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Freedom lies in being bold.  

-Robert Frost
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Prologue
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IT’S NOT EASY being a prison guard at Sing Sing Correctional Facility. Every day, it’s the same old thing...murderers, drug lords, serial killers, rapists, and violent criminals. Some days, they play nice. Other days, you put your life in danger trying to keep them in line. 

In reality, they have it made. They get three square meals a day, they have a roof over their heads, and they’re given medical care when needed. But they don’t seem to appreciate what they have, given the crimes they’ve committed to be here in the first place.

Today, I’m patrolling the prison yard where the inmates are spending time outdoors. As I’m walking across the lawn, I notice that several of the inmates have become very chatty. Normally, a few of them get together to share a smoke, but something seems different today. A group of them have huddled together in the corner of the yard, deep in conversation. Something tells me I need to go over and investigate.

Slowly, I walk over to their location and look each of them in the eye. Their conversation abruptly comes to a hault as their eyes meet mine. Something is definitely brewing with them.

“Casto, Townsend, Phillips...why did you stop talking? Am I interrupting something? What are you guys up to?”

Casto chuckles. “Now, what would we be up to, Dawkins? We’re just standing here shooting the breeze and having a smoke.”

I narrow my eyes on him. “You’re just standing here chatting about the weather and having a smoke?”

Townsend smirks. “Something like that. What’s the matter, Dawkins? Jealous because you’re not included?”

I snicker. “Hardly. I’m not here to socialize with you guys. I’m here to keep you in line.”

Phillips squints his eyes at me. “Then you have nothing to worry about.”

I shake my head. “Your time’s almost up.”

Casto gives me the two-finger salute, and they break out in laughter as I walk away. I turn to look back at them and notice they’ve resumed their huddle. They’ve also been joined by a couple more inmates. Something is definitely brewing, and I need to keep a close eye on them. Inmates in a huddle can only mean trouble. 
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Marcus
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THERE’S JUST SOMETHING about August. It’s one of the hottest months of the summer, but you’re also very aware that fall is on the way. School begins later in the month, and Labor Day isn’t far behind...the official end of summer. I’ve always liked August, but I also feel a little depressed whenever it rolls around. I hate the thought of summer ending, and colder weather just around the corner.

Spring and summer were definitely challenging for us. In late spring, Evan Fisher was released from prison and continued his pursuit of my wife. He was killed trying to escape the police. After that, another serial killer arrived in New York City. The Shadow Walker terrorized the city for over a month before he was finally caught. We’ve definitely had our share of danger and drama this year. 

On a positive note, Jordan and Eric got engaged. They haven’t set a wedding date yet, but Jordan is having Cassidy design her wedding gown and veil. They’ve been looking at cakes, and thinking about making plans. I’m very happy for her...for both of them. 

It’s a hot and humid afternoon, but Marissa and I have decided to go to the farmer’s market downtown. We usually go twice a month in the summer. They have lots of fresh produce, beautiful flowers and hanging baskets, baked goods, and a flea market full of crafts. We spend hours there shopping and having lunch at one of the food trucks. It’s worth braving the heat to spend time there.

With shopping baskets in our hands, we make our way through the crowd, heading toward the potted flowers and plants. Marissa loves the hanging baskets and pretty mixed flowers in pots. They always look pretty on the front porch.

“Look at all those pretty potted flowers. I have to get a look at them.” Her face lights up as we approach the vendors.

“Take as long as you want, baby. I know how much you love them.” I love seeing her happy.

She heads to the hanging baskets first, browsing through each of them. Looking through hanging baskets and potted flowers would bore a lot of men, but I love it. It’s fun browsing through them with her and choosing the perfect ones to decorate our home. There’s something about flowers that make a home look cozy and inviting.

As we’re looking, the smell of homemade bread captures my attention. A few booths up from the flowers are where the vendors of the baked goods begin. That has to be our next stop. I love the brownies, fresh-baked bread, and all the other treats. They taste so much better coming from here than from the grocery store. 

After picking out the hanging baskets and potted flowers she wants to buy, Marissa pays for them and we walk away. The vendor sets them aside for us so we can return before we leave to pick them up. Our baskets are getting fuller with each stop we make, and we can’t carry them around for the rest of our shopping trip.

She looks at me and smiles. “Okay...where to next?”

“How about the baked goods booth? That smell is pulling me in.”

“It does smell good. Lead the way.”

I take her hand and we head to the booth selling baked goods. The smell of homemade bread and the other treats is hard to resist. As we’re walking over to the candies and cookies, the woman sitting in the chair behind the booth cocks her head up and her eyes widen at the sight of us.

“Oh, my God. It’s Marcus Leone. Marcus Leone is at my booth. I’m such a big fan. You’re so gorgeous. Even more so in person. I can’t believe you’re standing right in front of me. Marcus Leone is at my booth.”

I look at her for a moment, then at Marissa. She looks at me, trying to keep from laughing. I can see the smile forming on her face. 

“Is there something I can help you with, gorgeous?”

I clear my throat and turn to walk away. “No, thank you. I was just browsing. Come on, Riss. Let’s go check out the other vendors.”

She gets up from the chair and calls out to me. “Wait. Don’t go yet. How about a sample of our fudge? Which kind do you prefer...chocolate, peanut butter, or white chocolate?”

I furrow my brow. “That’s very nice of you, but I don’t need a sample.”

“Sure you do. Which flavor?”

Marissa looks at me and smiles as I let out a sigh. “Peanut butter, I guess.”

She grabs a piece of wax paper, then a square of peanut butter fudge and hands it to me. I give her a weak smile and take it from her. 

“Thanks.”

“Give it a try and tell me what you think.”

Reluctantly, I pop it into my mouth and chew it up. It’s actually very good, but I’d enjoy it much more under better circumstances. 

I look at her and nod. “It’s very good.”

Her smile spreads across the length of her face. “I’m glad to hear it. Would you like to try another flavor?”

I quickly shake my head. “No, thanks. I’m good.”

She giggles. “You certainly are. Would it be okay if I get a picture taken with you? It’s not every day that Marcus Leone comes to your vendor booth.”

I look at Marissa and she gives me a shrug. I can tell she’s enjoying this. The woman walks around to the front of the booth with her phone extended to Marissa. 

“Would you mind taking our picture, honey?” 

Marissa gives her a smile. “I can do that.”

She hands her the phone, then walks over and stands next to me, as close as she can get. She wraps her arm around my waist and smiles from ear to ear. I give her a faint smile and Marissa takes the picture.

“Thank you, Marissa. I appreciate it. I’m a fan of yours, too.” She takes her phone from her and walks back around behind the booth. 

“No problem.”

I walk over and take Marissa’s hand, lacing my fingers through hers. “Are you ready to head to the next booth?”

A smirk spreads across her face. “Sure.”

“Thank you for the picture, and for stopping by my booth, handsome. “

I clear my throat and start walking away. “You’re welcome.”

We start heading to the bread vendor a few booths down. That was embarrassing. I don’t like that kind of attention. It’s the down side to fame. My wife, on the other hand, seems to be enjoying what happened.

“Are you sure you want to go to the bread vendor? The woman there just might make you take a sample.”

I look at her and narrow my eyes. “Very funny. You really enjoyed that, didn’t you?”

She smiles and shrugs. “Only because you don’t like that kind of attention.”

I lean over and plant a kiss on her lips. “It’s a good thing I love you so much. Come on. Let’s get this over with. I want some homemade bread.”

She looks at me and smiles. “I think you’re safe this time. There’s a man sitting next to the woman, and they appear to be a couple.”

I look over at them, then back at her. “In that case, let’s go get some homemade bread.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Marissa
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THE ARTIST GALA at Tim’s gallery is in two days, and I can’t decide what to wear. Daddy gets to invite two guests to come along with him, so he invited Marcus and me. Marcus will wear his tux, of course, but I have no idea what to wear. It looks like a shopping trip is in my future.

Marcus walks into the walk-in closet as I’m browsing through my evening gowns and fancy dresses. He watches me for a moment with a smile on his face.

“What are you doing, baby?”

I turn away from the clothes to look at him. “I’m trying to find something to wear to the art gala. I’m thinking I need to go shopping for something new. I’m not happy with anything I have.”

He chuckles. “You have lots of beautiful dresses that would be perfect for the gala. But if you’re not happy with any of them, then we can go shopping.”

“You have it easy. All you have to do is wear your tuxedo. It’s harder for me to find something worth wearing. I’ll just buy something new.”

“That sounds good to me. I’ll go shopping with you. Then maybe we can grab something to eat afterwards.”

“I don’t want to get something too formal, but I don’t want to go too casual.”

“Whatever you decide to get will be perfect. You have great taste in fashion. You shouldn’t worry so much about it.”

I furrow my brow at him. “Marcus...this gala is a big deal for Daddy. He’ll be meeting buyers, and potentially acquiring new commissions. What’s more, they’ll be auctioning off his paintings. We’re his guests, and it’s important that we look our best.”

“Marissa, you would look beautiful wearing a burlap bag. You can show up in anything and look  your best.”

I tilt my head at him. “That’s sweet, but I still need to go shopping.”

He chuckles. “Okay. I’ll go with you...unless you’d rather have the girls go with you.”

“You can go with me. I’m sure the girls are busy. And we can grab some dinner afterward. I know exactly where I want to go to buy a dress.”

He arches his brow. “Oh, yeah? Where?”

“Vivaldi Boutique. They have beautiful gowns and party dresses. It’s on Third Avenue.”

He nods. “Third Avenue is where that Mexican restaurant we like so well is located. Street Taco.”

“Yes. I love that place. We’d better get going. It’s four o’clock. I want to have plenty of time to shop, then we can have dinner at the Mexican restaurant.”

We walk out of the closet, and I close the door behind us. Walking out of the bathroom, I grab my handbag from the nightstand as we head out into the hallway. 

Going last-minute shopping for an evening gown isn’t my favorite thing to do, but I thought I’d find something to wear in my closet. Little did I know, I wouldn’t be happy with anything I had. So, last-minute shopping it is.

***
[image: ]


A cool breeze blows through the open windows of the Audi as we’re making our way home from shopping and dinner. It was nice having an evening out with Marcus after working all day.

I’ll admit, I wasn’t happy about having to do last-minute shopping for a dress for the gala, but it turned out better than I expected. I was able to find a gorgeous red knee-length dress and matching shoes in just under an hour, then we went over to the Mexican restaurant for dinner. The food was delicious, as always. 

I watch out the window as Marcus drives through evening traffic, heading for home. Summer is winding down, and soon fall will be here. I hate to see it end. In spite of having to deal with The Shadow Walker this summer, I still enjoyed the season. 

He turns onto Woodland Estates and slowly drives through the neighborhood. I watch a couple taking a walk through the neighborhood hand in hand, and it makes me smile. I love our street. It’s quiet, peaceful, and the people are friendly. I wouldn’t want to live anywhere else in the city. 

As we’re driving by the Fisher house, I see the new owners doing yard work in the front yard. The sight of the place sends chills down my spine. It still gives me the creeps, even though someone else lives there now. I still can’t believe Evan Fisher is gone. His eagerness to be released from prison cost him his life.

When we reach Daddy’s house, we see him sitting on the front porch. He sees us and waves. Marcus turns into his driveway and drives around to the front porch. He gets up from his chair and steps down off the porch, walking over to my car window. He leans over and looks through the window at us.

“It’s a surprise seeing you guys out this evening. What have you been up to?”

“I had to get a dress for your gala. Then we grabbed some dinner afterwards.”

He chuckles. “You bought a new dress for the gala? I would have thought you had a closet full of dresses to choose from.”

I tilt my head at him. “I wasn’t happy with any of them. I wanted to get something new for the gala.”

His eyes move to the back seat. “Is that the new dress hanging in the garment bag in the back seat?”

I nod. “Yes, that’s it.”

“What’s in the bag on the seat?”

“I had to get matching shoes.”

Marcus chuckles. “She wanted to go all out for the gala, Hunter. I told her she would’ve looked good wearing a burlap bag, but she wouldn’t listen to me.”

I look at him and purse my lips. “I don’t think Tim would approve of me walking into his gallery wearing a burlap bag.”

Daddy laughs. “You never know, pumpkin.”

I roll my eyes. “Stop. You know Mom was the same way. She had a million dresses in her closet, but she always had to have something new to wear to a special event.”

My words make him smile. “That’s true. You take that after her. I could never convince her that what she had in her closet was good enough.”

“She wanted to look perfect for you.”

He smiles. “Yes. But what she didn’t realize was that she was already perfect.”

His words melt my heart. He still loves her just as he did when she was still with us. Even though he’s moved on with his life, his feelings for her haven't changed.

Marcus gives him a smile. “That’s the part they don’t understand, Hunter.”

Daddy nods. “I guess not, Marcus.”

I look at Marcus and smile, then move my eyes back to Daddy. “We’d better get going, Daddy. I want to put my dress in the closet before it wrinkles. We saw you sitting on the porch and wanted to stop and say hello.”

“Well, I’m glad you did. It was a nice surprise. I took a break from painting to step out and get some fresh air.”

“It’s a nice evening. I don’t blame you.” 

“Indeed, it is, pumpkin. Well, I won’t keep you. You’d better get that dress home before it wrinkles. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.” He chuckles and stands upright.

I look at him and shake my head. “Good night, Daddy. Talk to you tomorrow.”

He waives to us, then turns and steps up onto the porch. I watch him in the mirror as Marcus is driving down the driveway to the street. He walks over and sits back down in the chair, watching us drive away.

“I’m glad we don’t have to worry about The Shadow Walker anymore. Otherwise, I’d insist on him going back inside where it’s safe instead of sitting out on the front porch.”

He looks at me and nods. “Yes, thank God Bill and his officers caught him. It was no fun having to stay inside in the evenings.”

“That’s for sure. I’m glad we didn’t have to stay inside all summer. Fall will be here before we know it, and I wouldn’t want to waste these beautiful evenings inside.”

He slowly turns into our driveway and drives down to the garage. Opening the garage door with the remote, he pulls into the stall, then closes the door. He shuts off the engine and turns to look at me.

“It was a nice evening out. I enjoyed shopping with you, and dinner was very good.”

I look at him and smile. “It was a nice evening. I had fun.”

“Me, too. Okay...let’s get your dress inside before it wrinkles.”

I give him a smirk and shake my head, then get out of the car and grab my dress and shoes from the back.
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Hunter
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“TIM SURE HAS a great turnout for his gala tonight. I wasn’t expecting it to be so crowded.” I look around the gallery at all the people who came out for the gala.

Marcus looks around the room and nods. “It’s a great turnout. But I’m not surprised. This is a nice gallery with a lot of great artists.”

“And you’re a big draw, Daddy,” Marissa adds.

I wave off her comment. “Nah. They just love great art.”

All of a sudden, an older couple approaches us with wine glasses in their hands. The woman stops in front of me and smiles.

“Excuse me. You’re Hunter McArthur, right?”

I nod. “Guilty as charged.”

She extends her hand to me. “I’m Trudy Hendrickson, and this is my husband, Jack.”

I give her a smile and shake her hand, then his. “It’s nice to meet you both.”

“We’re fans of your work. Your paintings, as well as your acting. What made you give up acting for painting?”

“Honestly, it was the loss of my wife. I lost my passion for acting and directing after she was killed. I took up painting as a hobby, and a way to focus on something besides the loss. It became my passion, so I stuck with it.”

She smiles. “That’s a great story, and I’m very sorry about your wife. I used to shop in her boutique. She was a lovely woman. It’s awful what happened to her. How did you become an artist in this gallery?”

“The owner and I have been friends for many years. When he heard that I was painting, he contacted me, wanting to see my work. I guess he liked what he saw and asked me to display my work in his gallery. I was honored and graciously accepted his offer.”

“Well, he definitely has a good eye. We love your work.”

I look at her husband and he nods, but doesn’t say a word. Clearly, she does all the talking in the marriage.

“Well, thank you. I’m glad you enjoy it.”

“My husband and I love the desert and the Grand Canyon. Could we commission you to do a painting for us?”

I arch my brow. “Of the Grand Canyon?”

She nods. “Yes.”

“I’ve never painted the Grand Canyon before, but I’d certainly be willing to give it a shot.”

She gives me the side-eye before speaking. “Is that a yes?”

“It’s a yes. I’d love to do it for you.”

“Great. We have no preference as to which angle you paint it from. We’ll leave it up to your interpretation. How soon can you start on it?”

I think it over for a moment. “I’m currently finishing up another commissioned painting, then I have one to do for the gallery. I can start on it after that.”

She looks at her husband, then back at me. “That works for us. Do you have a number where I can get in touch with you?”

I reach into the pocket of my pants and pull out my wallet, then open it and slide out a business card. After returning the wallet to my pocket, I hand her the card.

“That’s my business card. You can contact me by email, or by phone. Either way is fine with me.”

She takes it from me and glances down at it. “Perfect. When do we pay you for your services, and how much do you charge?”

“Get a hold of me in a couple of days and we’ll discuss the details.”

She nods. “Perfect. I’ll do that. It was nice meeting you, Hunter. We’re looking forward to doing business with you.”

“It was a pleasure meeting you both, as well.”

“We’ll be in touch.” She gives me a smile, then turns and walks away. 

I watch them walk across the room to the refreshment table, then turn to look at Marissa and Marcus. They’re both watching me closely, and my daughter has a smile plastered across her face.

“You’re on fire, Daddy.”

I shake my head at her. “Hush. I’ll probably never hear from her again.”

She rolls her eyes. “She was very serious about having you do the painting for her.”

“What was up with the husband? He never spoke a word. Clearly, she wears the pants in that marriage.”

Marcus chuckles. “I noticed that.”

Marissa arches her brow. “He was very strange. All he did was stand there quietly and listen to everyone else.”

I nod. “Exactly. Oh, well. If she really wants me to do the painting for her, then that’s what I’ll do.”

Tim starts heading in our direction with a glass of wine in his hand. He walks up to me and gives me a slap on the back, then smiles at Marissa and Marcus.

“Are you guys enjoying the gala?”

I nod. “Yes. Very much so.”

Marissa smiles at him. “Of course. It’s very nice.”

“Thank you. I’m glad you’re enjoying yourselves. Did you have some refreshments?” He takes a sip of his wine as he looks at us.

“We had some hors d’oeuvres earlier. You have a great caterer.” 

He looks at me and nods. “I have to agree. I know you guys don’t drink, so I made sure there were non-alcoholic beverages available, as well.”

“We appreciate that, Tim.”

Marissa smiles. “Yes, that was very thoughtful of you.”

“My pleasure, Marissa.”

I watch him scan the room. “I can’t tell you how good it is to see you back in action in the gallery, buddy. You’ve certainly bounced back from the attack by The Shadow Walker.”

He snickers. “I wasn’t going to let him get me down. I love my work too much. It certainly is nice to be able to use my left arm again. A broken arm is no fun.”

Marcus chuckles. “I don’t imagine it is.”

“They’re going to start the auction soon. You guys should grab yourselves something to drink and a snack, then go find a seat. I have a feeling your paintings are going to do very well in the auction, Hunter. I’ll catch you guys later.” He gives me a slap on the back, then turns and walks away.

“Do you kids want anything to drink or eat? If so, we’d better go help ourselves before the auction begins.”

“I’m fine for now, Daddy.”

“Me, too, Hunter. Maybe later.”

“Okay. Then we should go grab some seats before everyone else does. I don’t want to get caught in a mad rush to find seats.”

“Okay. Let’s go. By the way, I have to agree with Tim. I think your paintings will do very well in the auction,” she says as we start heading to the auction area.

I shrug. “I guess we’ll see when the auction starts.”

Whether my paintings do well in the auction or not isn’t really important to me. I’m just honored to be a part of the gala tonight, and to be one of the artists showcased in Tim’s gallery. That’s what matters the most to me.
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Randy
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“TELL ME AGAIN why we’re cleaning out the garage on a beautiful, hot day when we could be in the pool.” I wipe the sweat from my brow and continue rummaging through a box of my things.

“Because it’s late summer, and I’d like to get it all cleaned out before fall and cool weather move in.”

“Waiting for cooler weather might be better. It wouldn’t be so damn hot standing here going through this stuff.”

She laughs. “Once we’re finished, you’ll be glad we got it over with. We’ll break for dinner in a couple of hours.”

“That sounds good. I could go for something cold to drink right now. I’m dying of thirst.” I smack my lips together as a sign of being parched.

She stops what she’s doing and looks up at me. “How about a Coke? We have some bottles in the fridge.”

I arch my brow. “I was thinking more along the lines of a cold beer, but Coke will work.”

She gives me the side-eye, then starts heading to the garage entry door. “Cold Coke coming right up.”

I watch her walk through the door and disappear inside. I’m glad things are back to normal. My right arm is finally healed after The Shadow Walker broke it, and our marriage is getting back on track after what happened with Aidan. Things were rough there for a while, but we made it through.

I walk over to the open garage door and look out at the beautiful day. There’s not a soul out on our street. Everyone is either inside by the air conditioning, or in their pools. That’s where I’d like to be right now, but Robin has other plans for us. 

As I’m standing in the open garage door, Stan Drake, who lives across the street, sees me and throws his hand in the air to wave. I return the gesture with a smile. He starts walking down his driveway and across the street to our house.

“Hey, Randy. How’s it going?” He stops in front of me and his eyes move to my arm.

“Hey, Stan. Good. How’s it going with you?”

He nods. “It’s going well. I see your arm finally healed.”

I look down at my right arm and nod. “Yeah...finally. It’s good to have it out of that sling and functioning again.”

“I still can’t believe you were attacked by The Shadow Walker and survived. Most of his victims didn’t survive.”

“I was definitely very lucky. There were only two of us who survived his attacks.” Reliving it makes the hair stand up on the back of my neck.

He shakes his head. “I’m glad they finally caught him. Those serial killers sure love to hit in our area, don’t they?”

“Unfortunately, they do. Let’s hope we don’t have any more of them.”

“I sure hope not. You guys aren’t moving, are you?” He looks in the garage at the mess we’ve made cleaning things out.

I turn and look back at our stuff, then back to him. “No, no. We’re just cleaning out the garage...getting rid of stuff we don’t need or want.”

A look of relief spreads across his face. “That’s good. I’d hate to see you move away. Sherry and I need to do that, as well. She buys so much stuff on Amazon, and half of it ends up in the garage.”

I chuckle. “These women and their Amazon.”

He shakes his head. “It’s crazy. Are you having a garage sale?”

“Nah. We don’t have time for that. We’re just going to give stuff away or toss it in the trash. Garage sales are too much work.”

He nods. “I hear that.”

Suddenly, Robin comes through the garage entry door with two bottles of Coke. She looks surprised to see Stan standing here talking to me.

He looks at her and smiles. “Hey, Robin.”

“Hi, Stan. How are you?”

“Good. And you?”

“I’m good. How’s Sherry?” She walks over and hands me a bottle of Coke.

“She’s doing well.”

She smiles. “That’s good. Would you like a Coke?”

“No, thanks. I’d better get going. It was nice talking to you, Randy. I’m glad your arm is healed.”

“Thanks, Stan. Me, too. Having a broken arm was a pain in the ass. I’ll catch you later.”

“Later, bud.” He turns and starts walking across the street to his house. 

Robin watches him walk away through squinted eyes, then turns to look at me. “What did he want?”

I look at her and shrug. “Just to chat, I guess.”

An unreadable expression fills her face as she moves her eyes away from him. “He’s a nice guy, but he seems a little nosy.”

I look at her and furrow my brow. “Nosy? Why do you say that?”

“It’s obvious he came over here to see what we were doing in the garage. Why else would he come across the street and over here like that?”

I snicker. “Stan comes over and talks to me a lot when I’m outside mowing the lawn or working in the yard. He’s a nice guy who likes to chat. He doesn’t seem nosy to me.”

She shrugs and walks over to a box in the middle of the garage. “Whatever.”

I watch her for a moment, wondering why she has a problem with Stan coming over here. I just don’t understand her sometimes. She takes a drink of her Coke and looks back at me.

“What are you doing?”

I take a sip of my Coke, then furrow my brow at her. “What do you mean?”

“Why are you just standing there? We have more boxes to go through.”

I snicker. “I’m just taking a break and having my Coke. It’s hot out here.”

“I know, but I’d like to get this done. I want to drop off the things we’re giving away to Goodwill. And afterwards, I thought we could go get something to eat.” She takes another drink of her Coke, then sets it down on the floor.

“Why don’t we just leave the stuff we don’t want at the curb and let people come and get it. We can take a picture of it all and post it on Stooping NYC.”

She frowns at me and folds her arms. “Seriously? You want us to pile up our junk and set it out at the curb? It’ll be there for a month, and it’ll make the house look junky.”

“It won’t be there for a month. The minute it’s posted on Stooping, it’ll be gone within a matter of minutes.”

She shakes her head. “I’m not doing that. It’s going to Goodwill. Then we can go have dinner somewhere after we drop it off.”

I raise my brows and let out a sigh. “Fine. We’ll take it all to Goodwill.”

I take another drink of my Coke, then walk over and set it down on the shelf against the wall. “I guess it’s time to get back to work.”

She looks up from the box at me and smiles. “That’s the spirit.”
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Bill
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DEPUTY CHIEF SIMMONS escorts our officers into the conference room as I stand up front with our four rookie officers. Today is their first day on the job, and I called the meeting to introduce them to the others. I want them to feel welcome, and I’ll be pairing them up with four seasoned officers.

As I’m watching everyone file into the conference room and take a seat, I think back to my rookie days. I remember looking up to my partner and thinking I’d never be as good as he was. I thought I’d never learn the ropes and be able to go out on my own, but eventually, I did. That seems like another lifetime ago. 

The four rookie officers stand on either side of me, watching the officers pile into the room. Each of them have a look of excitement and nervousness on their faces. I remember those feelings well. Back then, I never would’ve guessed I’d be police chief someday.

The officers take their seats, and I step up to the podium to speak. Silence falls on the room as I walk up to the microphone. 

“Good morning, folks. I called this meeting this morning to introduce you to our four rookie officers. They’ll be starting their duties today, and I’ll be partnering them up with four of you. For the officers who aren’t chosen to take them on as a partner, I still expect you to help them out if and when they need it, and to make them feel welcome in our department. I feel that we have the best officers in the country, and we work well as a team. I expect nothing less than teamwork when it comes to these rookies. You were in their shoes at one time, so I hope you’ll be as courteous and helpful to them as someone was to you.”

I turn to look at them, then back to the officers in the room. “I’m proud to introduce you to the four newest members of the NYPD. Our rookie officers. Gentlemen, step forward when I call out your name. Officer Armstrong, Officer Barrett, Officer Conrad, Officer Thorn.”

They step forward as their names are called, and the room erupts into applause. Smiles spread across their faces as they look out at the officers in the conference room. When the room finally goes silent, I continue speaking.

“Officer Armstrong, I’m assigning you to Officer Nash. Nash, please step forward.” He gets up from his chair and walks to the front of the room.

“Officer Barrett, you’re assigned to Officer Whited. Whited, please step forward.” He stands and walks to the front of the room, standing next to Nash.

“Officer Conrad, you’re assigned to Officer Nelson. Nelson, step forward.” He gets up from his seat and walks up to join Nash and Whited.

“Officer Thorn, I’m assigning you to Officer Mason. Mason, step forward.” He stands and joins his fellow officers at the front of the room. 

I turn to look at the rookie officers. “Gentlemen, these officers will show you the ropes and be your guide as you navigate through your first day of duty. I wish you the best of luck. You’re in good hands with these fine officers. You’re excused.”

They each shake my hand, then join their assigned officers at the front of the room. The other officers get up from their chairs and walk out of the room. I watch as the eight officers in front of me chat and get acquainted before heading out to start their shifts. 

Deputy Chief Simmons walks over to me as they’re walking out of the conference room to start their day. “I think you chose the right officers to mentor the rookies, Chief. Those four officers are some of the best in the department.”  

I look at him and nod. “I think so, too. I’d also include Racine and Mathis in that list, but I only needed four.”

“Agreed. But those two are night shift officers, and I think it’s best that the rookies start out on day shift. Things get a little more serious on the night shift, and that might be too much for them at first.”

“That was my thoughts, exactly. That’s why Racine and Mathis were left out. I think they’re going to do fine. I can tell they were a little nervous, but once they’re out there on the streets, they’ll loosen up.”

“What’s on your agenda for today, Chief?”

I snicker. “I have a budget meeting in a couple of hours. Until then, I’ll be working on paperwork. I hate those budget meetings. I know they’re going to be tight with us since I just hired four new officers.”

He shrugs. “You have to do what you have to do. We needed those officers...espcecially after losing Wheeler and Miller retiring.”

“Try telling that to the board. I never know what I’m going to be dealing with when I go into those meetings. Sometimes they’re generous with us, and other times it’s like pulling teeth to get what we need. It’s just a crapshoot.”

He gives me a slap on the back and chuckles. “Well, give them hell, Chief. Don’t back down. You get further with them than I ever would. I’m not good at negotiating.”

We start heading out of the conference room and down the hallway to our offices. He stops and grabs a cup of coffee in the break room as we’re passing by. 

“Want a cup, Chief?” He holds the pot up to me.

“No, thanks, Greg. I’ve had enough caffeine this morning.”

He chuckles. “I hear you. I don’t need another cup, but I’m having it anyway.”

He rejoins me in the hallway, and we head to our offices. We stop at my office door and he gives me a slap on the back. 

“Good luck at the budget meeting, Chief. Don’t take no for an answer.”

I arch my brow. “You know me better than that, Simmons. When it comes to our department and our needs, I’m fearless. Catch you later.”

I swing the door open and walk into my office. It’s time to get started on the paperwork that I let back up for a couple of days. I’ve been spending so much time working with the rookies that I let the office work slide. In my defense, I had to get them onboarded before they went out in the field for the first time with their assigned officers.

I sit down at my desk and turn on the computer monitor. My mind wanders back to all the hours I put in at this screen investigating The Shadow Walker. That was a tough case to crack, but we finally caught him after he slipped through the fingers of the other departments. 

A smile spreads across my face at the thought of it. Not to take anything away from the other police departments, but my officers are tough and determined. Letting him slip through our fingers was not an option. I knew we’d be the ones to catch him, and my officers didn’t disappoint. Pride runs through me each time I think of it.

Okay...I need to stop procrastinating. It’s time to get to work. I need to get this paperwork done before the budget meeting. I’m not sure which task I dislike the most. I love being police chief, but I can honestly say that these are the parts of the job that I hate.
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Marcus
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IT’S THE MIDDLE of August, but summer is showing no sign of letting up just yet. It’s always our hottest month of the season, and September is usually in line with the summer temperatures. 

Today, the month is living up to its reputation of being the hottest. Temperatures are in the upper nineties with high humidity. It’s a good day to be in the air conditioned dance studio working. 

After working on a new routine repeatedly for a half an hour, we decide to take a break and get something cold to drink. I walk over to the mini fridge and grab two bottles of water from inside. Marissa takes a seat at the table as I walk over and hand her a bottle.

“Thanks, sweetie. I’m so thirsty.” She takes it from me and twists off the lid.

“Me, too.” I open the bottle and take a drink, then set it down on the table.

“We almost need a fan in here while we’re working. The air conditioning feels great while it’s running, but when it shuts off and we’re dancing, it’s hot.”

I nod. “I agree. We need cool air circulating at all times.”

“I mentioned something about it to Ruby earlier. Maybe she’ll look into it for us.” She takes a drink of her water, then sets it down on  the table.

Suddenly, the strangest feeling comes over me. It’s almost like a premonition of impending doom. It hits me out of the blue, and I’m not sure why. 

“Marcus...are you okay?” she calls out to me, pulling me from my thoughts.

“Yeah...I’m fine,” I say, moving my eyes to her.

“You spaced out on me there for a moment.”

“I’m sorry, baby. Were you saying something?”

“I just said that I hope Ruby took me seriously about the fan. Is something wrong?”

I reach for my water and take a sip, then set the bottle down on the table. “I don’t know. Probably not. I just suddenly got the strangest feeling.”

She furrows her brow. “What kind of feeling?”

“A feeling of impending danger or doom.”

A worried look spreads across her face. “Oh, no.”

“I’m sure it’s nothing. I wouldn’t worry about it, baby.”

“But I do worry about it, Marcus. You seem to be highly intuitive, and you have a strong connection to the spirit world. Someone who is visited by spirits has a deeper intuition than most. I trust your gut feelings.”

I clear my throat and fold my arms. “I’m not concerned about it, Riss. Maybe the heat is getting to me. The Shadow Walker is behind bars, and everything’s back to normal. I’m not worried about it, and you shouldn’t be either.”

Suddenly, someone knocks on the open door. We turn and see Randy standing in the doorway with a fan in his hand. A sense of relief washes over me.

“Did someone order a fan?” he chuckles.

Marissa gets up from the table and smiles. “Yes. It’s just what we needed.”

He walks in and sets it down on the floor. “I’ll let you set it up where you want it. Rubes said you needed a fan, so I went looking for one. The maintenance man gave it to me.”

She nods. “Perfect. We’ll set it up on the table. It should be pretty steady up there.”

He nods. “Yeah. It’ll be fine there. It does get pretty hot when the air conditioning shuts off. I told Rubes we might have to bring in fans for our offices in this heat.”

I smile. “It probably wouldn’t hurt. It’s too bad the air conditioning doesn’t keep running without shutting off.”

He laughs. “I know, buddy. I think they keep the temperature set so it doesn’t do that. They’re all about saving money and not running up the bills.”

Marissa looks at him and furrows her brow. “Where’s Ruby?”

“She’s in her office...on the phone with Don. I told her I’d drop the fan off to you.”

She nods. “Oh...okay.”

“Riss, have you talked to Robin lately?”

“No. I haven’t talked to her in a while. I’ve been wondering why she doesn’t come to our shows much anymore. Why do you ask, Randy?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. I guess I noticed she doesn’t talk to you on the phone as much lately, and I wondered if you were still friends.”

“I assume we’re still friends. We haven’t talked on the phone in a while, and she hasn’t been to our shows in a long time.”

“She’s been going over to her sister’s house on Saturday evenings during your shows. She said she doesn’t want to get in the way of my work, and that’s the only time she gets to see her sister anymore.” He shrugs at the thought.

Marissa nods. “I understand if she wants to visit her sister. That’s no problem.”

He looks at me, then back at her. “She’s just been acting very strange lately. I don’t know what’s going on with her.”

I furrow my brow. “How so?”

“Like the other day. We were cleaning out the garage, and our neighbor across the street walked over to talk to me in the doorway of the garage. She was inside getting us something to drink and when she came out, she looked mad that he was there talking to me. When he left, she asked what he was doing there, then accused him of being nosy. I thought it was odd. I talk to the guy all the time when I’m outside. He’s a nice guy.”

I arch my brow. “Maybe she just doesn’t like him.”

He throws up his arms. “Who knows? It’s her problem, not mine. I’m certainly not going to stop talking to him just because she doesn’t like him.”

Marissa nods. “I wouldn’t, either. Just because she doesn’t like him doesn’t mean you have to dislike him.”

He points at her and nods. “Exactly. I’d better get back to my office. I’d be more than happy to help you set up the fan before I go, if you’d like.”

I look at it, then at him. “That’s okay. I’ll take care of it. Thanks for getting it for us.”

“No problem, buddy. If you guys need anything else, just let us know. Catch you later.” He turns and walks out of the studio, waving to us as he goes.

I bend over and pick up the fan, then walk over and set it up on the table. It doesn’t wobble, so I think it’s sturdy up there. Grabbing the cord, I walk over and plug it into the wall, then turn it on. A sudden blast of cool air circulates around the area. 

Marissa takes it in and smiles. “Ahh...perfect. That’s just what we needed.”

“Yes, it is. It’s on high, so we should be able to feel it on the dance floor.”

She takes another sip of her water, then starts heading to the dance floor. “Now that we have a fan, we should probably get back to work.”

I take a quick drink of my water, then set the bottle down on the table and join her on the dance floor. The sooner we finish up here, the sooner we can go home.

“Yes, we should. I’d like to finish up early so we can go home and get in the pool.”

She smiles. “I’d like that, too. Let’s get to it.”

She reaches for the remote and starts the music. We take our positions on the floor and begin working on the new routine.
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Hunter
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IT’S A BEAUTIFUL day for a round of golf, even in the heat. Golf has always been one of my passions, and it’s even better when you’re playing with your best friend. After three hours in the blazing sun and scorching heat, we start heading back to the clubhouse to turn in our golf cart and get something cold to drink.

The cool breeze blows through the cart as I drive across the course. The scenery here is beautiful. It’s the prettiest golf course in the city, and well worth the drive to get here. Furthermore, the food and drinks in the clubhouse are second to none.

I pull up behind the clubhouse and turn off the engine. “Here we are, buddy. Are you ready to get something to drink?”

He gets out of the cart and grabs his clubs from the back. “Absolutely. I’m parched. I could go for a soft pretzel with mustard on it, as well.”

I chuckle as I get out of the cart and grab my clubs from the back. “That sounds good...minus the mustard.”

We walk into the clubhouse and I turn the keys to the cart in at the desk, then we wheel our clubs over to a table. We look up at the menu on the wall, trying to decide what to order. The rumble in my tummy tells me I worked up an appetite. I’ll order a snack with my drink.

“That was fun, my friend. I enjoyed our game, even if it was scorching out there.”

“So did I. I’m glad you had the day off and were able to go with me.”

He snickers. “I always have time for you, friend. You know that.”

“Ditto, buddy. Let’s see...I think I’ll get a Coke and one of those soft pretzels.”

He nods. “Good choice. I’m going to get a rootbeer and a chili cheese dog.”

I laugh. “I thought you wanted a soft pretzel with mustard.”

“I did, but that was before I realized how hungry I am. It’s a long time until dinner.”

I nod. “Touché. I guess we’d better go up to the counter and order.”

He chuckles. “I guess so. Too bad they can’t read our minds and bring us what we want.”

I laugh as we get up from the table and head to the counter to order. “Now, that would be nice.”

***
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It feels good to sit and rest in the cool clubhouse, having a cold Coke and a soft pretzel. It was hot on the golf course, and we were both dying of thirst. And apparently, Bill was starving. He chows down on his chili dog and looks around the clubhouse.

“So, are you working on any exciting cases at the moment, buddy?”

He takes a drink of his rootbeer, then shakes his head. “Not at the moment. Things have been pretty quiet. We needed some normalcy after
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