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I don’t want to die.

I’m not ready for it. There are too many things I haven’t experienced yet. Places to go, people to meet, adventures waiting to be discovered. I want to gaze at the stars over the Mediterranean Sea while making love with Malone. I want to fly in a sailplane. I want to stand on a beach in Key West and dip my toes in the ocean and the gulf. I want to travel to exotic lands, dine on their cuisine and dance my little ass off to the local music. I want all of that and much more. 

But I don’t think any of that is going to happen.

We’re all going to die.

Once this gang gets what they’re after, there is no reason to leave us behind. They’re not going to lock us in a closet and make a run for it. We’ve all seen their faces. We know their names. We can identify them. There is no way they will let us live. Their leader has a violent streak and it’s only a matter of time before he lashes out again.

My mind is flashing through ways out of this. But nothing makes sense, nothing that will allow me to stop them, to guide us out of here safely.

I don’t want to die.

But there is nothing I can do to prevent it.
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Chapter One
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I should have known better. Everything had been calm and quiet the last couple of months, which was very unusual for me. But I had been lulled into a false sense of security. The warmth of the late afternoon sunshine could have been to blame. That made perfect sense to me.

I was in the front yard, kneeling on a thick foam pad, my fingers caked with dirt. This was an unusual activity for me. But Malone had pointed out that it was the perfect spot for some flowers and at his urging I bought a flat of brightly colored flowers that would liven up the space. So on this sun-swept day in early June, I was discovering my abilities as a gardener. There was about an hour before Linda, my best friend, would arrive. I was enjoying the warmth of the sun on my back and shoulders. Days like this made me want to break out the tanning lotion and sprawl on a blanket in the yard. But no matter my efforts, I could never achieve the golden brown color that Linda was capable of. I just get pink.

As I was tamping the last bit of earth back in place, my cell phone started ringing. Wiping the excess dirt on my shorts, I pulled it from my back pocket. I answered without even looking at the screen.

“Jamie, this is Bert. Are you anywhere near a television?” My step-father’s deep voice boomed in my ear. He didn’t sound angry, nervous, or upset. 

“I’m at home. Let me go turn it on. What’s happening?”

“Look at Channel Four. This should be one of the lead stories.”

I ran inside and fired up the television. A commercial was wrapping up and I watched the five o’clock anchor open the broadcast. As I watched, I lowered the phone from my ear. My eyes flicked to the ticker across the bottom of the screen. In bold letters ran the words “Treasure Trove Discovered”. The anchor tossed the story to one of the onsite reporters. 

“Thank you, Carmen, and good afternoon. I’m standing outside one of the many converted commercial buildings that serve as art studios populating the area around Wayne State University. It was here today that workmen found what appears to be a trove of previously undiscovered artworks created by local legend Peter Richmond in the months before his death more than twenty years ago. The workers were called in to repair a broken water pipe. During their efforts, they learned that water pressure had punched a hole through a wall. Further inspection revealed a hidden storeroom adjacent to the studio Richmond himself used for years. It is uncertain how many pieces have been discovered or what condition they may be in. 

“Richmond is known for his dramatic works in a variety of mediums. Many of his larger pieces are prized possessions in museums, including our own Detroit Institute of Arts. Other examples of his work can be found at Meadowbrook Theater in Rochester and on the campus of Wayne State University. I was able to interview a representative from the DIA, who said that if it can be confirmed these pieces are indeed the work of Peter Richmond, the collection could be priceless. Attorneys for Richmond’s estate were unavailable for comment. Additional police units will be stationed around the site to ensure security is maintained. Reporting live from Detroit, I’m Lauren Podell, Local 4 News.”

I was staring at the screen dumbfounded. In the distance I could hear someone calling my name. It took me a moment to realize Bert was still on the phone. I silenced the news and managed to get the phone back to my ear.

“Holy crap, Bert! Did you know about this?”

He snorted a laugh. “I got a call five minutes ago. The firm that handles your father’s estate has been trying to reach Vera all day. Somewhere in their archives they found a copy of our marriage license and tracked me down. I’m surprised they hadn’t gotten to you.”

I don’t own any property and don’t even have a landline telephone in my name. While they may know I existed, there was no easy way to find me. I told Bert as much. He agreed.

“So what did the attorney want?”

“He’s hoping we’ll come down to their offices in the morning. There’s a lot of paperwork to go over. We can also go to the studio and see what they found. They will need to do an inventory. I understand there were some files and papers found in this storage room as well.” He hesitated before asking the inevitable. “Do you know where Vera is?”

I wracked my brain for a moment. “The last I heard from her, she was sailing with some friends up from Florida. That was a couple of weeks ago. I think they were bringing somebody’s yacht up to Rhode Island or Maine for the summer.”

“You should try to contact her. She may need to get back to town.”

I could hear the reluctance in his voice. Bert was Vera’s third husband. Even though they were divorced for more than ten years, she could still make him crazy. It was a feeling I knew well. She has that effect on a lot of people.

“Do you think I should meet with these attorneys?”

“I’ll go with you, Jamie. And you may want to bring Malone along too. An extra set of eyes and ears from an objective party would be a good idea.”

“Are you still at the office?” Bert is a captain with the Michigan State Police. He oversees one of the posts where troopers are stationed. Malone is a sergeant with the MSP. I met him while doing research for a novel. We started dating about nine months ago and have lived together since January.

“No, I’m at a meeting out in Novi. I was able to step out and take the call from the lawyer and then got to a screen and saw the newscast when you did. Jamie, this could be a fortune in artwork we’re talking about.”

It took me a minute to voice what was racing through my mind. “It’s even more than that, Bert. It’s a link to my past.”
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After ending the call with Bert, I proceeded to flip through the other local channels to see if there was any more information. The ones I caught were pretty much the same. I was about to check the website for the Detroit Free Press when a shadow appeared at my front door.

“Jay Kay, what in the world are you doing?”

Glancing up I saw my best friend, Linda Davis, on the small front stoop. Her sunglasses were pushed back into her thick curly hair. Linda looks like a fashion model. She could make a potato sack look sexy. Today she was wearing a pair of navy blue shorts with a red sleeveless blouse. Her shapely legs were bare and already starting to tan. Her hands were on her hips and she was trying her best to look stern. It didn’t work. She started laughing as she opened the door. When it’s just the two of us, we use the nicknames we’ve carried since childhood. I’m Jay Kay and she’s Algae, a combination of her initials.

“You’ve got topsoil all over the porch. And it looks like you’ve got some on the couch too. What’s going on?”

“It’s a long story. You’d better come in.”

“Why don’t we put away your gardening tools first?”

Together we cleaned up the mess I’d made out front. Realizing I was covered with dirt and sweat, I took a quick cool shower and changed into khaki shorts and a white tank top. By the time I was dressed, Linda was putting the vacuum away. She had taken care of the dirt on the Jewish Aunt, my overstuffed sofa. Linda was sprawled at one end. Logan, her golden retriever who went practically everywhere with her, had his head in her lap, enjoying a vigorous massage. I flopped on the other end of the sofa and filled her in.

“Jay Kay, did you ever go to your father’s studio?”

I nodded. “Vera used to take me there occasionally. But the last time must have been when I was five or six years old. All I remember was a huge room with big windows. And there were special lights, like spotlights.”

“So you haven’t been down there since he died?” Linda nudged Logan aside and sat up. This is no easy feat since the ‘aunt’ has a tendency to push two people together, usually in a horizontal position. 

I shook my head, feeling a little spray from my damp red hair. “I had no idea the studio was still there. Vera has always dealt with the attorneys. This is a complete surprise.”

“Do you have any idea what kinds of work might be there? Or how many?”

“Not a clue. Bert’s going to pick me up in the morning. We have an appointment with the attorneys who handle the estate at ten.”

“Do you still want to go out for dinner?”

As if on cue, my stomach growled. It was loud enough for Linda to hear it. “Sure, I could use a good meal. What did you have in mind?”

She mentioned a barbecue joint not far from the house. We decided to grab some carryout chicken and ribs and have dinner on the picnic table in the backyard. It was too nice an evening to be sitting in a noisy restaurant. While we were eating, Linda told me about her day. She’s a history teacher at the high school in Northville, one of the nearby suburbs. Classes were winding down. There were just two more days of grading exams and preparing her classroom for the summer. Because she missed a lot of time earlier in the year, Linda decided to teach summer school. It wouldn’t be a full load like during the regular year, but it would keep her busy. We were wrapping up the extra food when my phone rang. It was Malone.

“Hey, Jamie, have you seen the news about your dad?”

“Yes, Bert called me just before five. I know how busy you can be, so I figured we’d talk when you got home. How did you hear?”

“One of the guys from the day shift saw it and recognized your name. I checked the website during a lull here.” His deep voice calmed my nerves. “Are the reporters camping out on the lawn?” 

“Not yet. But I have a feeling they will be soon.”

“Remember, Jay, you can always say ‘no comment’ and refer them to the lawyers.”

The comment about the attorneys reminded me of tomorrow’s meeting. I explained it to Malone. He quickly agreed to accompany me. Somehow knowing both he and Bert would be with me gave me some immediate peace of mind.

“I’ve got to run, Jamie. I’ll see you in a few hours.”

“Bye, Malone.”

Shortly after that Linda left. She was meeting Vince, her sweetheart, for a nightcap. On the Internet I did a Google search on my father. That sounds so weird. You’d think a kid would know everything there was about their own father. But Peter Richmond died when I was seven years old. He was in the midst of a big project, assembling a large outdoor sculpture at Cranbrook Museum out in Oakland County, when he fell from a scaffold. He was pronounced dead at the scene. Other than a few old photographs that I’ve always kept in my room, he faded quickly from my life. Part of that may have been due to Vera’s reactions. Within six months of his death, Vera remarried. Five years later she divorced that husband. A year later she married Bert. I was starting college when that marriage ended. Since then Vera has been like a gypsy, traveling the world, having affairs and marriages as she saw fit. She never talked much about my father. I suspected there was money when he died, but never really wondered how much.

Now on the Internet I looked at pictures of some of his work. I was surprised to find an official website. This included a biography, photos of Peter working, of him receiving awards and dedications of his sculptures. There were reviews from famous critics, calling him “masterful” and “inspired” and “gifted beyond comparison”. I read them all. Then I read the biography.

Peter Mark Richmond was born in Detroit. From an early age, he showed a flair for art. But his talent wasn’t restricted to any one medium. He used clay, bronze, paint and wood to create unique pieces. At sixteen not only was he accepted in the Center for Creative Studies, the art college in downtown Detroit, but he won a full scholarship. He completed the four-year program on schedule and started winning commissions for various projects. Just that quickly, his notoriety grew and with each project completed, recognition flourished.

Along the way he met and married Vera Ballard. Friends introduced them at a reception while he was still at CCS. 

There was a photo of the two of them at an event shortly after they were married. Peter was lanky, probably a bit taller than me, maybe five-foot-nine with a trim athletic physique. His red hair was thick and worn in a ponytail, which looked out of character with the tuxedo he was wearing. I guessed the photo to be in the late seventies. It would have been stylish for the period.

It saddened me to realize that I’d learned more about my own father in the last couple of hours than I’d ever known. Vera wasn’t exactly a fountain of information about the past. Considering her fleeting appearances after I finished high school, it’s a wonder that I even know my own name. 
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There was a steady breeze keeping the mosquitos away. I was sitting at the picnic table, a glass of lemonade close by. The stars were shining brightly. It was almost midnight. I watched a couple of bats swoop across the sky. Maybe that’s why the mosquitos weren’t bothering me. Headlights flickered across the door of the detached garage. A moment later Malone walked around the corner of the house and headed toward me. As he approached in the starlight, my heart did a little dance step and I thought again how lucky I was.

In a different century, Malone could have been a cowboy. He’s a little shy of six feet tall, with a wiry, muscular body. His dark hair is a perfect complement to the most incredible blue eyes I’ve ever stared into. I always think of the color cobalt when I see them. Malone’s got this disarming, calm quality about him that will occasionally slip to reveal the mischief brewing inside. Tonight was a perfect example. He didn’t say a word as he got to the picnic table. Malone just reached down and lifted me from the bench. Then his lips were on mine, surprising me with his intensity. What’s a girl to do?

Malone wrapped me in his arms, pressing me tightly against his body. He was wearing jeans and a green T-shirt that fit him like a second skin. The feel of his muscular chest and arms was quickly getting me aroused. Still too busy kissing me to speak, Malone’s hands found my waist. Now he lifted me off my feet and placed me on top of the picnic table. But not before he managed to work the shorts off my hips. My legs were dangling off the end of the table. His lips moved to my neck and he began to nibble me.

“Damon, we have a very comfortable bed inside,” I managed to say.

“I’m in the mood for a little moonlight madness.”

The way he was kissing me was driving me mad. I reached for his belt, but he brushed my hands away. As Malone was sucking on my earlobe, I heard his zipper slide down. Malone leaned forward. He cupped my head with his left hand and eased me onto my back. I reached up to caress his face. Malone caught my wrist in his free hand and moved it above my head. Holding both of my arms above me, I felt him enter me. I was starting to cry out when he covered my mouth with his.

I knew I wouldn’t last long. Malone has that impact on me. I peaked when he entered me and was soon rushing to another climax, urging him on with my legs when he peaked. He slowed his rhythmic thrusts, staying with me until I finished again. Only when he knew I wouldn’t shout out his name did he pull his mouth from mine. 

“We can go inside now, Jay.”

“That’s good, Damon. But I think you’re going to have to check my buns for splinters.”

Malone offered me one of those low voltage smiles of his that never fail to turn me on. “I’d be more than happy to take a closer look at your ass.”

He pulled his jeans back on and picked up my shorts. Feeling extremely naughty, I walked bare-assed to the side door and into the house. I could only hope that my neighbors were fast asleep. In the bedroom, Malone pulled off my tank top and bra. Then he turned me around and ran his hands slowly over my ass. Satisfied that I was splinter free, he guided me to the bed. But sleep was the last thing on his mind. After another session of sex, I collapsed on top of his chest, gasping for breath.

“Are you sure you’re not a hyperactive teenager, Damon?”

Malone chuckled. “Damon? Wrong again, Jay. Let’s just say you awaken all my sexual urges every time I see you.”

Mentally I crossed Damon off my list. Malone only uses his last name. Since we met, I’ve been determined to find out what his first name is. So each day I see him or talk to him, I give him a new first name. He’s promised to tell me if I ever get it right.

Now that my heart was no longer racing, I raised my head to look at him. “Can you go with me to the lawyer’s in the morning?”

“Sure. You said the meeting is at ten?”

“Yes. Bert is going to pick us up. We’ll meet with the lawyer and go to the studio.”

Malone was silent, running his fingers slowly through my hair. It was something I hoped he never tired of. I swear every nerve ending in my body tingled when he did it.

“This could be quite a discovery, Jamie.”

“It’s been so long since I was at his studio, I don’t really remember it.”

“I’ve seen some of his work, mostly in magazines and on the Internet.”

I felt my eyes go wide. “Damon, I never knew you were interested in art!”

Malone lifted my hand and kissed it. “I’m interested in you, Jamie. And your father is definitely a part of you.”

“When did you check this out?”

“Back when we first started dating. I thought it was a good idea to learn as much as I could about you.”

I batted my lashes at him. “And did you find out everything you wanted to?”

“I’m still learning.”

“That’s a good answer, Damon. I want to always keep you guessing. And I want to be able to keep you interested.”

He drew me up so we were nose to nose. “Did you have any doubts about my interest in the backyard this evening?”

“No. You made your intentions quite evident. It’s a good thing we have those tall hedges around the yard.”

“What can I say, Jamie. You have that effect on me. The fact that you wait up for me to get home from work most nights is kind of nice.”

I gave him a quick kiss. “I just try to stay awake so we can attack each other. Because when it’s all said and done, I’m so exhausted I sleep through the night.”

“Is that your motive?” He chuckled softly.

“That’s the only answer you’ll get tonight. Good night, Damon.”

“Good night, Jay.”
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Chapter Two
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The law offices were in one of the high-rise buildings in downtown Detroit with a great view of the Detroit River. It was a clear day and from thirty stories up you could easily see Windsor, Canada on the other side. Pleasure craft were moving smoothly up and down the water. A couple of freighters were trundling by. 

I stood at the window of the conference room admiring the view. I was too nervous to sit. Bert and Malone were talking quietly, sipping coffee from fine china cups. I don’t have fine china cups. I have mismatched ceramic mugs. The conference room door opened. Two people walked in.

One was a guy close to sixty in a sharply tailored black pinstripe suit with a dark burgundy tie. He was shorter than me, maybe five-foot-six. He was solid, but not fat. Most of his hair was brown with streaks of gray at the temples. Although his hairline was starting to recede, I gave him credit for not attempting the dreaded comb-over.

“I’m Lincoln Banning. This is my associate, Helen Gaines.” 

I studied her for a moment. She looked barely old enough to drive. Helen was rail thin, with dark brown hair cut very short and close to her skull. I immediately pictured her as a tomboy, doing her best to prove herself in any competition. She was wearing a light green business suit with slacks and an ivory colored blouse buttoned to the throat. I wondered if the outfit was the standard uniform for the legal world.

Bert made the introductions. I moved to the table, shook their hands, and sat on the edge of the chair between Bert and Malone. 

“Jamie, I don’t know if you recall, but I was a friend of your father’s. We met a couple of times at holiday parties, but you were very young,” Banning said. His voice was smooth and clear, like an actor on stage.

“I’m sorry, but I don’t remember you. How well did you know Peter?”

“We met when he was at the Center for Creative Studies. I was finishing up my undergraduate program and going to law school. By the time he graduated, I was already practicing estate law with a small firm.”

“Is that your specialty, wills and estates?” I asked.

“Yes, it is. I didn’t have the flair for criminal work. Helping people make plans for their families has always appealed to me.”

“What about you?” I directed this question at Helen.

“Both my father and grandfather practiced law. Grandfather always said there was nothing finer than estate work. It’s very rewarding to guide people and help them make the best decisions for their loved ones.”

I turned my attention back to Banning. For a moment I felt out of place. I was wearing a navy blue dress that stopped a couple of inches above the knee. My legs were bare. As if sensing my discomfort, Malone lightly put a hand on my arm. He was wearing a black sports coat and slacks with a blue striped shirt. Bert was in one of his business suits.

“I have made several attempts to reach Vera Richmond. Unfortunately I have yet to receive a response,” Banning said.

I nodded. “That’s not unusual. Vera doesn’t like to be easily accessible. I’ve left messages on her cell phone and her email account. But it could be a week before we hear anything. Is it necessary that she be here?”

Banning offered a thin smile. “Actually, there is a great deal we need to do. But whether Mrs. Richmond is present or not, I believe we can proceed.”

Helen passed out copies of a list on the company’s thick stationary. I rolled my thumb across the corporate logo at the top. This firm’s reputation was well deserved. I’d checked them out last night while doing the research on my father.

“There may be other issues we need to address,” Banning said, “but I believe we’ve outlined the most salient points. As the executors of Peter’s estate, it is our responsibility to make certain the assets are secured. I’ve already taken the liberty of having the damaged wall repaired.”

Bert clapped his hands together once and raised a meaty palm. “Let’s get a little more background information on the table first.”

“Of course. How foolish of me. I’ve been operating under the impression that you all knew about the estate. Where should I begin?”

“I’ve never seen my father’s will. Vera never told me anything about it, just that he had left her enough money to support us.”

Banning’s expression seemed to soften. “Mrs. Richmond never cared for the details. I will make sure you have a copy of the will before you leave. Basically, Peter Richmond was very talented and whether he was very wise or he took the recommendations of a savvy mentor, I’ll never know. But he put his assets into a trust. Vera was given a stipend for expenses, which was enough to maintain the lifestyle she’d enjoyed at the time of his death. There were provisions made for inflation as well. The trust was not to be touched until your thirty-fifth birthday, Jamie. At that time, the trust will be divided equally between you and Vera.”

“How much are we talking?” Bert asked.

Banning shrugged. “It’s difficult to put an exact figure on it. Peter invested cautiously in some stocks and bonds as well as real estate. There were several insurance policies. And of course, there’s the building.”

“What building?” I asked.

“Peter owned the building where his studio and the storage space are. I thought it would be a good idea to go there after our meeting, so you can get a better sense of it. That was a brilliant move on his part.”

Malone had been calmly watching this exchange. “But hasn’t this building been vacant for more than twenty years?”

“On the contrary, it’s been utilized by artists since the late seventies. Peter bought it and kept one large studio for himself. The other spaces were divided up into galleries and studios. The rent payments were sufficient to cover the annual expenses for property taxes, utilities and insurance. The only stipulation was that his studio was never to be used by anyone outside of his immediate family. That would be either Vera or you, Jamie.”

I shook my head. “I can’t draw stick figures.”

“Let’s talk about this list,” Bert said. “You understand Malone and I are here to support Jamie. Neither one of us has any claims beyond that.”

“That is not a problem.”

Banning gave us a moment to review the items. After securing the building and the studio, the list included creating an inventory, documenting the pieces, getting appraisals done, and determining the best course of action for the estate. There were other items, such as press releases and interviews. I stopped reading when I got that far.

“Did you know about this storeroom before?” I asked.

“No, I was as surprised as anyone. It’s been years since I’ve been to the building. It’s my understanding that Peter had a special wall constructed. I visited his studio a few times when he was working. He was secretive and clever.”

“Why don’t we go look at the building?” Bert suggested.

Banning rose smoothly to his feet. “That is a splendid idea.”

****
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Lincoln Banning and Helen Gaines were high priced tour guides, but they knew exactly where we were going. We’d taken separate cars. Bert parked in the lot beside the old industrial building and the three of us stood staring up at the structure. It was four stories tall, a converted factory of some sort with large windows high up on the walls of each floor. The parking lot was paved and the outside of the building was well kept. We followed the attorneys inside.

Banning used a set of keys to unlock the outer door. Past the entrance was a landing for the first floor and a flight of stairs. He unlocked another door and we turned left, going down a hallway. I was amazed to see solid hardwood floors that gleamed in the overhead lights. At the end of the corridor Banning stopped and flipped through his keys. As he unlocked this door, my eyes were drawn to a small brass plaque that bore the letters P.M.R. I dragged a finger across the initials. A childhood memory flashed through my mind. I must have done that during one of my rare visits here with Vera.

“Here we go,” Banning said, swinging the door wide. He reached in and flicked on the lights with a flourish.

Inside the room was a giant square, probably sixty feet wide and sixty feet deep. The hardwood floor continued here, only it didn’t gleam like the hallway. Dust thickly coated the floorboards. The space was empty except for four worktables and stools, a drafting table, several wooden file cabinets and an old rolltop desk. The others stood back while I slowly walked around. Near the door to the corridor was a section of wall that showed signs of recent repair. From here it looked like drywall. 

“Where’s the storage room?” Bert asked.

Helen Gaines walked to the far wall. This part was made of wood and looked similar to the moldings and rails I’d seen out in the hallway. Using the tip of one finger, she pressed what looked like a knot in one of the boards. There was a loud clicking noise. I watched in amazement as the section of the wall swung open.

“The foreman of the repair crew found this switch from the inside. Fortunately this area wasn’t damaged by the water pressure,” she said. Silently we all walked into the next room.

I don’t know what anyone else was expecting, but I was stunned by what I saw. There was no haphazard jumble here. What welcomed me was row upon row of wooden crates. Some were so big I couldn’t see over them and I was wearing two-inch heels. Others were small cubes, about two feet in every direction. Some were stacked on top of others, some were standing alone. There were five rows here. Each crate was identified with some kind of code. And each one was coated in a thick layer of dust that would have made an archeologist giddy with delight.

“Holy crap,” I whispered. Malone was standing close by. I felt his hand squeeze mine. It took me a minute to realize I was shaking.

“Peter was always creating,” Banning said quietly. “We spoke often about his work. He would have multiple projects going simultaneously. Some were pieces he’d designed and was commissioned to create. Others were something that struck his fancy. He suffered from insomnia, as so many creative types do. I think that just allowed him more time to work.”

We walked around the rows of crates. Absently I trailed a finger along the wood. I realized everyone else was quietly following my lead. Bert stopped beneath the windows, arms folded across his massive chest. I followed his gaze. The ceiling was probably twenty feet up. Across the beams were a row of lights, large bulbs inside metallic shades. They easily threw a large circle of light down on the crates. The back wall, which faced north, was solid cement for the first fifteen feet. The last section, five or six feet tall, were heavy windows reinforced with metal in the glass. 

“This will be no easy task,” Banning said as he moved back to the entrance in the wall.

“It’s safe to assume these crates have been untouched for more than twenty years,” Malone said, brushing the dust off his palms.

Gathering around one of the worktables, Helen brought out a copy of the list. “I’ve taken the liberty of making a few calls. There are not many firms that specialize in artwork. So far I’ve been unable to find one that would be willing to do the inventory. But I intend to keep trying.”

“What about some college students? Maybe we could line some up while they are off during the summer,” Bert suggested.

“This is going to be an interesting project,” Banning said. “Perhaps we could find an art history professor who would oversee the efforts. The curator at the Detroit Institute of Arts may be able to recommend someone.”

Somehow Malone was standing across the table from me. His eyes were on mine and I watched the beginnings of a low voltage smile touch the corners of his mouth. I was no longer listening to Bert and Lincoln Banning discussing options. Malone’s eyes burned into mine. He nodded once. His lips silently formed two words.

“No,” I said. “We’re not doing it that way.”

Banning seemed startled by my comment. “But, Jamie, we will need an expert’s opinion on these works in order to determine their value.”

“Yes, we will. But I’m not having a bunch of strangers going through this. These could be priceless works of art that no one has seen in twenty-five years.”

“What do you propose?” Helen asked.

“I’m not proposing anything. I’m going to do it.”

I glanced around the table. A wide smile split Bert’s face. The two attorneys looked like I was suddenly speaking an alien language. Malone winked at me.

“Here’s my plan. I will bring in the equipment to make a video of each crate as we open it. I’ll take still photos as well, from every angle. Each one of those crates has a code or unique number on it. We’ll document everything. I’ll use the same codes and create a catalog with detailed descriptions. We can measure the pieces. Then when we have everything ready, you can arrange for an expert to come in and set the value.”

Bert raised two fingers. “Two experts. Or maybe three would be better. That’s a good plan, Jamie.”

“There is ample money in the estate to pay someone to do this work,” Banning said.

“That’s good to know. I’ll have to buy the video and camera equipment, along with some tools and other equipment for the project. I’ll keep a register and all the receipts.”

“Surely you’re not planning on doing this alone,” Helen Gaines said.

“No, I’m going to have some help.”

Malone’s smile grew. “I think I know who you have in mind.”
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Although Bert had taken the day off, Malone was still scheduled for duty at three. Bert took us for a late lunch at the Elwood Bar and Grille. Directly across the street is Comerica Park, where the Detroit Tigers play. When the new stadium was being constructed, the bar had been uprooted and moved to this new premiere spot. After ordering, Bert leaned back in his chair and looked at me for a moment without speaking.

“What?” I asked.

“Do you want to tell me your plan? Not that I have any doubt in my mind you can do it, but I am sort of curious.”

“Peter Richmond has been a mystery to me for most of my life. Vera did very little to keep his memory alive. This is an opportunity for me to find out more about him. And I couldn’t stand the idea of a bunch of strangers, who have no idea what they’re looking at, tearing open those crates and drooling over his art.” 

The intensity of my response surprised all of us, including me. Bert folded his hands on the table. Malone chose that moment to take a sip of his coffee.

“Well, if it was up to me,” Bert said, “I’d start with a whole bunch of dust mops.”

“Shop vacuums will be one of my first purchases. I’m thinking two, along with some brooms and a few tools.”

Malone nodded sagely. “I’ll help you pick out some tools. A good heavy cleaning will be necessary before you do anything else. Are you thinking about putting Ian to work?”

“He is definitely on my short list of candidates.”

Bert knew all about Ian MacKinnon. He was just finishing his freshman year of high school and as fate would have it, he went to the same Northville high school where Linda taught. His father, Asa, was an old friend of Malone’s who was killed in a car accident last August. Malone was an unofficial big brother to the kid and he spent a few nights a week at our house. I knew that by the end of the week, Ian would be out of school for the summer.

“Do you think his mother would mind if I hired him?” 

Malone shook his head. “She’ll be happy to get him out of the house. But you’ll need to work around his practice schedule. And they may have a couple of tournaments in early July. But I don’t think that will be a problem.”

Our food arrived, mushroom cheeseburgers for me and Malone, a bacon blue cheese burger for Bert. Conversation faded as we ate, but my mind kept spinning about the possibilities that I might find in those crates. I glanced down at my purse, where the keys to the building were buried under a copy of my father’s will. Was all this really happening?

After lunch, Bert drove us home. Malone left to work his shift. As he drove away, I took Bert’s arm and started walking down the block.

“This whole situation is surreal,” I said.

He snorted a laugh. “Almost like discovering a treasure map in a box of cereal.”

“Yes. In a way, I want to learn everything I can about him. But in another way, I’m scared and I don’t want things to change.”

He looked me in the eyes. “Change is inevitable. But it doesn’t have to be a bad thing.”

“I don’t want things to change between you and me. We’re finally at a place that feels so right to me. You are the father in my life, Bert.”

He stopped walking and turned, putting both hands on my shoulders. “Jamie Rae that is the sweetest thing anyone has ever said to me. But you should know by now, you’re stuck with me. Learning more about Peter, about whom he was and what drove him, may give you some inner peace. It might even help you understand more about yourself. But remember this. No matter what you learn, I’m not going anywhere. And if you want to share with me, I’ll be here.”

“I was kind of hoping you’d say that.”

I felt his arms go around me for a paternal bear hug. Bert really was the father in my life. No matter what I discovered with this project, I made a vow not to let that change.
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Linda stopped by after classes. Tomorrow would be the last day for regular students. Then she would have a couple of weeks free before the summer school programs began. I told her about the day’s events. Despite my best efforts, I knew that I wasn’t doing justice to the studio and the storeroom. Linda was anxious to see it for herself. She was already planning on joining me Monday.

“So what are you going to do now?” Linda asked.

“I need to get some equipment. Malone is going to take me to get vacuums and hardware in the morning, but tonight we can go shopping.”

Linda fluffed back her curls and sat up straight. “Are we going for fashions appropriate for the art world? Something racy and revealing that screams artistic talents are present?”

“We’re not shopping for clothes, Algae. We need electronics. I’ve got to get a video camera, a laptop computer, a camera and all the necessary attachments.”

“I’m surprised you don’t have a video camera, Jay Kay. You could hide it in the bedroom and capture some of those romantic evenings with Malone.”

I felt a blush come to my cheeks. “I’m camera shy.”

“Yes, and I’m checking into the convent,” Linda said with a laugh.

We went to one of those big box electronic stores. We weren’t inside two minutes before a young guy with a thick mane of dark brown hair and soulful brown eyes came over to assist us. If Linda hadn’t been with me, I would have probably waited an hour to get some help. Ten minutes later we headed for the register.

“Jay Kay, you look like someone who just discovered a toy store,” Linda said with a grin.

“It’s going to take me a few hours just to get familiar with all of this stuff.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m sure Ian can help you. These kids start using electronics when they are still in the womb.”
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Chapter Three
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Friday morning Malone and I headed out early. We stopped just long enough to pick up the supplies we would need for cleaning. I was anxious. My stomach was in knots and the thought of a big breakfast was out of the question. Malone sensed this. Just before entering the freeway, he stopped at a bakery and bought some muffins and coffee. 

We lugged everything into the studio. To dissuade any unwanted visitors, I locked the door behind us. The media were still trying to get an update on the story. I hoped Lincoln Banning could continue to keep them at bay. This was going to be a private operation.

“Why don’t we begin with the studio section, Jamie, and save the storeroom for later?”

“That’s a wonderful idea, Leon.” I batted my lashes at him.

“Wrong again, Jay.”

“You can’t blame a girl for trying.”

With a grin he shook his head and started up his shop vacuum. Malone moved to the farthest corner where he set up a step ladder. In three quick strides he was at the top, working the extended wand of the vacuum up toward the ceiling. There was no sense cleaning the floors until we’d gotten the dust and dirt from above. I moved to the other corner and followed his example.

Two hours later we had cleaned everything in reach from the ceiling and walls. Several times we stopped to empty the drums of the vacuums. Malone was working on the floors while I moved to one of the sturdy worktables. I was leaning over the table, using the nozzle attachment to draw the dirt when two strong hands grasped my hips. 

“Leon, what are you doing?” I looked over my shoulder at Malone.

“I’m giving in to my urges, Jamie. We didn’t start our day in the usual way and I’ve been admiring your sweet ass for several hours now.”

Knowing it was going to be hot and stuffy in the studio, I’d worn an old pair of denim shorts, tennis shoes, and a red tank top. I felt Malone’s right hand move to the snap on my shorts and he smoothly undid them and ran the zipper down. The way he was holding me left me no room to turn. The vacuum was still on and the hose ran up between me and the table. I could feel a slight vibration coming from the machine. It was tickling my leg. Now he tugged my shorts off my hips, dragging my panties with them.

“Leon, you can’t be serious!”

“Actually, I think it’s more fun than serious,” Malone said. At that moment his hand slipped between my legs, stroking me in a way that never failed to arouse me. Before I could respond, I felt him enter me.

He must have removed his jeans before he grabbed me. Now as he gained a rhythm, my body responded. Malone’s hands were
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