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Dedication

To my fellow mystery writers. May we always find new and clever ways to tell the stories of murder and mystery. May the villains always receive the fate they deserve.
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Val Hartley sat behind the desk in her office on the ground floor of the warehouse. For some reason, her business partner had rented the massive space. The huge door on the ground floor allowed entrance into a space large enough for two trucks. A smaller door to the side opened to the area where four offices stood. Stairs led to the second floor above the offices. Two rooms there were transformed into bedrooms. One became a sitting room and the forth was now an eat-in kitchen.

Val opened a drawer and removed a dust cloth. Her spacious office held a massive desk, four chairs and a file cabinet. Two computers and a printer sat on the desk. As usual dust had gathered on the coverings of the computers and the printer. At least, the plastic cover kept the machines from needing to be constantly serviced, one expense they didn’t need.

With a groan, she looked around the room. The question she had asked herself myriad times since her arrival in Rockleigh popped into her thoughts. Why did Cindy rent the huge warehouse? Had Vic been the one making the decision to rent? Though their business grew every month, they would never have enough staff to fill the enormous space.

How long did their lease last? Val couldn’t understand why they were here. How would potential customers for their services find this out of the way place? Why would potential customers drop in to ask questions and become clients? There was no place on the building to display their company name. She certainly didn’t want to post a sign at the end of the entry road into the warehouse district. 

Though Cindy might agree with her about the space, she would never say anything. The problem was Cindy’s new husband liked the location. Cindy said he was the one to find and arrange the rental lease. He thought having such a vast space made them look busier than they were. Cindy even had two offices with one of her computers in each one. She’d tried to convince Val to do the same. Val sighed. Could she convince her business partner to find a smaller and space more visible to the public? 

She stared at the walls painted a color known as battleship gray. The dull tone added to her depressed mood. The huge empty space caused every sound to echo and reverberate countless times. Touches of color might make the office more cheerful, but Val wasn’t going to spend valuable time painting the place. Maybe she should contact a realtor and find a better office space? That might mean splitting the business, something Val wasn’t ready to suggest. Even though, more and more, their client base had diverged.

Val rubbed her forehead to erase the last traces of a headache that nagged at her since waking this morning. She printed the results of the search she’d recently completed for Professor Brown. This year, he planned to write a novel about the women who followed Florence Nightengale to the Crimea. As the printer spewed pages, she checked her phone for the list of area realtors. She jotted phone numbers on a notepad. In the morning, she would make some calls. Hopefully, her son and mom could come to Rockleigh soon. 

Cindy’s loud voice startled Val. 

“What do you mean? That doesn’t make sense.” 

Val wondered what triggered her business partner’s anger? She hoped Cindy hadn’t offended another client. Recently, they lost two attorneys because Cindy argued with them over details of the search. That opinion hadn’t been Cindy’s. Vic forcibly stated what he thought about that particular search. Val wished he would keep his thoughts to himself. Though Val seldom did those types of searches, the fees from the searches for attorneys brought a welcome amount of money. 

Val sighed. There was a second problem. If Cindy continued to argue with clients, Val feared the business wouldn’t survive. Lately, Cindy did the minimum amount of work, but she continued to take her share of the monthly profits. The sharing had become unfair. Val knew she had to face her friend and learn why these upsets happened several times a day. Did Cindy want to end the business partnership that had lasted for less than a year? If so, she should speak up. Though Val couldn’t read minds, she wondered if she should be the one to start a dialogue.

Before Val had a chance to begin a search for an apartment or a house large enough for her five-year-old son and her mother, her partner walked in and slumped on the chair across from Val’s desk. Cindy’s short blonde hair looked as if she’d combed the strands with her fingers. The scowl and the anger in Cindy’s brown eyes made Val wonder if she’d done something to cause that emotion. 

While waiting for Cindy to speak, Val collected the printed pages. She slid them into a mailing envelope. Finally, the long silence triggered Val to speak. “Is there a problem?”

Cindy frowned. “There is. I’m not happy, but I can’t change what’s going to happen. Vic called. The job here is finished. His boss has another job for him. It’s across the country so we’re moving.”

“When?”

“In a day or two.” Cindy’s voice held an excitement that stirred Val’s curiosity. Since she had only been in Rockleigh for less that two weeks, the idea of another move didn’t thrill her. She liked the town. Moving back home wouldn’t work since her mother had a buyer for the house. “Where?” 

“He didn’t say exactly, but he hinted the move might take us out of the country”’ Cindy laughed. “Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we were going to one of the Caribbean islands? Sun and surf instead of cold and snow. I’m really glad I got my passport two months ago.”

“What about We Search. I don’t want to move again.” Val definitely had no desire to leave the country. While the searches could be done from anywhere they could connect to the internet, she doubted her mother would leave the States. That meant, as well as her job, she would have to entertain a curious five-year-old while trying to work. “What can I do?” 

Cindy pushed the chair away from the desk. She ran her fingers through her blonde curls. “The time has come to split the business.” 

Why? Though she wanted to ask that question, she held it inside. Cindy’s expression made her feel there was no way of keeping the partnership together. “How will that work?”

“It’s easy. You keep the professors. Their projects bore me. I’ll do the attorneys and insurance companies. You don’t like doing them.” 

Val got up from her desk and walked to the door, leaving her partner sitting in front of an empty space. “This is a surprise. I’ll have to think about making the changes. Wish you’d told me about this before I moved. See you.” If she was lucky, she could avoid Cindy until tomorrow.

“It’s a done deal. After dinner, we’ll discuss the matter. Come to my office and we’ll hash this out,” Cindy called. 

“Any discussions about business will have to wait until tomorrow. I have plans for this evening.” 

“Really. What kind of plans could you have?  You don’t know anyone in this town.” 

“An interesting lecture on writing fiction.”

Cindy frowned. “What?” 

“Since I enjoy reading, I’ve always wanted to try writing a book.” Val didn’t mention the many stories she’d begun writing when she was a teenager. She never finished any of them. 

Cindy moved to the doorway. “No matter how late you come in, look for me. If I’m awake, we need to talk. You have to make plans for the future since I’ll be ending the partnership when I leave.” 

“I will.” Before Cindy could find another reason to delay her, Val left the building and hurried to her car. She slid onto the driver’s seat and started the engine. 

Cindy waved frantically from the doorway. Val ignored her partner. She drove to the post office and arrived minutes before closing time. Dashing in the door, she mailed the packet. 

After leaving the post office, she drove to the Rockleigh Diner and parked in the nearby lot. Inside, she found one of the small booths and slid onto the green plastic-covered bench. She studied the menu. The buzz of the diner’s voices, the clatter of silverware against the plates and the soft background music relaxed her. She sighed and wished she knew someone else in town other than Cindy and Vic. Eating alone made her wish for her son and mom to be able to move here soon. Though she knew they couldn’t come until she found an apartment or a house. 

A waitress stopped at the booth. “Good evening. What can I get for you?” 

“The meatloaf dinner and coffee.” 

Before long her meal arrived. When she finished eating, she paid at the register and walked to her car. As she fastened her seatbelt, her cell phone chimed. A smile lit her face as she answered. “Hi.”

“Mommy, how are you?” Ronny asked.

The sound of his voice strengthened her feeling of loneliness and increased her desire to have him with her. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I’m good. And you?” 

“Okay, but I miss you.” 

Val fought against the sudden desire to cry. He sounded so sad. “I miss you so much. How was your day?” 

“Okay. When can Gram and I come and live with you?” 

The sadness in his voice made her eyes sting with unshed tears. She bit her lip and gulped a breath. “I hope soon. I’m looking for the right place. Now, tell me what did you do today?” 

Her son chattered about what he learned in kindergarten and about baking cookies with Gram. “We made big ones with chocolate chips. Gram’s saving all my papers from school for you to see.” 

“That’s great. Can’t wait to see them. Let me talk to Gram for a few minutes.”

An instant later, she heard her mother’s voice. “Are things really all right with you?” 

“We’re fine. Good luck on finding a place for us. I sign the papers on the sale of this house tomorrow. Then we’ll have two weeks to vacate.”

Val sucked in a breath. “I’ll do my best to find something that will work for us. Three-bedroom apartments are rare. I’m thinking about coming for a visit on Saturday.”

“Don’t. A five-hour drive for an overnight stay is foolish.”

“You’re right.” But she wanted to hug her son and chase his sadness away. She didn’t like the reason, but she had no choice. “Let me speak to Ronny again.” 

Her son’s voice held tears. “I miss you so much.”

Val wiped a tear away. His sadness ran deep and hurt her. “The moment I find an apartment or a house, I’ll call you. Tomorrow, I’ll be speaking to some people who rent apartments or sell houses.” 

“Okay, Mommy. I want to see you.”

“You will soon. Maybe when I call tomorrow I’ll have news about a place for us.”

He giggled. “Gram says you’re too busy working to remember to call. If you make the call tomorrow, she’ll be wrong. We can giggle at her.” He laughed.

“Are you being a brat?” 

“No, Mommy. Even if it’s your turn, I’ll call.”

Val chuckled. “I’m sure you will.” They talked for a few more minutes and then said goodbye. Val wiped her eyes. Being apart for almost two weeks was hard. She started the car and hit Google on her phone for directions to Author’s House. 

* * *

Kyle Bradley sat at the kitchen table and lifted the last forkful of the savory Chicken Cacciatore his sister prepared for dinner. Dana wiped the gray marble counter and then swiped the cloth over the metallic refrigerator. Sunlight shone through the window above the sink and made the yellow walls brighten.

He leaned back and smiled. His day at the police station had been quiet. He and his partner spent their time reviewing open cases and re-interviewing some of the people involved with the major robbery cases. No new crimes had been reported for almost a week but there were five open cases on their plate. He scowled. The lull couldn’t last forever. Being one of the  town’s two detectives kept him constantly on call for every new crime. He felt sure the lull would end soon.

Dana filled her mug with coffee and sat across from him. “I’m going out this evening for a few hours.” 

He studied her. Her dark hair was pulled into a ponytail, and his sister’s dark eyes held an excitement he hadn’t seen in months. Was it a date? Did she meet someone? Kyle couldn’t imagine where. As far as he knew her outings were to the supermarket and his son’s school. She hadn’t dated anyone for a year. “Where are you going?” 

“To Author’s House. Some of the local published authors are giving a series of lectures about writing a novel.”

‘What if I’m called out?” He believed the chances of that event were high given the previous week’s lack of action.

“Mrs. Pritchard knows she might be called. Her number’s beside the house phone.” Dana rose and carried his dishes to the dishwasher. “One more thing. Have there been any calls bout renting the other side of the house that I should be aware of? 

He shook his head. “Jim and company just moved out this morning. The place isn’t ready to be shown. In the morning, you can call the cleaning crew. They’ll let us know if anything needs repaired. Then I’ll call the realtor.” 

She grinned. “Why bother with a realtor? I’ll keep my eyes and ears open for a new tenant.” 

“As if you’ll find one among the locals you’ll see this evening. Aren’t they aspiring authors? Don’t hold your breath.”

“You never know what might pop up.” Dana dried her hands and checked her dark hair and makeup. “The meeting runs from seven to nine with a chance to speak to the local published authors afterward. I never realized there were so many authors living here.” 

“Have fun.” Kyle waved her to the door. “Stay out of mischief. 

Timmy left the television and ran to his aunt. She hugged him. “Be good for your dad.”

A lock of dark brown hair fell over his forehead. He grinned. “Always.” He took her hand and towed her toward the door.

Kyle hoped the evening would remain quiet. He closed the door and put his hand on his son’s shoulder. “One more show and then, it’s off to bed.” 

“Okay.” 

Kyle settled on the brown leather recliner and watched a television cartoon with his son. He was glad Dana decided to go out this evening. During the past four years, she’d taken little time for herself. When his wife died, Dana gave up her career as a nurse to care for two-year-old Timmy. 

Kyle’s jaw clenched. Why had Marcie neglected her health? Why did she lie about going when he’d insisted she see a doctor? He always knew she had a secret, but he never discovered what she’d hidden from him until it was too late. For some reason, Marcie had wanted to die. Her death changed Kyle and his sister’s lives. Dana never complained about choosing to become Timmy’s caregiver, but as her brother he felt guilty. Not pursuing her career in nursing must have been more of a sacrifice than Dana let on. Someday, he would find a way to give her back her life.

* * * 

After a last I love you, Val said good night to her son. She disconnected and slid the phone into the dashboard holder before starting the car. Just prior to leaving the parking lot, she hit Google maps on her phone. After making her request, the directions to Authors House appeared on the screen. As she drove into the street, she was glad the sun hadn’t set. Finding a new place in the dark when the entire area was new could be challenging. 

Her thoughts centered around the coming lecture, the first in a series about writing fiction. Though she was interested in writing, she was attending for other reasons. 

Val hoped to meet people who could become friends and besides she’d always dreamed of writing a novel. Tonight’s session was scheduled to last until nine PM. Maybe after the lecture, there would be time to speak to some of the writers about We Search. Fiction writers might prove to be good clients for the business. 

A frown wrinkled her forehead. Another thought occurred. There were definitely some concerns about We Search. Since her arrival in Rockleigh, Val had taken on two projects to Cindy’s one. Resentment toward her partner’s refusal to do the searches for the professors had grown stronger. Cindy seemed to think as if they already split the partnership. Was there a way to change her mind? 

The winding route passed through woods on either side of the road. In a few weeks when the leaves changed color, the scenery on the drive would be stunning. Occasionally, she caught glimpses of the Hudson River. Several miles later, she turned into the tree-lined drive that seemed a mile long. Finally, she reached a paved parking lot containing a half dozen cars and found an empty spot. This is the place, she thought. Her heart rate sped up and she drew a deep breath to control her excitement. She left the car and moved toward the flagstone walk leading to the stairs of the large porch of the house. Val wondered how many rooms were available for rent, not that she needed one. When she found a house or an apartment, she would make sure it contained an office. 

She passed a sign announcing Authors House and followed the walk leading to the door of the house. As was her habit, she counted the steps. Twenty-five to the end of the walk, five steps up and ten across to the door. She remembered how that habit developed when Ronny was three. They had counted steps as they walked. Before he turned four, he could count to well over two hundred. 

A tall woman with dark red hair stood in the foyer. “Are you here for the talk?” 

Val nodded. “I am.” 

“I’m Mary Sterns, romantic suspense author. Welcome to Authors House. Enter the first room on the right, it was once the parlor and the dining room. There’s a table where you’ll register and pay. Be sure to get one of the canvas bags with all the material for tonight’s talk. There are also pens and notepads included. Feel free to help yourself to coffee, tea, water and cookies. Do you have any idea of what kind of book you want to write?” 

Val pondered her answer. Would the woman think her reason for the choice was silly? Finally, she cleared her throat. “I’m Valentina Hartley. Romance seems to fit my name.” She watched Mary’s smile broaden. It always happened when people heard her full name. 

“I see what you mean,” Mary said. “Here’s something to consider. Romance comes in a number of sub-categories like suspense, mystery, fantasy, historical, science fiction and several other variations.” 

Val nodded. She read and enjoyed books in all of those categories. “I’m interested in learning more.” 

Val walked past Mary and entered the open door of a large room. Two rows of chairs faced the front set in a semi-circle. The cream-colored walls held pictures of book covers. A long table stood just inside the door where a man and  woman sat on the chairs behind the table. A young woman with dark brown hair stood in front of the table. She appeared to be about Val’s age. Val strode to the table. 

The young woman turned and smiled. “Hi, I’m Dana Bradley. I’m here because I want to write a book.” 

“Val Hartley. I’m here for the same reason.” 

The gentleman smiled. “Doug Young, Regency romance author. We’re glad you came. Fill out this form.” He handed Val a sheet of paper and a
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