenance on the rifles, things like that.”

      I nodded, thinking back over the information he had supplied in his grant request. I especially liked the section he had written under “Additional Needs”: I guess we could use a few bugles and some bugle lessons, ’cause we don’t want one of those fake bugles the government keeps trying to give us, the ones that play “Taps” digitally. Those newfangled things might work for the younger soldiers, but when we send off an old-timer, we want the real thing. Unfortunately, right now the only one in our group who knows how to play is Charlie, but he’s getting hard of hearing so sometimes his notes are a little off key. That’s why we’d love some money to buy bugles and lessons for some of the others.

      “I suppose I should tell you,” I said, “that I’m from the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation.”

      His eyebrows rose. “The grant people? Yes, ma’am. I sent in an application a while back.”

      “Well,” I replied, “it made its way to me, and I’m happy to say we will be awarding you a small amount of money for your bugles and bugle lessons.”

      I handed him the envelope, inside of which was a check for five thousand dollars made out to the Greater Nashville Honor Guard Society. I could see a slight disappointment flash across the man’s face, sorry that he hadn’t received the money for his primary request, which was eleven thousand dollars for a used transport vehicle to carry their small group back and forth to all of the funerals they attended in the region.

      “Well now, that’s good news. That’s very good news,” he said finally, tucking the check back inside the envelope. “We sure do appreciate that. Old Charlie, especially. Thanks.”

      Old Charlie waved to me from the backseat, obviously hanging onto every word of our conversation.

      “The best way you can say thanks,” I replied, repeating the little speech that always accompanied the handing out of a donation, “is to take that money and use it to further your mission as outlined in your grant proposal. The foundation believes strongly in what you’re trying to accomplish, and we just wanted to have some small part in furthering your efforts.”

      “That’s real nice.” He reached out to shake my hand.

      Similar sentiments were expressed from inside the car, which I accepted on behalf of my employer. I told them that I understood if they needed to get going, and I waited until Commander Davis got back in before I leaned over and spoke again.

      “Oh, and on your way,” I said, “you might want to stop off at Henderson Motors.”

      “Henderson Motors?” The commander’s brow wrinkled in concern as he leaned out the window to peer at the vehicle. “Do we have a flat tire or something?”

      “No, sir,” I replied with a wink. “But they’ll have your brand-new Transmaster Eclipse twelve-passenger van ready for you in about ten minutes.”

      His eyes widened with excitement. “What?”

      “It’s all yours, gentlemen, compliments of the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation.”
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      I just made it. Returning the rental car had taken longer than I  anticipated, which then necessitated a bit of a sprint down the hall once I got through security in the airport. But the important thing was that I was here now. I was on the plane.

      At last, I was on my way to the big moment.

      The rest of my row was empty, so once we were airborne it was easy for me to settle down and get organized. I retrieved a pillow from the overhead compartment and tucked it behind my back, then I took a minute to undo and resecure my hair into a chignon at my neck. Once that was done, I lifted my beautiful ostrich-skin briefcase, a gift from Tom, onto the seat next to me. I dialed the lock’s combination and popped it open. Then I took a few minutes to organize the papers, files, and receipts that had accumulated on this trip, tucking them away into their proper places inside the case. Finally, I closed the briefcase, slid it under the seat in front of me, and leaned back in my chair. I took a deep breath, let it out, and closed my eyes.

      Finally, I was on my way to see Tom.

      I don’t know why I was so excited, or what it was about our situation that made my pulse race whenever I thought about it. Tom was my boss, a wonderful man I had grown to like and respect more and more every time we spoke. Though we interacted as professionals, Tom and I had a rapport that had developed over time and now extended far beyond the bounds of mere employer-employee interaction. Still, no matter how often we spoke or how fond we were of each other, it was kind of hard to call it a “relationship” when we’d never met face-to-face.

      An enigmatic multimillionaire who kept an incredibly low profile, Tom was a philanthropist who did his donating anonymously through the J.O.S.H.U.A. Foundation. Tom had made it clear from the day he hired me—over the telephone and on the recommendation of a mutual friend—that though it was primarily his money the foundation would be giving away, he wanted to remain as far removed from the process as possible. He first screened all of the applications, using some personal criteria to narrow them down, but then he always handed the reins over to me. As an attorney and licensed private investigator, it was my job to investigate those organizations on behalf of the foundation and present funds if we found them to be deserving.

      Our system worked well, and we could’ve gone on indefinitely the way things were. But somewhere along the line, Tom and I found we shared more than just the common goal of philanthropy. Somehow, we shared a connection at a personal level as well—though we rarely verbalized it. Instead, we spent hours talking and laughing on the phone, writing back and forth online, and basically dancing around the idea of finding a way to meet in person.

      Today was that day.

      Given that we were going to be in the exact same airport at the exact same time, we had finally committed to specific plans to get together, though only for a short while. Tom had flown to Washington, DC, yesterday on business and had spent last night in the apartment the foundation kept near the Watergate. Today, he was heading to New York City and then on to Singapore for an extended business trip, but his flight didn’t leave the airport until an hour after mine arrived.

      Therefore, God willing, today at exactly one ten,  I was going to get off this plane, walk to the Executive Club in the Reagan National Airport, and meet my employer. I would at last be able to put a face with the name, with the voice. Sometimes, and in some ways, I felt closer to Tom than to anyone else on earth. After today, I knew there would be a completeness to our entire situation that had always been lacking before.

      For now, I needed to relax. This was a two-and-a-half-hour flight, so I still had some time before we would land. I opened my eyes and leaned toward the window, looking down at the autumn splendor of the Smoky Mountains below.

      It was a beautiful sight. Beneath a lacing of white mist, the trees on the mountains glowed with brilliant flashes of red and orange among the brown. I loved this time of year, loved the cool days and the cold nights and the obvious changing of the seasons. To me, God always seemed especially close at hand when the splendor of His creation was so evident. I said a quick prayer of thanks for the gorgeous mountains and for a job that could be such fun on a day like today.

      I studied the terrain as we flew, thinking about the veterans in Nashville and their reactions to my announcement that we had purchased them a new van. Their thanks had been heartfelt and exuberant, though with the dignity one would expect from a group of retired military men. They had excitedly offered to take me for a spin in the new vehicle, take me to lunch, take me back to the veterans’ center and give me a tour. But I had cited a prior commitment and sent them on their way, grinning as they sped from the cemetery toward the car dealership.

      Thanks to the foundation, I often had the opportunity to feel benevolent because we regularly gave out substantial amounts of money to all sorts of different groups. I often thought of my job as a dream come true—difficult and challenging at times, to be sure, but also incredibly rewarding.

      “Would you like something to drink?”

      Startled, I looked up to see a flight attendant standing in the aisle next to me. She held onto a drink cart and waited expectantly. I ordered a ginger ale and lowered the tray in front of me as she efficiently assembled my drink and then gave it to me along with a napkin and two packs of peanuts. Once she was gone, I checked my watch.

      It was time to call Tom. Time to reconfirm our meeting.

      I used the phone in the seatback in front of me to dial his cell phone. He was expecting to hear from me, because we always talked at the end of a case. This time, however, the conversation would be brief. This time we would be able to continue it in person.

      “Let me guess,” he said as he answered. “You’re calling from the back half of the plane, aren’t you?”

      “Come on,” I said, smiling. “On this flight first class costs almost fifteen hundred dollars more than coach. That much just for a bigger seat and little more personal attention? I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, Callie,” Tom said. “Will we ever get you to appreciate the perks of your position?”

      “Yeah, here’s a perk,” I said. “Now we have fifteen hundred extra dollars to give away to some group that really deserves it.”

      “Fine,” he said, laughing. “Let’s move on.”

      “Okay.”

      We discussed again the details of our meeting. I double-checked the terminal and gate number, and I told him that so far my flight was right on schedule.

      “I’ll be heading to the airport myself in about an hour,” he said, “so it looks like we’ll be together soon.”

      For some reason, just hearing him say those words gave an odd flip-flop to my heart.

      “Anyway,” he continued, “you can give me the details when we meet, but just tell me quickly about our boys in Nashville. Were they pleased?”

      “Extremely,” I replied, and then I went on to briefly describe the presentation of funds. Tom especially liked the personal touch I had added in a burst of inspiration. Prior to meeting the men at the cemetery this morning, I had bought a CD of classic military tunes, which I then delivered to Henderson Motors.

      “When the van starts up, they’ll hear ‘Stars and Stripes Forever,’” I said, grinning. “I think they’ll get a kick out of that.”

      “Perfect,” he cried. “I wish we could be there to see that.”

      “They seemed like such nice men, Tom. I’m glad you decided to spend the thirty thousand on a new van for them. That used one they wanted looked pretty road-weary to me.”

      “You did a great job, Callie. As usual. I just hope it wasn’t too hard of an assignment for you, considering the nature of their mission.”

      Tom was aware that, as a widow, I still didn’t handle funerals and funeral-related things very well. I didn’t have the nerve to tell him that this assignment had not been difficult for me at all, primarily because thoughts of meeting him were foremost in my mind, precluding other negative associations.

      “So what’s next for me?” I asked.

      “Well, that depends,” he replied, and I could hear papers rustling in the background. “I’ll bring along several choices for you. You can take your pick. There’s an inner city elementary school in California that wants to start up art and music programs. Pretty straightforward.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “We’ve also got a group of doctors down in Texas who run mercy missions into Mexico. It looks like they’re asking for money for medical supplies and travel expenses.”

      “Okay.”

      “Finally, there are some Bible translators based in Boston. They’re doing some good work there. I’ve read about them.”

      “These all sound very interesting,” I said, eager to look at the applications.

      “I still have a few things I want to check on first,” he said. “But I should be ready to give all the paperwork to you by the time I get there.”

      I swallowed hard.

      “So I guess this is really going to happen, huh?” I asked, trying not to sound too eager. Knowing someone so well—and yet not really knowing him at all—was a very difficult position to be in. “How will I recognize you when I see you? Will you be wearing a red carnation?”

      He laughed. “Good idea. No, wait, forget the carnation. I’m going to get a red mum.”

      “A mum?”

      “Yeah. I’ll be the one wearing the giant red mum on my lapel.”

      “You’re going to sit in the Executive Club wearing a giant red mum?” I teased. “Yeah, right. I dare you.”

      “I take that dare,” he replied. “You just wait and see.”
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      The Reagan National Airport was busy but not unmanageable, and since I had packed light, I didn’t need to visit baggage claim. Instead, I pulled up the handle of my carry-on, secured my briefcase to it with a strap, and rolled off in pursuit of the Executive Club.

      I made a detour to the ladies’ room first to check my hair and makeup and clothes one more time. I had already brushed my teeth on the airplane, but I wanted to take one last look to make sure everything was just so. Today I had worn my favorite Ellen Tracy suit, an azure wool blend people often said accentuated my blue eyes. Now, as I studied myself in the mirror, I thought that might be true.

      With my long brown hair and high cheekbones, I wasn’t a raving beauty, but I wasn’t exactly unpleasant-looking either. I wore my hair pulled back, and I had added an Hermes scarf at the neckline, which softened the look of the suit and showed off the slight tan I had acquired in the last few weeks while on vacation, prior to my trip to Nashville. All in all, I looked okay. Better than okay. I looked ready for an important encounter.

      I reached the next terminal and went to the gate area where Tom had said I would find the unassuming door that led to the Executive Club. Until I went to work for the foundation, I didn’t even realize that airports had executive waiting rooms. But once I began traveling extensively on business, I found them to be well worth the annual fee. Placed discreetly near the boarding areas, these rooms offered an alternative to the noisy, uncomfortable seating sections around the gates and provided instead quiet, roomy places to work or relax during layovers and long delays.

      I had never been to this particular Executive Club, but they were all pretty much alike: luxurious, comfortable, low key. I took a deep breath and stepped inside.

      At the front desk, I handed over my bags and showed my membership card. Then I strolled to the main part of the room.

      It resembled a nice, well-lit lounge, with large, plush chairs arranged in groupings around low coffee tables. Off of the main room were several smaller rooms. Some had desks, computers, and phone connections, and one had a conference table. I gave the place a quick scan but didn’t see any red mums or carnations—or anyone who looked as though he was waiting for someone. Suddenly, it struck me how odd it was that I had no idea what Tom looked like. I may have spoken to him a thousand times on the phone, but I’d never seen a picture nor even heard a description of him. He was a private man who’d managed to keep himself completely out of the media despite his vast wealth, so I’d never even glimpsed a photo.

      According to my watch, I was a few minutes early, so I took the time to get a soda and a bowl of pretzels. Then I chose a chair in a small, empty seating area and sat down to wait.

      I had only been there a few minutes when I got a text message. Taking out my phone, I saw that it was from Shayna Greer, a young woman I had been helping through a ministry of my church in my spare time. The message said, simply, Call me! Its urgent!

      “Not a good time, Shayna,” I whispered to myself even as I pressed the button to call her back. Shayna was a sweet girl, but she was in the process of trying to pull her life together after a stint in a drug rehabilitation center, and it seemed everything related to her was one crisis after another.

      “Callie?” she said as she answered the phone.

      “Yes, it’s me. What’s up?”

      She sobbed loudly into the phone.

      “It’s Eddie Ray,” she cried, referring to an ex-boyfriend who had only recently reentered her life. “He’s missing!”

      “Missing?”

      “We had a big fight last night. He ran off mad, and he still hasn’t come back.”

      I exhaled loudly and looked at my watch. It was already one fifteen. Tom was late, but I knew he would be here any second.

      “How can I help, Shayna?” I asked, trying not to sound exasperated. “I’ve told you before, you’re supposed to call your sponsor or your social worker when something like this comes up. I’m here to help you with work-related issues only.”

      “I know. But I didn’t want to talk to them. I wanted you.”

      I looked around the room, wondering why people with such complicated personal lives always seemed to seek me out. Maybe it was from my years as a private investigator. Perhaps I gave off the vibe of someone who was used to handling other people’s problems.

      “Don’t you think he just went somewhere to cool down?” I asked evenly. “Running off mad seems to be his pattern, doesn’t it?”

      “Yeah, but it’s different this time,” she said, sniffing now. “Something’s wrong.”

      I pinched the bridge of my nose between my eyes.

      “How is it different?”

      “Because he never came back this morning. He always comes back. I went looking for him, and it turns out he never showed up at Stinky’s last night either.”

      “You’ve lost me, Shayna.”

      “That’s where he goes to sleep whenever he’s mad at me. Stinky’s got an enclosed back porch with a cot in it, and he lets Eddie Ray sleep there whenever he wants.”

      “Did you talk to this ‘Stinky’ person this morning and ask him if he saw Eddie Ray last night?”

      “Yeah. He said Eddie Ray was in the bar for a while, but he doesn’t know where he went after that. I talked to, like, ten different people, and that’s what they all said.”

      I glanced up, watching a group of businessmen enter the club. At first, I was afraid that Tom might be among them, but then I realized that they were all in their fifties. One of the few things I knew about Tom was that he was in his early thirties, like me.

      “Isn’t it possible,” I asked, lowering my voice, “that Eddie Ray left the bar with another woman, and that’s why nobody will tell you where he went?”

      She was quiet for a moment.

      “I guess,” she said softly. “But I don’t think so. He may not be the best boyfriend in the world, but as far as I know he’s never cheated on me.”

      I had to stifle a groan, finding it hard to believe that among the long list of Eddie Ray’s sins, infidelity wasn’t among them.

      “Look,” I said, trying to make my voice calm. “This really isn’t a good time for me now. You’re still going to meet me at Advancing Attire at five o’clock, right? We can talk about it more then.”

      “I can’t wait that long. I’ll go crazy!”

      I glanced at my watch and calculated. Tom’s flight was at two fifteen, so that meant he would probably want to go to the gate a little before two. If I got out of here then and drove straight home, I could make it to Advancing Attire by three thirty.

      “Let’s move it up then,” I said. “How’s half past three?”

      “Okay,” she whimpered. “But, Callie, what if something’s really wrong?”

      “We’ll deal with it at that time,” I said. “I promise.”

      I managed to get Shayna off the phone, but I couldn’t help being upset by her timing. Then I realized I was allowing her emotional meltdown to radically infringe on my special moment. Wishing I had waited before I called her, I slipped the phone into my jacket pocket, closed my eyes, and forced myself to calm down. Shayna’s problems with her boyfriend would still be there later. For now, I had more important things going on.

      When I opened my eyes, I saw a beautiful blonde woman striding toward me. She was dressed impeccably in an elegant, understated suit that looked like Armani. She had long legs, a knockout figure, and a humongous diamond ring on the fourth finger of her left hand.

      “Kelly?” she asked. “Kelly Webber?”

      “Callie,” I corrected, standing up. “I’m Callie Webber.”

      “You’re waiting for Tom?”

      “Yes.”

      She came to a stop in front of me and smiled, flashing perfect white teeth.

      “I’m so glad I found you,” she drawled in a slightly southern accent. “He said to look for a lady with her hair in a bun, so that’s what I did.”

      I blinked, feeling vaguely insulted, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “Where’s Tom?” Apprehension tingled at the back of my neck.

      She gestured toward the chairs, so we sat. Then she leaned forward and placed a perfectly manicured finger on my arm.

      “He is so, so sorry, but he suddenly had a huge change of plans. I just put him on a plane to New Orleans.”

      “New Orleans?” I asked. “I thought he was headed to Singapore. For a couple of months.”

      “No, he had to postpone that whole trip. Something came up.”

      “Is everything okay?”

      She sat up straight, smoothing her hair absently with one hand. “Oh, I’m sure. That’s simply how it goes with Tom sometimes. All of a sudden, he’ll drop everything and spin off in another direction, just like that.” She snapped her manicured fingers for emphasis. “It drives me nuts, but that’s my Tom.”

      I sat back, my mind reeling. Tom had canceled our meeting, canceled his trip to Singapore, and now he was flying south?

      “I hope there’s nothing wrong,” I said.

      “Well, I keep telling him he needs to buy himself a corporate jet. Then he wouldn’t have problems like this when he wants to make last minute changes. We had a hard time finding him an available seat. He’s flying coach—in a center seat, no less.”

      I knew there was a stupid look on my face as she continued to babble on. It was taking a moment for everything to compute, for my expectations to align with reality. My Tom? Had she really called him “my Tom”? I simply looked at this woman, who was now talking about leg room and bulkheads and exit rows.

      “Excuse me,” I interrupted finally, “but you are...”

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Janine. Janine McDowell.”

      Learning her name was fine, but I meant who was she in relation to Tom. His fiancée? His sister? His travel agent?

      “How do you know Tom?” I asked.

      “Oh, honey, don’t get me started.” She grinned. “We’ll be here all night. Suffice it to say, we have an interesting history together.”

      The way she drew out the word interesting left an odd, empty feeling in the pit of my stomach.

      “Anyway,” she continued, “he asked me to apologize for him and to tell you that he’ll try to call you tonight.”

      I looked at my watch, thinking about the rest of my day. I had the appointment with Shayna at three thirty, and then I would be home after that.

      “Okay,” I said softly.

      We stood, and I thanked her before walking away. In a daze, I collected my bags from the front desk and headed for the door. As an afterthought, I turned back to the woman, who was now in the telephone area, dialing a number.

      “Excuse me,” I said, going back toward her.

      She disconnected the call before she had finished dialing it. “Yes?”

      “Did Tom leave some paperwork for me, by any chance? There would’ve been a couple of files, or maybe some manila envelopes?”

      “No,” she said. “Nothing like that.”

      I started to turn away.

      “Oh, hang on,” she said. “There was one thing.”

      I turned back and waited expectantly as she opened her purse. From it she pulled a giant silk flower, a mum, resplendent in a vivid red. I took it from her, smiling in spite of myself when I saw a big safety pin clipped to the back.

      “He said to give you this,” she reported, a puzzled look on her face. “And to tell you that, next time, he dares you to wear it.”
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      As soon as I reached my car in the parking lot, I slipped my bag into the back, pulled out my cell phone, and called my friend and coworker Harriet.

      She worked in the foundation’s main office in Washington, DC, in a small but pleasant-looking building tucked in the heart of the embassy district. I tried to get in there as often as I could, but since I lived almost two hours away, on Maryland’s Eastern Shore, I actually spent most of my time working from home or out on assignment.

      “Hey, Harriet,” I said as soon as she came on the line. “It’s Callie.”

      “Callie?” she twanged in her Texas accent. “You poor thing. I heard what happened at the airport.”

      “Yeah, so much for finally meeting face-to-face.”

      “If it helps, hon, Tom felt just awful about it.”

      “Wait. Did you see him?”

      “No. He called me on his way to the airport to tell me he had a change of plans. He said for me to make sure you knew how sorry he was for standing you up.”

      “So what’s going on?” I asked. “Do you know?”

      I pressed a button on my keychain to disarm the alarm and unlock the doors of my car, a sturdy new SUV. Unfortunately, I had totaled my previous car during a recent investigation, when I was run off the road by a man hired to intimidate me. I never wanted to feel that vulnerable again, so this time I went with the safest, strongest vehicle I could afford.

      “He’s been planning this trip to Singapore for weeks.” I swung the car door open and placed my briefcase on the passenger seat. “What could possibly have come up to change his plans?”

      “I have a feeling it was some kind of family matter. He said he would fill me in later.”

      I closed the door, walked to the driver’s side, and got in. “Why didn’t he call me himself?”

      “You were still on the plane, hon. He tried, but your cell phone was off, and we couldn’t figure out any other way to reach you.”

      “Oh, he reached me all right,” I said. “He had some blonde babe meet me at the airport. Who is she?”

      “A blonde babe?”

      I explained my encounter in the Executive Club.

      “You got me,” Harriet said when I was done. “You know him better than I do, Callie. I may manage the foundation, but you’re the one who spends hours on the phone with him every night.”

      “It’s not hours, and it’s not every night.”

      “You know what I mean. We know he’s not married. He’s never mentioned a fiancée, has he?”

      “No, but that doesn’t mean anything. He’s never mentioned a lot of things about himself.”

      To say that Tom was a private person was an understatement. I had learned a long time ago not to pry for details, but this whole thing had really thrown me for a loop.

      “Did he at least leave any files for me? On the phone he mentioned a couple of different assignments.”

      “No. He said he didn’t have time to finish things up. I’m afraid you’ll have to wait till he gets back to you. I have the feeling you might be cooling your heels for a few days.”

      “You’ve got to be kidding.”

      I began weaving my car through the labyrinth of parked vehicles to the exit, thinking this whole fiasco was becoming more frustrating by the minute. On the one hand, I always enjoyed getting a little time off to spend around my home. On the other hand, prior to the trip to Tennessee, I had just spent a wonderful two weeks doing nothing more strenuous than walking my dog and paddling my canoe. Now it was to be more of the same? A little freedom was a good thing, but too much just might make me stir-crazy.

      Harriet and I concluded our call with the promise we would let each other know if Tom made any contact. As I put away the phone and pulled into the traffic heading over the Potomac, I felt a heavy weight settle against my heart. Would I ever meet Tom in person? Did he really care if he ever met me?

      I drove on toward the Eastern Shore, trying not to think about it, blinking away the tears that had suddenly, inexplicably filled my eyes.
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      Traffic was moving, but it was fairly dense for early afternoon on a Monday. I usually preferred flying into Baltimore, since the drive to my house from there was much simpler than from downtown Washington. Still, I eventually managed to make my way onto Route 50 toward Annapolis and the bridge that would carry me over the Chesapeake Bay. After a while the traffic thinned out, and once I reached the bridge it was a brief but breathtaking hop to the Eastern Shore.

      I began to wind my way south from there to the rural area I called home, feeling myself relax more with every mile. There was something about going from the busyness of the mainland to the country quiet of this area that always soothed my heart and made me feel at peace. That was one reason I had moved here after my husband Bryan died—that and the fact that this had been our favorite getaway spot when we were married, the place where we went when we just wanted to be alone with nature and with each other.

      My house was located on a twenty-mile-long peninsula—a flat, rambling expanse of land that stretched into the Chesapeake Bay and was flanked by two rivers. At the head of the peninsula was the waterfront borough of Osprey Cove, a quaint little town filled with upscale shops, a few tiny museums, and a number of expensive little bed-and-breakfasts. I usually took the bypass that let me circumnavigate the main drag, which was often clogged with tourists. Today, however, I drove straight into the heart of things, slowing for the traffic that filled the narrow streets.

      Except for the congestion problems, Osprey Cove was a charming place—so charming, in fact, that it almost felt fake, like a Disney version of small-town America. There were tiny Cape Code houses and cobblestone streets and lots of window boxes overflowing with the colorful blossoms of spring and summer. In the fall they had crab, oyster, and waterfowl festivals in the large open-air park beside the public docks, and in the winter the streets of the village were graced with white twinkle lights and roving carolers.

      The people who lived there were a friendly sort, though I kept my dealings with them to a minimum. I preferred the solitude of my home farther out on the peninsula, and I usually came to Osprey Cove only for groceries or other supplies, as well as the occasional visit to my favorite charity, the place where I helped mentor local young women like Shayna Greer.

      The place was called Advancing Attire, and though my church was one of its sponsors, it was basically an independent nonprofit organization. My initial involvement had been simply as a donor, but I was eventually persuaded by the director to put in some volunteer time there as well. Of course, as someone who made a living investigating nonprofits, I did my homework first, evaluating it with the same list of criteria I used with my job. In the end, I had found the organization to be caring and compassionate, with a terrific mission and an efficient, cost-effective operation.

      Advancing Attire was located in downtown Osprey Cove, and from the outside it looked like a regular ladies’ clothing store. But our “customers” weren’t off-the-street shoppers at all—they were indigent women sent to us by the county, and they came by appointment only. Mostly, these were women who possessed the training and desire to get better jobs than they’d previously held but lacked the proper “look” to get them through the door. Our mission was to collect used, professional-type clothing from the working women in our area and give that clothing to our clients, who then sought out better job opportunities.

      Beyond that, some of us also took it upon ourselves to mentor the young women, guiding them through the job-seeking process and giving them tips for the workplace. Apparently, Shayna thought my help also extended to helping find lost boyfriends, a notion I would need to dispel fairly quickly. From what I had gathered through recent conversations, this fellow she was involved with was a real piece of work. I had no desire to serve as the local missing persons bureau, especially for a deadbeat like him.

      I made it to the main strip and found a parking space about a block away. Glancing at my watch as I climbed out of the car, I was pleased to see that I had arrived with a good twenty minutes to spare. I walked up the street to the side door of the building and let myself in with my key.

      “Well, if it isn’t Callie Webber.”

      The program’s director, Verlene Linford, came out from behind her desk and headed toward me across the cluttered room, weaving her way around massive piles of clothing. Verlene was one of those perpetually cheerful people, always smiling, always able to make you feel as if, for the moment at least, you were the most important person in the world. That’s why she was such a perfect choice to head up Advancing Attire. Her job was to make our impoverished clients, no matter their circumstances, feel as though they were worthy of a little loving care and attention. Right now, she had her kind brown eyes trained firmly on me.

      “We missed you in church on Sunday,” she scolded gently, reaching out to stop a mountain of blazers from toppling over next to her. Though she never complained about the cramped space—and she seemed organized enough to be able to lay her hand on any specific item at any given time—I still thought how much easier her work would be if she had a little more room to spread out.

      “I was in Tennessee,” I replied. “For work.”

      “What about the Ladies Circle dinner at church? Will you be coming to that?”

      “I-I’m not sure.”

      “Well, I put your name down for a reservation, just in case. It’s coming up soon, you know, and I didn’t want you to miss out. It’s filling up fast.”

      Trying not to roll my eyes, I told Verlene that I’d have to see, that it depended on my work schedule, knowing I had no intention of joining the Ladies Circle or any other group.

      For some reason, Verlene saw it as her personal duty to keep tabs on me where church was concerned. She hated that I limited my attendance to the Sunday morning worship service—and even then, only when I was in town. As far as she was concerned, I should be on committees and in Bible studies and in the women’s group. Despite my protestations, she nagged at me almost every time I saw her. If she weren’t so good-hearted, I might be tempted to tell her to mind her own business and leave me alone.

      It wasn’t that I thought church was unimportant. I knew that the Bible repeatedly stressed the need for “gathering together” with other believers. When Bryan and I lived in Virginia, we were both very active in our church. But here, it was different. Here, I just didn’t have the time or energy to invest in the peripheral goings-on of the church community. I was spiritually fed from the Sunday morning service just fine. Everything else—Bible study and outreach projects—I did on my own, and that’s the way I liked it.

      “Ah well, you lead such a glamorous life,” Verlene said, “always jetting off to here and there. When did you get back?”

      “Just a while ago,” I said. “I have an appointment with Shayna Greer.”

      “Oh, that’s right. I heard she got a job as a medical billing clerk. Good for her.”

      We talked about some of the new clothes that had come in since I was here last and what might work for Shayna. At our first appointment, arranged by her social worker, Shayna had been quiet and kind of shy, though very sweet, and we had been able to put together a nice outfit for her to wear to job interviews. Now that she had landed a good job, it was my assignment to provide her with a week’s worth of professional-looking clothes, a haircut, and some makeup—just as we did for all of our clients. Once she started her new job, she and I would probably touch base a few more times; then the case would be closed out and, hopefully, she would be well on her way to a new and better future.

      Though I enjoyed the mentoring side of my responsibilities, my favorite task at Advancing Attire was definitely picking out the clothes. Maybe it wasn’t much in the grand scheme of things, but I always thought that the self-esteem these women gained from their makeovers was priceless. My hope for today was that I would be able to get Shayna’s mind off of the missing boyfriend and onto the task at hand.

      Verlene and I went into the front room, which was also small but much less crowded and designed to look like an upscale women’s boutique. We had slacks, tops, suits, skirts, dresses, accessories, shoes, and even high-quality undergarments organized onto racks and shelves by size and style. Two dressing rooms were in the rear of the store, with a huge three-sided mirror and viewing area between them. Because we didn’t charge our clients for the clothes, the only thing missing from our little boutique was a cash register.

      “We got a new batch of shoes from Mrs. Reddingham,” Verlene said, rolling her eyes and pointing toward the racks. By our previous calculations, Mrs. Reddingham had to have bought an average of one pair of shoes per day for the last ten years to equal the quantity she sent our way. “Oh, and Grace Collins passed away. Did you know her? Of Collins Electronics. Her family has been sending us some of her things for a while, but after the funeral the son brought us a ton of stuff. All beautiful, very pricey. She was quite ill for the last several years, so most of it was hardly worn. I think we’ve gotten it all out on the racks by now.”

      “Okay, thanks.”

      “Like Shayna, Grace was very petite. You might find some nice stuff there.”

      We walked around looking at the different items, and then I sent Verlene back to her work while I made coffee and waited for Shayna to arrive. Once the pot was brewing, I wet some paper towels and tried to repair the damage done to my nice pumps by the mud in the cemetery earlier this morning.

      There was a knock on the door just as I was slipping the shoes back onto my feet, and I headed through the boutique to see Shayna standing on the other side of the glass. Her eyes were rimmed in red and filled with tears. I braced myself, unlocked the latch, and opened the door.
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      “Come on in,” I said, holding the door wide. “How’s it going?”

      Shayna dutifully trooped inside. She wore a denim jacket over a faded T-shirt and carried the outfit we had previously given her draped over her arm. She was pale and thin, with about five inches of dark roots at the top of long hair that had once been bleached a harsh blonde.

      “I’m okay,” she said softly.

      “By the look on your face, I gather your boyfriend hasn’t turned up yet?”

      “I’m so worried,” she answered. “Nobody’s seen Eddie Ray anywhere.”

      I took a deep breath and guided her through the store to the seating area near the dressing rooms. Reluctantly, I sat her down, gave her some coffee, and let her pour the whole story out to me. Apparently, she and Eddie Ray had had a huge, screaming fight the night before, and he had stormed off to the local bar. As she had already explained over the phone, that wasn’t unusual. What was unusual was that he had not come back this morning, and no one knew where he had gone after he left the bar last night.

      “I even called the police,” Shayna said mournfully, “but they told me there was nothing they could do yet. He hasn’t been missing long enough.”

      “He is a grown man, Shayna, free to go if he chooses.”

      “He wouldn’t leave me, Callie. Not again.”

      “Again?” I asked, alarm bells going off in my head. History seemed to be repeating itself.

      “He ran off one other time, a while back,” she admitted sheepishly. “He was gone for months, actually. But then he showed up a few weeks ago. He told me he had changed.”

      I stood, crossed to the counter, and retrieved a box of tissues, wondering how to counsel this young woman, who seemed to keep making all the wrong choices.

      “Does he take drugs, Shayna?” I asked. “You told me you were in a twelve-step program. If you’re in recovery, you shouldn’t be around him anyway.”

      I knew it wasn’t really my place to say—as I told her before, I wasn’t her sponsor or her social worker, just a volunteer helping her out— but it was hard to hold my tongue.

      “No, no,” she replied, “he does pot sometimes, I think, but never around me. The problem is that he... he’s...” Her voice faded. “Eddie Ray’s a big dreamer, I guess you could say. Always got some great thing coming, right around the next corner. He was cooking up something really big this time. He was so excited. That’s another reason I know he didn’t leave on purpose. He had too much at stake.”

      “But you said yourself that he’s left before.”

      “I thought it would be different this time.”

      I pulled out a tissue and handed it to her. She took it gratefully, wiped at her eyes, and then blew her nose.

      “Are you in love with him?” I asked gently, taking a different approach.

      “I used to be,” she whispered. “I’m not so sure anymore.”

      “Then don’t let him mess this up for you,” I said earnestly. “You landed a good job—the job you trained for, that you worked hard for. When we finish here today, you’ll also have some nice new clothes and a big opportunity. You don’t need some guy coming in and messing up your life this way. It’s time to focus on yourself, Shayna. A nice job can be more rewarding than you’d ever imagine.”

      My words hung in the air between us, and I could see the doubt on her face. I wished I could make her understand what having a career really felt like—the incredible sense of accomplishment that came with doing a job well, the paychecks that reflected all the training and preparation, the feeling that there was a reason to get up in the morning outside of yourself and your own needs. Still, she was young. Try as I might to share with her the secrets of the workplace, until she lived it for herself, she wouldn’t really understand.

      “Eddie Ray says my new job is dumb.”

      “What?”

      “He says the life of a nine-to-fiver is boring and stupid. He said that as soon as this thing he’s gotten involved in pans out, we’ll have enough money so that neither one of us will ever have to work again.”

      “Ignoring for a moment the fact that Eddie Ray is probably in another state by now,” I said, trying to keep the frustration out of my voice, “I thought you wanted to work. I thought you liked medical billing.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “Just okay? When I talked to you the other day, you were bursting with enthusiasm. You said you got a great job with good pay in a really nice office. What happened to all of that excitement?”

      She looked down at the floor and shrugged.

      “Shayna.” I sat in the chair in front of her, forcing her to look at me. “Just when things are starting to go right for you, why are you letting yourself get dragged back down by a man?”

      “I don’t know,” she whispered, tears spilling down her cheeks.

      I felt a surge of sympathy for her. One thing I had observed since I started volunteering with Advancing Attire was that many of these indigent women simply took what life offered—the good and the bad—without it ever dawning on them that they had choices, that sometimes they could take control themselves.

      “Shayna,” I said, meeting her eyes, “life has thrown a lot of bad things your way. But there are some things you can choose to throw back, you know. You don’t always have to take everything as it comes.”

      She attempted to smile in spite of herself.

      “Look,” I continued, “you have a real chance here to be a success completely from your own efforts. If Eddie Ray is still around—and if he truly cares for you—he’ll have to respect that.”

      “I...I guess so,” she whispered.

      “And if he really has skipped town, at least you’ll know not to fall for his lines the next time he shows up.”

      Shayna looked off in the distance, her eyes filled with pain.

      “You’re right,” she said.

      “Good. I know you told me you’ve been trying to grow in your faith. Why don’t we say a quick prayer and turn this matter over to God? He knows what’s best for you. Believing that is about the only thing that will get us through the tough times.”
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