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Don’t be afraid that your life will end. Be afraid that it will never begin.

―Grace Hansen
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Chapter 1 Rose
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"In wine there is wisdom, in beer there is freedom, in water there is bacteria."- Benjamin Franklin

––––––––
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Saturday, September 9, 10:30 PM

Riding shotgun in a police car, next to a young officer, had not been on Rose MacGillivray’s wish list. At least, not until she moved to the sleepy wine-country town of Paso Robles. Situated halfway between San Francisco and Los Angeles, in a wide, fertile valley, she’d chosen it as the locale for her next chapter. Or maybe more as a place to end her last one, hoping this place would be far enough from the work stress and ignominy of her career in the end. No fault of her own, she told herself, although the long-term relationship that soured both her interest in men and her hard-won career could be at least partly her fault. Didn’t everyone say to avoid workplace romances? Hadn’t she ignored that advice? 

She came to Paso Robles with no plans other than to rest, which she did for a month before realizing she also wanted excitement. Someone to share a glass of wine with, or even an immersive hobby. After two months, she could count one friend, several acquaintances, and five olive trees towards that goal. 

So far, the late-night ride-along with an officer of the Paso Robles police department had been routine: mostly broken taillights or drunk motorists. 

Rose judged Sergeant Gomez to be in her mid-40s, with deep brown hair pulled into a tight bun at her nape, olive skin, and small gold stud earrings. Her eyes scanned the road, sidewalks, alleys, and parking lots. Secretly, Rose was thrilled that the officer assigned to her ride-along was female. Though she wondered if that assignment came about because Rose was a woman. 

The interior of the black police car was lit only by the dizzying array of computer screens and monitors that hogged the center console and dashboard. Streetlights and store illumination barely made a dent in the dark interior. It was like riding around in a shadow. One that had the new car smell of fresh plastic mixed with gun oil from the weapon strapped to Sergeant Gomez’s duty belt. 

“You have kids?” Gomez asked. The ubiquitous question asked of all women. 

“No,” Rose replied. She didn’t feel the need to explain that she’d had a child but didn’t keep it. That would only invoke more discussion on the topic. 

The whole issue was fraught with too many emotions, conventions, and frankly false beliefs about what makes a woman a woman. 

Rose had been involved in more of those confrontations than she wanted and hoped never to have to discuss it again. 

A woman’s voice squawked over the police radio.

“10-31, 5490 Main Street, suspect armed and dangerous.” 

Rose tensed.

Sergeant Nessa Gomez picked up the speaker microphone and pushed the side button. 

“10-76, dispatch. ETA 5.” 

She flicked the siren switch. “Crime in progress, hang on.” 

The ear-splitting sound seemed to come from everywhere. Finally, Rose thought. She missed the adrenaline jolt of solving problems. Her old job had given her plenty of that. Would retirement? 

The vehicle accelerated down Main Street, pushing Rose back into her seat. She held on to the door armrest. Tourists out enjoying the cooler night air after dinner cringed as they rushed by. Rose couldn’t help but smile as a familiar rush raced through her. Drivers peeled off to the right as the police car wove between them. 

Behind the front seats, a metal wall separated the vehicle, creating a temporary cell, known as the cage, where suspects would be held during transit. Mounted to that was the largest gun Rose had ever seen. She hoped that this weapon wasn’t needed tonight.

Red lights strobed as three black and whites converged on a liquor store. A hooded figure dashed out the front door and jumped into a dark sedan in the small parking lot. Streetlights rendered everything in shades of gray and maroon. The sedan screeched away as they reached the shop. Sergeant Gomez had a straight shot.

Reaching for the radio handset, the policewoman pulled the device to her mouth.

“Dispatch, suspect is northbound on Main Street. I’m in pursuit. And...I have a rider.”

There was a pause. 

“Acknowledged, Standard protocol,” came the reply. Gomez affirmed and replaced the handpiece. 

“We’re going to chase. No time to stop and let you get out. Are you okay with that?”

Rose’s muscles tighten. “Fine with me!” 

The bad guys roared down Main Street toward 24th Street, weaving around slower drivers and nearly hitting someone in a crosswalk.

“10-31 is a crime in progress,” Gomez said, and then turned sharply as she followed the suspect. Rose’s shoulder bumped into the door. She righted herself and hung on.

The suspect’s sedan careened into the right turn sign as it entered the southbound on-ramp to the 101 highway. Bits of plastic and metal from the front end flew into the air. The car kept going. 

Gomez accelerated. The radio squawked with news that a fellow officer would enter the highway at an on-ramp further south of them, trapping the suspect between them. Rose’s heart pumped like she’d run a mile. What would happen when they caught up? 

Hadn’t dispatch said he was armed? She eyed the large weapon again. 

Headlights glimmered off something shiny on the onramp. Liquid. Probably from the fleeing car. The taillights flickered on the late-model Volkswagen; she knew a thing or two about these cars. 

“His taillights were flickering, and his coolant is leaking. Probably damaged his ECM, um, Engine Control Module. That affects the electric water pump. He’ll overheat quickly.”

Gomez looked over at her as if surprised Rose had any intelligence at all.

“That’s useful. Thanks,” Gomez said. She relayed the message to dispatch. “If that happened, he won’t be driving far.”

They flew down the highway, passing the fairgrounds and the big box store in the newer section of town. Gomez stayed about one hundred yards behind.

“He’s slowing,” she said. The car drifted side to side, like the driver was having trouble with steering, before coasting to a stop. They hadn’t reached the cruiser in front of them. 

Another squad car came up behind and pulled alongside. The driver waved. 

“That’s Hernandez,” Gomez explained. “We’ll box in the driver.”

Hernandez drove ahead and positioned himself beside the suspect vehicle. Gomez pulled in close behind the sedan, boxing him in. She cut the siren off, removed her gun from its holster, and released the safety. 

“Stay here,” she told Rose. “Under no circumstances are you to get out.” 

Rose bristled at the command. Her ears rang from the siren like they would after a loud Bob Seger concert. The car idled with the AC on. 

With her gun pointing at the stalled car, Gomez shouted, “Driver, throw the car keys out the window.” A minute later, the keys flew out the window and landed on the tarmac at Hernandez’s feet. Gomez nodded at him, then said, “Driver, with your right hand, reach out the window and open the door. 

Rose wished she could see inside the car, but the driver’s side headrest was in the way. She imagined him unbuckling the seat belt, because even bad guys should be using a seat belt, and then reaching out to pull the door handle. Sure enough, his hand reached out, and the door swung open. 

“Driver, with your hands up, come out of the car slowly,” she ordered.

A young person, no more than eighteen, got out with his arms raised and his fingers laced behind his head. A practiced move. He’d done this before. He wore dark pants, a black hoodie, and fluorescent yellow running shoes that glowed in the headlights. In his waistband, a chrome-plated 45 reflected the flashing lights. To Rose’s way of thinking, he looked like he might try for the gun.

Officer Hernandez yelled, “Don’t even think about it!”

“Screw you, pig!” 

Rose shrank back into the safety of the police car, hoping that the front window was bulletproof.

Hernandez responded, “If you do it, don’t blink, or you’ll die in the dark.” It was just like in the cop shows on TV.

“Go down on your knees,” Hernandez ordered.

In slow motion, the youth sank to the highway, his hands still laced behind his head. 

Both Gomez and Hernandez approached. Hernandez handcuffed the suspect and removed the gun. Then pulled back the hood to expose the youth’s face and head, which was covered with tattoos. Rose could tell he was light-skinned, Caucasian, but there was so much dark ink it almost obscured that fact. Rose took a breath. Her first real deep breath in minutes. She opened the window so she could hear what was happening. 

The guy was turned to face the police dash-cam to record the action, and Gomez read him his Miranda rights. He glared into the lights with defiance. before ducking his head as he was led to the cruiser and locked in the back seat. Rose was glad that they hadn’t put him behind her in Gomez’s vehicle. She didn’t want to be that close. 

In addition to the skull cap of decorations, he had two teardrops tattooed on his face, one dropping from his right eye. She fought the urge to get out. While she usually followed rules, she couldn’t help but want to be part of the inquiry. For twenty years, her job had been to investigate failures of high-tech hardware. How different was that from crime?

As Hernandez loaded the suspect into the back of his cruiser, Gomez donned rubber gloves and searched through the car's interior and trunk. From under the driver’s seat, she pulled out another revolver. She carefully placed it in an evidence bag and walked it over to Hernandez so it would go with him to the station.

Almost without Rose’s control, her hand reached for the door latch and pulled. It popped open just as Gomez and the young officer who drove past them earlier returned. She pulled the door shut. Hopefully, Gomez didn’t see that.

“Rose, this is Officer Hernandez.” He looked barely old enough to have graduated from high school. What must he think when he sees a petite, mid-sixties woman with silver-white hair? Young people thought anyone older than fifty was from Methuselah’s time. 

He smiled and saluted her with two fingers.

“Good catch on the ECM.” His voice was friendly. Not challenging her or doubting her. 

Gomez climbed back into the police cruiser. When Rose had buckled her seatbelt, Gomez looked over at her with grudging respect. “How did you know that? About the ECM, I mean.” 

How could she describe an entire technical career? 

Especially one she hoped to leave in her past. Ridiculous. Once an engineer, always an engineer. 

“I’m a nerd,” she said. 

It wasn’t an answer. Not really. ‘

But now wasn’t the time to wax eloquent about an engineering career in the defense electronics field, working on everything from the Mars lander to Tomahawk missiles. A field that developed military components, which eventually made their way into the private sector, such as the ECM in that VW.

With a slight shake of her head, the policewoman said, “I suspect there is more to it than being a nerd, but thanks. And please call me Nessa.”

Ten minutes later, a tow truck pulled over in front of the suspect’s sedan. The ride-along was ending. Nessa climbed into the SUV and followed Hernandez to the station so she could help with booking. The hour was late, and Rose realized how tired she felt. Still, she wanted to keep going. 

“This was fun. Have you always wanted to be a police officer?” 

They reached the off-ramp. Nessa turned off the strobe lights. 

“Yeah, I guess. I have relatives in various forces in the state: CHP and several PDs. When my husband left, I needed something that would pay well to support my son. This fits the bill. Plus,” she flicked on the turn signal and navigated around the corner. 

Using a powerful flashlight, she aimed the beam into a car parked alongside the lane. It was empty. She flicked off the torch and drove on.

“Where was I, oh yeah, it’s like a calling. Policing isn’t for everyone. But it gives my life meaning beyond being a mother.” 

The city park glittered with twinkling lights that dangled from the trees. Rose barely saw them, her mind spiraling on Nessa’s words. Mother. Did carrying a child and giving it up for adoption count? 

Would the baby have been a boy?

“It must be difficult as a woman in this business,” Rose said. She’d certainly encountered her share of unwanted shoulder rubs and inappropriate comments, or times when her words were ignored in favor of a male colleague.

“Do you experience sexual harassment and things like that?” 

When Nessa finally spoke, it seemed as if the answer was rehearsed. “I wouldn’t say difficult, exactly. Different maybe. I can often diffuse a situation before it escalates to an arrest. Most of the guys come in too hot.”

An SUV pulled out in an unwise left-hand turn. Nessa braked hard. 

“Idiots everywhere. Who cuts off a police car? Anyway, where was I? Even after all my years with a badge, when I call dispatch for backup, every guy on patrol shows up. Like I’m their little sister in trouble. It’s sweet, in a way, but not something I need—or want.”

“No wolf whistles in the gym or ‘babes’ or ‘honeys’?” Rose asked.

“They wouldn’t dare. I can beat most of them in wrestling.” She smiled. “Four brothers taught me well.”

I’ll bet they did, thought Rose. She couldn’t help but admire Nessa’s grit. They turned into the station’s sally port. 

“Thank you,” Rose said as she gathered her purse. 

“I’ve never done anything like this before. It’s inspired me.”

“Any time. Paso Robles can get rowdy, especially on Friday and Saturday nights. Fortunately, we don’t get much big-city crime, like murder, because we’re understaffed as it is. Pulling officers off to investigate violent crime would stretch us pretty thin.”

”Well, it certainly brought some greatly needed excitement into my life,” Rose said as Nessa escorted her out to the street. 

Maybe Paso Robles wasn’t as quiet as Rose thought. The gang member. The gun. Rose wasn’t so sure this quiet Norman Rockwell town wasn’t hiding something more sinister. As she drove home, she thought about her new friend, Natalie Patel. Natalie lived next door in a rambling house tucked up in a copse of trees. Rose couldn’t wait to share the ride-along experience with her. The thrill of the sirens and the peek under the veneer of small-town tranquility. Nothing, it seems, is as it appears on the outside.

Her headlights caught the falling yellow leaves of poplars and oaks. October nights grew chilly. Her big house would be cold. Cold and lonely. In her favorite books, the Hamish Macbeth mystery series by M. C. Beaton, a change in the weather or a cold hearth foretold evil doings.

Sergeant Gomez’s words played in Rose’s thoughts. “We don’t get much big city crime like murder.”

Could murder happen in Paso Robles? The thought gave her a momentary shiver, as if the mere possibility threatened the life she hoped to create here. One full of friends. 

Before going to bed, she double-checked all the door locks and opened the built-in gun safe in the hall closet and retrieved her father’s old pistol. After loading a few bullets into the cylinder, she set it on her bedside table. 

Just in case.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 Rose
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Mission Olive – A cultivar developed in California by Spanish missions along El Camino Real in the late 18th century
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Friday, October 7, 11:00 AM

Rose sat on the folding chair behind a plastic table under a pop-up shade tent. So much had changed. Three months ago, she would have been in an office with a hard-won window. Windows went to the executives. Cubicles for anyone less. At least he hadn’t taken that away from her. 

Meetings, problem-solving brainstorming sessions, and one-on-one interviews crammed her calendar. But even that became scarce as the magnitude of his betrayal became evident.

Like a snake shedding its skin, she left behind a job, an ocean-view condo, and a career. Pretty much everything that defined her. The experience didn’t leave her with much. She even hated her name. Winifred Amanda MacGillivray. Too close to Winnie the Pooh. Most people stumbled over the words, afraid they were insulting her. That having a name similar to a children’s book character, a cartoon character to top it off, meant that she was simple.

So, she changed it when she came here. At least as far as what she told people to call her. Her driver’s license and passport held the name she left behind. New location. New name. New life. 

With practice, the name began to feel more like her. Who she wanted to be. Rose. Sweet and innocent until someone gets too close. Then prickly and sharp. With thorns to shred. 

Three months after moving into the two-story house on Chestnut, she felt comfortable saying the name, though the scars of her former life reminded her that the snake of the past hovered at the fringes. Some things you just can’t leave behind. She’ll change her name one of these days. Get a new passport and then tell her new friends. Not that they would appreciate the weight that revelation carried. 

Now she manned a table at a craft fair, of all things. She took a deep breath and thought about her new house and her new friendship with Natalie Patel. At least you’re not under all that stress, she reminded herself. Look where you are. In a beautiful small town in wine country. Full of welcoming people to get to know.

That’s better. Right?

A police cruiser rolled down 13th Street on the north side of the park. Was it Officer Hernandez or Sergeant Gomez from her ride-along the previous week? The first time since retiring, she felt part of something bigger than herself. 

She took another breath of gratitude and appreciated the stately Coastal Live oaks, Raywood ash, and Southern Magnolia trees that soared overhead, shading the old Carnegie Library, and sheltering a bandstand at the east end. Fresh, colorful awnings arched over outdoor dining patios on the streets on three sides of the park, and the scent of restaurant burgers and movie theater popcorn infused the air. 

In the past, she would have laughed at the idea of moving from Los Angeles to a small town halfway to San Francisco. That’s the way life goes, isn’t it? 

“You have to express yourself or lose yourself,” her therapist had said. “You’ve become a chameleon to mimic what they want you to be, not who you are.” 

Not they—him. 

The hard metal chair-back pushed into her ribs. A young couple propelled a stroller past. Rose leaned forward to peer inside at the sleeping baby. Her heart tugged. The past is past, she reminded herself.

Instead, she focused on the tables laden with soaps, face lotions, and hydrating gel masks, along with lavender bundles, woodwork art, and boiled wool hats. If you could think of it, someone made it and tried to sell it at this monthly fair. Rose wasn’t crafty. Had never even so much as sewn a button on a shirt. No, her skills lie in talking, problem-solving, and today, giving out stickers. She tapped the Fitbit on her wrist and checked the time. 11:15 am.

An old woman bent over a walker shuffled by, glanced at the stickers on the table, and waved. Would that be her in twenty years? Oh god. Please, no.

The day promised to be hot. She rummaged in the cooler sack and brought out a water bottle. Her new house had an air conditioner, though, and large shade trees cut the solar load on the roof. Two more hours and she could walk home, cocoon inside, and read. A stack of books awaited her eager eyes. Books bought over the decades to read on a plane or in a hotel room, but she never got around to them.

True, she worked in a world where secrets were kept, clearances obtained, and one didn’t discuss what one did for a living. It had been exciting. But that was behind her. 

Now she was applying her considerable experience to the task of taking care of the olive trees she inherited when she bought the charming bungalow. Her first hobby. The trees could live thousands of years, and she felt the weight of duty not to be the one who cut their life short. She joined the local Growers Association. And, to ingratiate herself among that esteemed group, she volunteered to sit at a table at the craft fair and give out stickers. 

One had to start somewhere. 

Sunlight shifted and sliced between limbs high overhead. Rose blinked in the brightness, eased her feet out of her shoes, and felt the warmth of the ground on her toes.

“Are you trapped at this table, or were you willing to undergo the torture?” 

Rose looked up to Sergeant Gomez. Nessa.

“Nice to see you again,” Rose said. 

Despite having gone on a ride-along with the policewoman, an unjustified flush of guilt washed through Rose. Not because of any brush with the law, but out of a fear that she may have done something she didn’t realize was wrong. And being wrong was the worst thing Rose could imagine. 

“No,” she said. “Believe it or not, I signed up for this.”

The park had filled up with tourists. Nessa stepped aside to let a family pass. 

“I hope you don’t mind if I stand here a bit. Your table has an unobstructed view of this side of the park. The gala is a big deal for this town. Extra policing and everything. They have a night guard, but this is the Met we’re talking about.” 

The art gallery sat on the east side of the park. To Rose, it looked safe. “I didn’t think we had enough crime to warrant a night guard.”

She saw something in her peripheral vision. An irregularity. The thing she watched out for as a quality manager. The one thing that stood out, shouldn’t have been, and led to a failure. 

By the corner, next to a kid’s playhouse, stood a man in a navy suit and government-issued aviator sunglasses. Everyone else wore jeans, shorts, flip-flops, or cowboy boots. She squinted. It felt like he was looking right at her. She decided it must be the policewoman. 

“It’s a new thing,” Nessa said, drawing her back to the conversation. “Just in the last year or so. Maybe three. With all these tourists come some undesirable characters as well. There’s the security guard now.” 

She pointed down the row to a man in a yellow, short-sleeved polo shirt and a baseball cap. He looked vaguely familiar. Muscles bulged on his upper arms, and the shirt strained across a broad chest. As they watched, he straightened. The black-suited man approached, and they exchanged words. Even from a distance, Rose could see the stranger’s angular jaw and close-cropped hair. He looked like a central casting version of a government agent. Sergeant Gomez tensed. 

“That’s all we need.”

“What?” Rose asked, surprised that the young woman was so congenial.

“The guy wearing the dark shades must be a tourist. The other one, Brad Knight, the security guard I was telling you about, has some history. At least that’s the rumor. He works at Olive Heaven during the day.” 

Ah, that was it. She’d seen him at her first meeting the previous week. As the two women both watched, the discussion between the men grew heated. Brad shoved the guard with one arm, then backed up and walked away toward the art gallery. The policewoman’s hand moved to her revolver. 

A shaft of sunlight popped through the leaf cover and beat down on Rose’s head like a hot iron. “Whew, I wish this heat would break.”

Nessa’s stance relaxed as Brad Knight disappeared into the gallery. 

“I agree,” she said. “With this heat comes crime. Things heat up and cool off with the weather.”

Rose picked up her bottle of water and drank down the last half of it. The cold liquid felt good as it slid down her throat. Across the park, the guy in the suit seemed to glare at everyone around him, then stalked off and vanished around a corner. A whisper of dread filled Rose. Nothing bad happened in small towns. Right? Hadn’t Gomez said as much during the ride-along?

The man in the suit hinted at a dangerous underpinning to the small town. Rose felt that sensation when the chase started, and she felt it at the last growers' meeting when the topic of vagrants came up. A break in the peace she sought, but also a familiar charge of excitement. Did the policewoman feel the same?

“Do you know anything about an old ranch off the San Anselmo exit? There’ve been reports of squatters in the outbuildings.” 

“I heard something about that. I’ll check into it and let you know.” Nessa pulled a notepad out and jotted down the information.

“That would be great,” Rose said.

Nessa tucked the notepad away. 

“It’s an ongoing problem. Any empty space is a habitat for animals, insects, and people. Most of the unhoused live along the river. That’s not good either; they start fires and get swept up when the river swells.”

Down the walkway, a kid screamed the beginning notes of a tantrum. Nessa turned toward the sound and grimaced. 

“That’s my cue. Have a good day.” 

She strode quickly along the path towards the harried mother. It didn’t seem like a police officer’s job to handle crying kids, but that didn’t stop the policewoman from helping the child and mom over to a picnic table away from the crowds.

A cluster of teens, shoving and pushing each other, came toward her table. One kid grabbed a handful of stickers and tossed them in the air. They danced like confetti in the breeze. If the stickers were all gone, she could go home. Then a dose of responsibility kicked in, and she yelled, “Hey!”

The kids started to take off. Out of nowhere, Brad Knight appeared, like a magical genie that popped up whenever you needed help. He towered over the table, Rose, the kids, and even the pop-up tent. Over 6’5”. Mid-thirties with blond hair and slashes of sun-bleached eyebrows. 

He held out a hand. “Stop!” The authority steeped in his voice brought them to a halt. 

“Don’t make me execute a citizen’s arrest.” 

The boys turned toward him and stood still. Several stared at the ground. 

“Pick up the lady’s stickers and put them back where you found them.” 

Brad stood watch over them until everything was returned to her table. 

“Okay. Now, beat it. If I see you do anything like this again, I’m reporting you to the police and your parents.” 

They fled like wild animals. Rose felt a flicker of envy. To feel fear and release, with so much abandon. She sighed. How long had it been since she experienced anything like that? When the miscreants had gone, Brad turned back to face her. 

“Thank you,” she said. 

“They were just being kids,” he said. “But they need to learn, and their parents aren’t around to see the trouble they get in.”

“Well, I appreciate it. My name is Rose.”

“Brad Knight. I think I saw you at an Olive Growers meeting. I was there for my boss.”

Rose nodded. “Yes, I remember seeing you, too. You saved the day for me today.”

Praise seemed to disturb him. Some people didn’t know how to deal with compliments. She understood because someone saying something nice about her made her wonder what they were after. He nodded and strode off. 

A weathered man dressed in authentic-looking cowboy duds with scruffy, muddy boots walked by. Lines on his face mapped out canyons from his eyes to the corners of his mouth, illustrating days spent in the sun, working cattle. He smelled of harsh tobacco and whiskey. 

Her feet still ached from her walk to the park from her house, six blocks away. Silly that she’d chosen this pair of canvas sneakers instead of the pretty red leather pair with good arch support, but she admitted to herself, they went perfectly with the white capris and nautical blue and white striped tee shirt she had chosen for her stint at the fair. 

Did looking good matter that much? Well, there was the possibility that Frank Terroso might wander by. Tall and slim with grey flecks in his chestnut brown hair. He’d sat beside her during the last presentation at the Olive Growers meeting and brought her some sweet tea after the question-and-answer period. She couldn’t drink it, preferring her Earl Grey unsweetened. Even milk, which many Brits liked, was an abomination to her.  

She still felt the embarrassment of her fumbled words as she remembered their first encounter.

I haven’t seen you here before. My name is Frank.” His voice was deep, worn around the edges, but strong. 

“I, um.” 

Being tongue-tied wasn’t a familiar feeling for her. Through her job, she honed her public speaking skills and could present to a room full of top executives. Eventually, she introduced herself and offered her hand to shake. He took it with a bemused look in his eyes. 

The sound of a throat clearing pulled her back from the memory. 

“Ahem.”

There he stood, as if summoned from her imagination. Tall and slim with grey flecks in his chestnut brown hair. He wore navy “dress” jeans and a checked shirt. Rolled-up sleeves revealed tanned skin and the hint of a tattoo. Was it a lover’s name? She hoped not.

He smelled of Dior Sauvage, with notes of bergamot and pepper. The corner of his lip lifted in a semi-smile when his eyes met hers. 

“Nice to see you again, Rose.”

A flutter darted through her chest. Don’t do that, an inner voice warned. Once burned was enough.

“And you as well, Frank.”  

He picked up a sticker and turned it over. 

“I’ve got lots of these, but one more can’t hurt, I suppose.” He tucked it into a pocket. 

“You’re the first taker I’ve had today.”  

“Any chance I could talk you into a coffee?” he asked. 

“I, uh.” It wasn’t a date. Not technically, but her heart pounded anyway.

Frank shifted from one foot to the other, and she realized she had been staring at him with her mouth slightly open. “Sure. I’m sure they wouldn’t mind if I cut out a bit early.”

“Well, since I’m on the board, I can say they definitely wouldn’t mind.”

The coffee shop had one corner with comfortable chairs, tables in the middle, and a counter along the windows where people sat with open laptops.

Frank set down a cup of coffee and sat across from Rose. Bergamot vapor from her Earl Grey made her think of her mother, who had loved afternoon with the Earl. 

“I love the aroma of this brew. It makes me think of England. I’ve always wanted to go.”

“It’s never too late,” Frank said. He mixed a small container of creamer into his cup.

“Oh, I don’t know. First, it was because of work. Now, I guess it's just a lack of inertia. I might plan something, once I get settled here.”

“Are you going to the gala tomorrow?” he asked.

The special showing of paintings from the New York Met dominated the local gossip. No one could miss all the signs posted in store windows. How on Earth had the local art gallery managed to snag the traveling exhibition? Of course, she planned to go. It was the closest to the artistic excitement of Los Angeles since moving. 

“My neighbor and I are going. She’s an artist, so I’m hoping she’ll give me an audio tour.”

Despite being a regular at the Getty, Rose wasn’t familiar with many of the well-known painters.

“Well, that should certainly help. I’m not much for fine art, although I do help the gallery with fundraising. Having culture in town is important.”

She surveyed his face for any sign of sarcasm but found none. 

“You sound like an advert for the tourist board.”

He leaned back in his chair. “I do a little consulting for them.”

“What? You’re everywhere! Philanthropist, consultant, grower, board member. What else is there?”

An inner voice warned, ‘too good to be true.’ She’d thought that of David, too, before he betrayed her with a young secretary and proceeded to badmouth and damage her credibility. Perhaps she should listen to that internal caution.

Frank crossed his arms. “Inventor. I have a few patents that have proved to be valuable.”

“Oh my god, and I thought I was an overachiever.” 

His easy manner put her at ease, despite herself. This was a man she wanted to get to know better. With his technical background, he might understand her nerdy tendencies. 

“Have you always lived in Paso Robles, or are you a transplant like me?”

He sipped his coffee. 

“I grew up here, left for college and a few decades of working for someone else, then returned, started my own electronics company, and planted olives. Haven’t left since.”

The skin around his eyes crinkled when he smiled. 

“Tell me about you. Recently arrived?”

“Unlike you, I was never the big boss, but I did stay in the corporate world longer. I moved up three months ago from LA.” An unplanned retirement, she reflected, but didn’t say. 

“I’m making friends and finding my footing.”

The sparkle in his eyes said he’d like to be one of those friends. Rose felt a flush of something burning her cheeks. Nerves? Embarrassment?

“It still feels weird to sit in a coffee shop in the middle of the day and not feel guilty.”

He chuckled. “I remember that feeling. Give it time.”

Rose sipped slowly but eventually ran out of tea. 

“This has been fun. I should get going. Natalie and I—she’s the neighbor I mentioned—we’re getting our nails done for the gala. It was her idea.”

Why was she justifying a manicure as if it were something frivolous? Better question—why was she letting him rattle her? 

“You’ll be the belle of the ball,” Frank said and stood. “I’ve enjoyed this.”

Rose glanced again at the thin lines of the tattoo that peeked out. Please, let it not be a woman’s name. 

He held the door for her as they left. Generally, she didn’t like men to do chivalrous acts, but this felt different. A furnace blast of heat assaulted her as she passed through the door. As Frank strode off in the opposite direction, her first thought was that she couldn’t wait to share this with Natalie. Her first true friend. A treasure she would do anything to protect.

Across in the park, craft marketers packed up their products and folded tablecloths. Officer Nessa had vanished, but the man in the dark sunglasses leaned against a light standard at the northeast corner, watching the crowds leave. She would have to pass him on her way to where she’d parked her car. Rose turned to stop Frank, but he’d turned a corner down Park Street. She drew her shoulders back and straightened her back.

It was hard not to stare as she grew closer. She felt his glare, though the dark glasses hid his eyes. Ignore him, she told herself. At the intersection, she stopped to wait for the traffic to stop. He left his post and stood beside her, a move that amped her heart rate up. Thoughts of a safe town seemed ludicrous now; danger was everywhere. 

He crossed at the same time and followed her to her car, parked in front of the art gallery. A tall man, dressed in denim pants and a jacket so dark they must be new, walked with long strides towards the entrance. His dark hair was slicked back into a ponytail, and he wore wrap-around sunglasses. 

The stalker, as Rose had come to think of him, pivoted and ducked into a winery. Funny, she hadn’t thought he’d be the wine lover type. At the art gallery entrance, Ponytail glanced from side to side, as if checking to see if he was being followed, before wrenching the door open and disappearing inside. It all looked like something out of a made-for-TV mystery. Or if would have if she hadn’t felt a pall of fear, both in herself and in both men.

In her car, Rose cried out when she touched the sizzling hot steering wheel. She was gingerly buckling her seat belt when the gallery door swung open, hitting the glass window behind it with a crash that should have shattered it. The dark-haired man stormed out, looking like he might kill someone.
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Chapter 3 Rose
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Tempranillo A Spanish grape cultivar with medium to full body and notes of cherry, fig and tobacco

––––––––
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Friday, October 7, 7:15 PM

Sandwiched between a bar and a dress shop, the Galería de Arte was bright and busy. Art from local artists filled the large front windows. Lights glowed from within, a mix of old school hanging barn lights and articulated desk lamps hung from the walls to highlight works. It welcomed all in without pretension. 

Rose held the door open for her companion, who swept into the lobby of the Galería de Arte as if she owned the place. Natalie gave off the aura of someone who had been everywhere, done everything, and elected to live in a small town anyway. Rose envied her grace and wished she could be as comfortable in her body. 

The gallery had originally been an auto parts store. Up lights illuminated the silver finish of insulation visible in the ceiling, along with all the HVAC ducts and metal structure reminiscent of its former life. Polished concrete floors still showed marks where service bays once changed oil and fixed transmissions. This was a building transformed from one purpose to another. The industrial aesthetic boldly moved into the future and highlighted the colorful artwork. Pottery sat perched on pedestals between galleries. A piano and cello played a Serenade by Franz Schubert in the corner, though with everyone talking, it was hard to hear. 

Taking a glass from the table at the entrance, Rose inhaled the leather and blackberry scent of the wine. Then she swirled it, sipped, savored, and slowly swallowed. Smooth. Velvet.

“I haven’t been out to this winery yet,” she said, making a mental note to add it to her list. 

Natalie stood by her side, resplendent in a pale lavender pantsuit that complemented her long silver hair and golden skin. Layers of mascara created black lashes around sharp, seawater-colored eyes. An upturned nose and rosebud lips gave her the impression of an imp. Next to her, Rose felt frumpy and old. Her nose tended to hook increasingly as she aged, and her once honey-brown hair faded to a steely gray and white. A trip to the hair salon could fix that. The rest she lived with. 

Natalie sipped her wine and nodded. “It is good, but with so many vineyards and tasting rooms, there’s no hope of visiting them all.” 

“True, but I intend to give it a go.” Rose chose a blue, floor-length skirt, a silk top, and two-inch, black-satin, St. Johns that pinched her toes. 

“Good luck with that!” Natalie said and raised her glass in a toast to what Rose realized was an improbable goal. She probably thinks I’m a fool, Rose thought, for moving to this small town. In the middle of the night, Rose agreed with her. But staying in LA wasn’t an option. Likewise, continuing at the company she’d given so much of her career to wasn’t viable. Not after David’s betrayal. It was time to put it all behind her.

“All this art is amazing,” Rose said as they entered a room with work from local artists. “Why don’t I see your art in here?”

Natalie waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “You’re kind to say so. It’s been a while since I’ve done anything serious. Any paint I have now came from my penchant for repainting the walls in my house. I dabble now and then, copying famous paintings for the fun of it.”

A uniformed man approached them. She recognized Brad Knight. He may not be the law, but he sounded authoritative to those kids. His security guard uniform stretched across his broad chest; the buttons strained to keep the shirt closed. 

“Evening, ladies. You look lovely.” His booming voice cut through the loud hum. Brad turned to Rose. “No more trouble at the craft market, I hope.” 

“No. All was peaceful. Thank you again for your help.”  

“Trouble?” Natalie asked. Before Rose could explain, a small woman with blond highlights strode over in a teal-colored, tailored suit. Brad squirmed and waved a quick goodbye before dashing off. Natalie leaned in to whisper to Rose.

As the woman approached, Natalie greeted her warmly. 

"Evangeline, please meet my friend Rose. Evangeline is the owner of the gallery." 

The flamboyant owner flashed a broad, artificially white smile. Bangle bracelets jingled on her wrist. Rose reached out to shake hands, her first instinct when meeting someone new. 

"It's nice to meet you." 

Evangeline looked at the offered hand, and then, ignoring it, took Natalie's and patted it. "Natalie is our best, hardest-working employee. She almost runs the place herself. Manages all the ins and outs." 

She displayed her array of arctic teeth again, and Rose wondered how much whitener it took to achieve the effect. 

A loud laugh came from a group of patrons gathered in the lobby, and Evangeline glanced over.

"Enjoy the show," she said and turned to greet a man in a tuxedo and a woman in a fox stole. 

"She’s very nice," Natalie said. “And always busy. Now tell me about what happened in the park. What trouble?”

Rose went to take a sip of wine and found the glass empty. Had she drunk it all down? With meeting Evangeline and seeing Brad, could she have been so distracted that she didn’t remember the taste, or even the action of lifting her glass to her lips?  She steered them to a table where they could get another drink. She remembered the kids tossing her Olive Growers stickers in the air. 

“Nothing. Some kids having a bit of fun at my expense. Brad stepped in and handled it.”

“That sounds like him,” Natalie said.

“He seems like a gentleman,” Rose said, hoping that would flush out any relationship between Natalie and Brad. Were they co-workers? Or was there more to it? But Natalie just dipped her head in agreement. Rose considered her new friend for a moment. Should she ask the follow-up questions, keep asking why until the root cause of the problem becomes clear? 

Her thoughts drifted to a pivotal meeting where she had done that very thing and rankled a few of the higher-ups whose negligence turned out to be the reason the wrong parts ended up in the final units. It was far easier to interrogate a process than pepper people with questions. It wouldn’t help her win friends.

Rose didn’t have friends. Work associates, yes, but those disappeared when frequent contact ceased. She still exchanged holiday cards with some childhood acquaintances, but didn’t count them as real friends. Grilling someone she had met a month ago was probably not the best approach, and she filed it away in her memory. 

Wineglasses in hand, a nice Tempranillo, they moved to the second display room on the left. A sign on an easel at the entrance announced the collection.

Limited Showing - Early 20th Century American Impressionists from the Emmet Bathory Collection.

Courtesy of the New York Metropolitan Museum of Art.

Brochures on a table nearby described all the pieces. Rose glanced through the glossy flier and smelled the fresh varnish on the heavyweight paper. She felt the slick surface under her fingertips.

“Not that this isn’t a local treasure, but how do you suppose they snagged an exhibit from the Met?” 

Natalie’s back stiffened as if Rose’s question offended all artists in the community. 

“We didn’t snag it.” 

Without intending, Rose hit a nerve. “Do you have any paintings in the gallery?” she asked. 

She knew the answer. 

No. 

During their first get-together over wine and pizza, Natalie hinted that she avoided showing her pieces at the gallery. But Natalie surprised her once today. What more was buried? 

“No, I um, nothing's ready,” Natalie said without making eye contact. 

Due to the special showing, the gallery moved much of the artwork by local artists to a back room. Still, what was left didn’t compare to the pieces in Natalie’s living room that Rose saw when she visited the only time she’d been in her friend's home. Due to the large front porch on Rose’s house, Natalie came to her, as she had on the first day Rose moved in, carrying a wine bottle and a plate of cookies, dressed in flowing gossamer clothing, Natalie welcomed her to the neighborhood like an angel of hospitality.

Natalie took a sip of wine and then cleared her throat. “I work part-time, handling the technical stuff.”

“Technical stuff?” Rose stopped and turned her gaze back at Natalie. She knew her friend spent her days here, but not much about what she did. 

“Computers mostly. And I help with their security systems. The owner is hopeless with anything plugged into the wall.”

As an engineer, Rose knew what it was like to deal with tech-averse people. 

“You’ve never mentioned what you do. ”

“Like you, I had a life before.” Natalie turned to the next painting. 

Part of that life before, Rose knew, involved a disastrous marriage. 

Natalie closed her eyes and took a few breaths. “Anyway, you asked how the show came to Paso Robles. Emmet Bathory’s daughter arranged it. All these works came from her father’s collection, which he donated to the Met when he died. She told me it was the only way to see the paintings since the Met has locked them up in their overflow storage.”

Her hand trailed along the bottom of the frame, hovering lovingly, centimeters from the wood. It felt like an intimate moment between a woman and an artwork.

The name Emmet Bathory was familiar. Her boss handed out the financier’s books as mandatory reading, hoping his financial prowess would change how they ran their business. It hadn’t, fortunately, because like all such management philosophies, they were useful only to the author’s book sales. One company’s ideas of best practices weren’t always the best approach for others. In Rose’s case, the actions resulted in the loss of good people through a mandatory 10% purge.

“He lived in Paso Robles,” Natalie said, “Or at least had a house and olive ranch near town. Gave a lot of money to the art community.”

That surprised Rose, though she supposed he had enough money that giving some away benefited his tax bill. Don’t be cynical, she admonished herself. 

At each canvas, Natalie provided an artistic commentary, noting the brushwork and color palette and explaining what all that meant. They stopped at a landscape painted in dusty blues and greens. Even the custom frame reflected the stormy skies, with swirls of federal blue and white paint. Mountains dominated the skyline, and a smattering of oak trees gathered in the near foreground. The title read Gray Day, Montrose Valley; the author’s scrawl in the corner - Nell Walker Warner. 

“Lovely,” Natalie sighed. “I’d kill to have this one hanging in my house.” She stepped back to take in more of the painting. “Look at the deep hues and palette knife strokes. So forceful. I can’t decide what the artist was trying to say.”

The scene was a rural, empty landscape. Montrose was a bustling city, but not when this was painted. Whether brush strokes or color choice played any part in Rose’s lack of appreciation for the piece was hard to tell. It made her feel lonely. Isolated. 

“How about ‘I have a lot of blue paint to use up before it goes bad’?” 

Natalie rolled her eyes. “I can see you are going to require a lot of training.” 

Also viewing the painting was a woman the same height as Rose with long, rich black hair gathered in a ponytail at her nape. She wore a simple but elegant shift in midnight black with matching flats. She carried a gold-chained Gucci bag with abstract owls stamped into the leather. 

Natalie leaned in and whispered in Rose’s ear. “That’s Liz Bathory.” 

Clad in a dress that clearly didn’t come off a rack in any of the stores Rose shopped in, the woman looked like a rich financier’s daughter. Rose recognized her outfit from a shop window on a business trip to Paris earlier in the year. It cost thousands of dollars. Strange to see something so haute couture in Paso Robles.

Over the voices and music, they could hear Liz sigh. A long, protracted exhalation of air that contained a world of meaning that sounded sad. Yet, because it had so much energy behind it to be heard, Rose wondered if it was intended to garner a response. 

Unable to hold back, she leaned toward the woman. 

“Are you all right?” she asked. 

The woman held a tissue to her nose. 

“This used to hang in our house. I’d love to have it, but my father’s will...” A tear descended over flawless foundation and blush. She sniffed and dabbed the corners of her eyes. 

Penciled eyebrows arched over in a perfect semi-circle and led to a longish nose and stern, thin lips coated with lipstick. And what mascara was she using? It held up to waterworks. Rose took another look at the piece, searching for something that would generate such an emotional response. 

To her, it was merely a painting. It paled in comparison to the others in the collection. This must be the most insignificant piece, and yet, Ms. Bathory, daughter of the man who bequeathed the art to the Met, seemed to find this one the most important.

“Good evening, art lovers,” thundered a male voice. 

Two people joined their little assemblage around Gray Day. The man’s face was long and angular, with black, close-cropped hair, and slashes of eyebrows glowered over penetrating blue eyes. He wore a black suit, white shirt, and black tie. 

His physique reminded her of an army action doll, all broad and rippled across the shoulders with the waist nipped into slender hips. 

This guy clearly spent too much time in a narcissistic soup of sweat. His shoes shone like they’d been coated with an oil slick. Despite all that, she had to admit he looked good. Dangerous but desirable. 

In contrast, the young woman stood five-nine, with loose curls of brown hair that fell to her shoulders. About thirty years old, with irises the same crisp, sky-blue color as Rose’s mom’s. 

Funny that thoughts of her kept coming up. Rose decided that the gala might be the sort of event Mom would have loved, and that was why she was so top of mind. 

Like the man, the woman looked like she spent time in a gym, though Rose gave her a pass. Female unity and all that. Overall, she looked friendly and outgoing. Someone Rose could like as a friend, despite the age difference.

“Rose, this is our new neighbor. Stella, isn’t it?” Natalie stuck out her hand to shake. Stella grabbed Nat’s fingers with vigor. 

That’s why she recognized her. The moving van that had parked at the house kitty-corner from hers a few weeks ago. Stella directed the two college kids who carted furniture into the old Victorian. 

“Nice to meet you. Welcome to the neighborhood. I’m new too.” 

Stella took Rose’s hand with both of hers. They were warm and soft. “The pleasure is all mine.” She spoke with a refined British accent. Little smile lines crinkled as she looked at Rose. Her smile felt warm. Sincere. With a hint of curiosity.

“Uh hem,” her companion said in a fake sounding clearing of his throat. Stella flinched. 

“Oh, pardon me! This is Slade Bolton. He lives across the street from me.” 

She pointed to Rose. “From all of us, I guess. We met a few weeks ago.” 

Slade Bolton stepped forward and gripped Rose’s hand with a strong, authoritative handshake. She pulled her fingers away, stretching them to get blood flowing again. A handshake like that sent a message: 

I’m bigger than you, so don’t mess with me. I’m stronger than you, so don’t test me. 

Now, what warning was this man sending so soon after meeting her? She forced a smile.

He placed a possessive hand on Stella’s lower back. Liz Bathory turned enough to see him. Her stern eyes flitted from Slade to Stella to Rose before she faced forward again, lifted the flap of her handbag, and pulled out another tissue. Rose could see the heiress’s shoulders rise and fall twice as she dabbed tears from her eyes before turning to walk on. Rose felt sorry for her. The heiress probably lived her life in the public eye, and yet when she wanted a bit of privacy to mourn the loss of something she loved, she had an audience. 

Something unspoken happened between Slade and the heiress. Almost as if they despised each other. Rose could see his eyes locked on Ms. Bathory’s disappearing form as she blended into the crowd. His ears reddened at the tips. When Liz turned a corner, with one last glance back at their little group, a cryptic smile on her lips, he stiffened and then swiveled to Stella. 

“Let’s grab a cocktail at the place down the street.”

Stella looked surprised but agreed. “I suppose this all will be here for a bit. I can come back when it’s less crowded.”

“For a month,” Natalie said. “It’s definitely more impressive when you have the paintings to yourself.” 

Turning to leave, Slade took Stella’s hand and, in doing so, bumped into Natalie. Her purse fell to the floor. A makeup compact, her security badge, house keys, and lipstick tumbled to the floor along with the fringed leather bag. He swooped down to pick up the contents.

“Sorry; that was clumsy of me.” He scooped the items up and slipped them inside before he snapped the purse shut and handed it back to her. She murmured an embarrassed thank you. 

As they stepped out into the warm night air, Natalie hitched the purse strap higher on her shoulder. 

“That was weird. Not sure about him, but she seems nice.”

Rose thought the same thing. Her mind returned to whatever unsaid message passed between Liz Bathory and Slade Bolton. What was their connection? 

They wandered the rest of the exhibits without saying much. Natalie’s enthusiasm for the artwork seemed to have waned. 

Rose saw Frank enter a smaller, side gallery with a gorgeous woman. Willowy, with long blond hair and wearing a skin-tight red dress. A tang of jealousy flushed through her. Ridiculous. All he did was ask her for coffee. Not an official date. Anyway, a romantic relationship would only get in the way of getting her life settled down. A silver-haired man came up behind him and the woman. Frank backed up a step, and the man placed his hand possessively on the woman’s lower back. Relief washed over Rose. Which annoyed her. Emotions made things difficult. She couldn’t afford difficult right now.

The press of people had grown too great for them to spend much time on each canvas. After an hour, Rose’s ears rang from the din of music and voices. 

“It’s time to go,” she almost yelled in Natalie
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