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Chapter 1
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Trust no one! Aunt Helen’s text read.

The humid heat of Sri Lanka had sweat trickling down twenty-two-year-old Phoebe Clay’s back but that text from her great-aunt sent a shiver of icy fear scurrying up her spine. She immediately asked for details. Aunt Helen replied there was a family emergency and begged Phoebe to come home. NOW. Then she warned her not to mention her plea for help to anyone else, not even the family.

Her favorite aunt’s ominous silence after that exchange freaked Phoebe out. She should have called her dad right away, or one of her brothers. Perhaps even braved contacting her mother, but she had shuddered at taking such a dire action. Instead, knowing she and her partner were in a lull in their case, she notified him about a family emergency and hopped on the first plane out of Colombo.

Later that night, still a little bleary-eyed from her twenty-one-hour flight and the shift in time difference, Phoebe texted her aunt. I’m home.

She got out of the Uber, hoping Aunt Helen would come downstairs and let her in. It would save her waking up her parents or her great-grandfather Walter.

After a three-year absence, it felt odd to be back in Harrington Bay, or HB as it was known among the locals. HB was located south of Portland, Oregon, close to the coast. She stood partially shielded by the thick trunk of a white oak as she observed their closed front door. It was past midnight, so the porch light had been switched off. The moon, too, wisely hid on this cloudy spring night that vibrated with tension.

Her phone buzzed. Another text from her aunt. Finally.

Thank God you’re back, Phoebe! I’m already in. Hurry!

Phoebe ran toward her front door while thumbing back the obvious question. In where?

The next text flashed a different address than theirs. She stopped in her tracks, her astonished gaze swinging left, toward the large Victorian house next door.

She fished a flashlight from her travel duffle bag before tucking her kit behind a bush near her front door. She then cautiously headed to the neighboring property.

According to her aunt, Tucker Harrington, a retired army major, had recently returned to the town his ancestors helped build and then brought this house.

Over shoulder-high box hedges, the neighboring home’s exterior appeared to have been painted a new lighter shade. The garden had been tamed since Phoebe left home. It no longer grew wild, appearing tended and landscaped, with fresh dark mulch spread thickly on the beds.

Why was her septuagenarian aunt texting Phoebe from inside Tucker’s house? No porch lights on there either. Tucker was also in his seventies, so he could be asleep. Was her aunt in his bed? Phoebe shook off the unsettling image. Just how close was Aunt Helen to this old dude? Was his grandson home?

A light flickered in one of the downstairs windows. Her phone buzzed. Another text from her aunt. You coming? Head to the right of the front door. Don’t wake Tucker!

It was the longest note Phoebe had received since Aunt Helen first mentioned this family emergency. It set her alarm bells ringing. Was her aunt in trouble over there? If so, Phoebe had arrived in HB just in time.

She shut off the ringer and stuffed her phone into her pocket and headed toward the target location. Her pace automatically altered into a cat-like prowl.

She arrived as her aunt raised a window. With her pale face and neck greased black, Aunt Helen resembled a burglar more than a femme fatale. Tall, spry, with white hair in loose curls, glasses sliding down her greasy nose, and dressed in black fatigues, Aunt Helen could have been Phoebe’s double, except Phoebe’s hair hadn’t turned gray. The night was young.

“What’s going on?” Phoebe whispered, leaning in and scanning the room for threats.

“Tucker’s kidnapped my cat. I’m here to rescue her.”

“Cat?” Phoebe asked in shock. Had she just flown halfway across the world to help her dotty aunt rescue a cat? Her boss would murder her when he found out. Or at least fire her. She wasn’t ready to leave her job. Not yet.

“You coming in?” Aunt Helen asked, holding out her hand as if to help Phoebe crawl in through the window.

“No!” Phoebe said, “but I’ll help you climb out.”

She reached in but her aunt backed away. “I’m not leaving without my Fur-Phoebe.”

She had named her two-year-old feline after Phoebe, saying the independent black and white cat reminded her of her great-niece. A twinge of guilt swirled at the thought. She’d been gone a long time. Perhaps too long.

“If you won’t help me, I’ll find her on my own.” Aunt Helen’s defiant tone suggested she didn’t intend to stay out of trouble this night.

“You’re going to get caught,” Phoebe whispered.

The old lady ignored her and carried on searching the room. With a heavy sigh, Phoebe debated her options. She could wake Tucker and inform him that her aunt was in his house. What if he called the police? Or his grandson did?

What would her mother say if Phoebe allowed her aunt to get arrested? That didn’t bear thinking about. If she helped, her aunt was less likely to get caught. In seconds, Phoebe was in through the window.

“Oh, good,” her aunt said, “you’re going to help.”

Phoebe scanned the leather-and-cigar-scented study with her flashlight and asked, “Will the cat come if you call her?”

“’Course. Here, Fee...bee—”

Phoebe snaked her hand across her aunt’s mouth and checked to see if they’d been heard. The room remained silent and empty. “I’ll call.”

Although they resembled each other in stature and features, Phoebe had thankfully not inherited her aunt’s voice. Helen Clay, on her best day, sounded like a rusty hinge.

In comparison, Phoebe’s soft voice was a pliable tool she used to blend into the background and avoid detection. “Here, Phoebe, come here, kitty.”

“How do you expect her to hear that?” Her aunt slithered out of Phoebe’s hold. “I can barely hear you.”

“Any louder and Mom will hear us next door,” Phoebe whispered. She was only half kidding. Her mother had great hearing. Some might even say uncanny. Considering the noise her aunt was making, she wouldn’t be surprised if the police arrived soon, never mind her mother.

“You worry about every piddly detail. All that matters is that Tucker not hear us. He should be asleep. Also, he takes off his hearing aid when he turns in.”

“How do you know that?” Phoebe asked with suspicion.

“He told me.”

Something in her aunt’s tone further alerted Phoebe. “How close are you two?”

“Shhh. I think I hear my cat.”

She doubted her aunt heard a thing. It was an attempt to avoid answering her question.

“What about Morgan, his grandson? Does he take out his hearing aid, too?” she asked with layered sarcasm.

“He’s out on a hot date.”

That was a relief but her aunt sounded derisive. She thought the old lady was fond of her new young neighbor; she talked about him enough. A lawyer. A volunteer firefighter. An all-around good guy. So, not surprising he was taken. She shrugged off her aunt’s disdain toward her young neighbor having a night out on the town for a later conversation.

They quickly finished searching this study before going on to the dining and living rooms, a half bath, then finally the kitchen and pantry. There was no sign of any feline. Not even a can of cat food in the cupboards.

All the while, like a loud grandfather clock, time sped by. Tick. Tock. Tick. Tock. 

The only room left on this floor was the library. Phoebe eased opened the door and peered in. Empty. Her aunt pushed her aside and went in. She followed with resignation, pausing by an end table. Phoebe picked up a framed photograph there and shone her light on it.

“That’s Tucker and his boy,” Aunt Helen said, leaning over her shoulder.

Aunt Helen had said little about Tucker in her texts other than that the elderly man had retired from the army, was fastidious in his manners and took pains to annoy her.

The elder Harrington had a stern face, trim gray mustache and matching short-cropped hair. He had a certain remoteness about him. Not someone she easily pictured cozying up to her extroverted great-aunt. Nor could she picture him stooping to steal a cat.

Poison it maybe, but why take it? For her aunt’s sake, she hoped little Phoebe was still alive. “You’re certain Tucker is a cat thief?”

“Yes!” Aunt Helen said with emphasis. “He’s never liked my baby. Said I paid too much attention to my sweet darling. Imagine that! Pay too much attention? He knows nothing of cats.” Her aunt pointed to the younger Harrington. “Told you he’d be worth your time.”

Morgan’s expression was softer. She put him in his late twenties. He had strong features, was clean shaven with dark hair. His troubled gaze was aimed toward the older man on his left rather than at the camera. In one glance, she guessed he was devoted to his grandfather.

Her aunt carried on checking the room and Phoebe reluctantly returned the frame to the table and got back to the job at hand. They looked into cupboards and inside cabinets but found nary a sign of an imprisoned or napping cat.

Though she was as diligent as her aunt in searching the room, Phoebe’s mind kept returning to the Harrington men, especially the younger one.

Her aunt had said that Morgan lost his parents in a car accident when he turned nine. An impressionable age for such a tragic loss. He’d been brought up by his grandfather ever since. What she’d learned about him had made her long to meet him one day. Hopefully, it wouldn’t be from behind bars. “Your cat’s not here, Aunt Helen. Let’s leave before Tucker wakes up."

“Tucker might have locked up my baby in the basement. He’s allergic to cat hair.”

“What? Exactly how well do you know this man?”

“The worst of enemies are often the closest of friends.”

Her aunt hurried out of the room before Phoebe could question her further. She caught up to the cryptic old lady as she was heading down the stairs. The front door suddenly burst open and lights came on.

“This is the police,” a woman shouted. “Drop your weapons and put your hands up.”

Phoebe muttered an unladylike curse and complied. Her flashlight clanged as it thumped on the carpeted foyer and rolled against her boot. Aunt Helen, a step below, hesitated.

“Do it.” The last thing Phoebe needed was for her great-aunt to get gunned down as she made a run for the basement.

Aunt Helen reluctantly came upstairs, arms also raised.

What a homecoming.

The plainclothes policewoman approached closer, holding out a badge and pointing her revolver. Phoebe could have plucked that gun from her hand but her aunt getting hurt in any ensuing struggle squashed the idea. A tall young man in a black leather coat came inside next, out of the darkness.

Phoebe’s eyes widened in appreciation of “Tucker’s boy.” Her aunt was correct about one thing. He was definitely worth a second glance.

* * *
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MORGAN WATCHED IN ASTONISHMENT as the two intruders followed Janet’s order.

They’d been out clubbing and he was about to drive Janet home when his grandfather’s text came through.

Someone’s broken into the house. Hurry back.

Dread had resounded in Morgan’s heart as long-buried memories of overhearing the police informing his babysitter about his parents’ deaths returned with a fury. He'd jumped into his truck, and Janet joined him, slamming her door shut as he did a U-turn and headed home double quick.

Ignoring speed limits, he’d quietly prayed, Stay alive, Gramps. Please. I’m coming.

Janet had sat quietly beside him, reading the text on his phone. She hadn’t even complained about his driving. She had simply, calmly, called for backup to meet them at Tucker’s house. There were advantages to dating a cop. He planned to remind Tucker of that the next time his grandfather disparaged her.

She now efficiently frisked the two female culprits and read them their rights. Then astonishment struck him. Those white curls on one of them looked familiar. Could the elderly criminal be Helen Clay? No! Could it? Why would she break in here? She was welcome anytime. Was this some sort of joke? About to speak, he held his tongue. Frightening his grandfather wasn’t funny.

The younger thief was as tall and slender as Helen. Her movements were graceful and her shiny black hair was pulled into a long straight ponytail from the top of her head. Her black tee shirt hung over dark ripped jeans that molded over her muscled legs before disappearing into sturdy work boots.

Janet's younger captive reminded Morgan of one of his father’s army cadets. No, she was more like a panther. She stood tensed, predatory, as if waiting for an opening to attack. The only incongruity was her glasses that sat over her straight nose, shading a pair of blue eyes.

Who was she and how was she connected with Helen? The only answer came bright and deadly as the firing of a gun.

Phoebe Clay. The estranged daughter of Brenda Clay, his next-door neighbor and good friend.

“Is that necessary?” an elderly male voice asked from the top of the stairs.

Morgan’s gaze flicked up toward his grandfather who was descending the stairs. A wave of relief washed over him. Tonight, unlike before, his prayers had been answered. His grandfather wasn't dead. In fact, Tucker looked better than okay. He didn't seem shaken at all.

“I don’t think they’re carrying,” Tucker said as he reached the ground floor.

“This is police business, Major Harrington,” Janet said. “Let me handle it.”

Morgan hurried over to the poor old guy, wishing he could cuff the would-be thieves himself for frightening Tucker. He couldn’t believe Helen would take part in such a stupid prank. Her great-niece must have talked her into it. As for Phoebe – he took a deep breath, curbing his temper.

When he and his grandfather first moved to town, the Clays had shown them nothing but kindness and watched over them. He would not stand still and allow Phoebe Clay to hurt Helen. He put a hand on his grandfather’s shoulder. “Let Janet handle this, Gramps. Did you get a fright when you heard them break in?”

“I’m fine.” Tucker turned to Janet. “Do you intend to book them for Break and Enter?”

“Will you press charges?” Janet asked.

“Definitely. If you hadn’t come, who knows what they might have done. I hear burglars beat up folks when they break in these days.”

As an army major, Tucker could handle any crisis. Yet, his grandfather wasn’t young anymore, and fears could grow in the strangest places.

“You two got here quickly,” Tucker said.

“Glad to help,” she said.

Sirens sounded outside suggesting police backup had arrived. In no time, Janet left with her prisoners. Over her shoulder, she instructed Morgan to drive Tucker in to the station so he could give his statement.

Once the front door slammed shut, Morgan asked, “Are you up to giving a statement tonight, or would you prefer to go in the morning?”

“Give me a few minutes to change and we can leave,” Tucker said with a grin. “I wouldn’t miss tonight for the world. This is more fun than all my tours in Vietnam rolled together.”

Morgan watched the old guy race up the stairs thinking, Vietnam had been fun?

They got into Morgan's Ford truck and drove to the police station. “Are you sure you’re okay, Gramps?”

“Yup. Helen looked good in black, didn’t you think?”

“You knew it was her?” he asked, surprised.

“Um...not right away, of course, but later, after Janet cuffed them both. I couldn’t miss Helen. Would I have called you if I’d known Helen had broken into my house?”

“Of course not,” Morgan said, suddenly uncertain. “Now you know, do you still intend to press charges?”

Tucker chuckled. “This is the most excitement that woman has had outside of her thrillers. Do her good to see there’s more to life than reading and cats.”

“I’m sure this break-in wasn’t Helen’s idea. The other woman is most likely her niece, Phoebe. She must have talked Helen into this crazy scheme.”

“Think so?” Tucker gave Morgan a wry side-glance.

“Yes. Helen would never try to scare you.”

“Guess you’ve never paid attention to the types of books she reads,” Tucker said. “Those serial killer tales would turn your hair white.”

Morgan sent him a frowning glance before pulling up to the station parking lot.

The large room where Tucker was to make out his report was eerily empty this late at night. Morgan checked his cell phone. Almost two in the morning.

Across the room, Phoebe Clay stood with one arm casually draped across her aunt’s shoulders. Her gaze zeroed in on him as if she sensed his scrutiny.

His pulse jerked to startled attention. He had an irresistible urge to smile back. He quickly sent his gaze on a desperate search for Janet. He’d almost made them official tonight, before his grandfather’s text derailed his plans.
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Chapter 2
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Phoebe couldn’t drag her fascinated gaze from the charming Morgan Harrington who paced beneath the fluorescent lights behind his grandfather’s chair. He didn’t utter a word to either Aunt Helen or her as Tucker wrote out his statement.

Why should he? They had broken into his house. Tucker must have heard them moving about and called his grandson. Either the old man lied about sleeping with his hearing aid off or he hadn’t gone to bed at all. Lucky for him, his grandson had been out with his girlfriend. Unluckily for Phoebe and her aunt, Morgan’s girlfriend turned out to be a police detective.

Janet returned from fetching some forms. On passing Morgan, she wrapped her arm around his waist and gave him a hug. That Public Display of Affection looked possessive.

Aunt Helen snorted. So, her aunt didn’t like Morgan’s girlfriend. Interesting. Could interrupting this date have been the real reason behind tonight’s cat rescue? She couldn’t recall Aunt Helen mentioning that Morgan was seeing someone.

That PDA had serious connotations.

She scanned his tall frame, her gaze resting on his dark hair and long thick lashes over wide-spaced eyes. Despite his current stoic expression, the wrinkles by his mouth hinted at a life where laughter was a friend.

When she caught his eye, she offered a contrite smile.

His frown deepened in reaction.

“If we’d known you were on a hot date, we would have chosen another night,” she said, in jest.

He glanced away, blatantly ignoring her.

“What’s the matter?” she asked, unable to help herself. She had a terrible urge to get a rise out of him. “Cat got your tongue?”

His grandfather didn’t look her way either but he chuckled.

Janet scraped the metal chair across from Phoebe. Once she took her statement, the detective’s sour look suggested she wasn’t buying Phoebe’s missing cat story.

Phoebe sighed. Spoken aloud, her excuse did sound outlandish. Had the cat even been at the house?

Once she was printed and processed, she was taken to her holding cell. Aunt Helen came in shortly after and sat beside her on a bench padded with a stained mattress and stared at the other prisoners sharing their space. Five women were crammed in here with them, all in various stages of undress. HBPD must have done a brothel bust.

She glanced at Aunt Helen to see how she took in the raunchy company. Her face was difficult to read, even with the black grease cleaned off. Her great-aunt hadn’t said a word since they’d been caught. Unusual for this normally feisty lady.

Did the police intend to keep both of them here all night? Phoebe had told the detective the cat-napping scheme was all her idea and she’d dragged her aunt along. Who knew what Aunt Helen had said? If she were anything like her niece, she, too, would have taken all the blame.

Phoebe leaned on her knees and studied her feet. Unlike her silent aunt, Phoebe’s boots were clamoring for her attention.

Hidden in a compartment built into the heel of the right boot was a note written in Tamil, a Sri Lankan dialect. Leaving an assignment unfinished was unprofessional, but this secret in her footwear bordered on the criminal. Yet, she hadn’t been able to bring herself to tell her boss or her partner about her find. Not yet, anyway.

A few days ago, a tip had sent her and her partner, Matt, to the city of Kandy in the central highlands of Sri Lanka to find indications of a Tamil operative conspiring with a western financial backer. A routine mission, like others she’d done in various troubled countries in the past couple of years.

Their informant had given them clear directions to this house. He insisted that somewhere inside was incriminating evidence about a terror network that was once again stirring trouble in this beleaguered country.

Phoebe and Matt had waited until the family who lived there drove away. Then Matt lured the watch dog with meat doctored with a sleeping tablet and locked the large white snoring mutt in the shed. While Matt kept watch outside, Phoebe stole in to find the evidence they sought.

She’d searched every room and finally reached the loft above the kitchen. It was packed with bags of grain and boxes of food supplies. The sound of a car driving up to the house had her crouching in alarm. Surely the family couldn’t be back? Their informant had said the members of this household would be away for several hours. She checked her cell phone. She’d been in here for less than twenty minutes.

Two children ran into the kitchen below through the back door. Their parents followed and Phoebe lay still, trapped in the loft space. She couldn’t leave here without being seen.

She would have to wait them out. Sooner or later they would go to bed and then she could get away. Meanwhile, since she was stuck here, she quietly continued searching. Easing her hands between bags and into boxes, Phoebe absently listened to the chatter below. The large kitchen seemed to be their favorite place to hang out.

Phoebe had studied the Tamil language for this assignment and picked up most of what this family said. Made sense that they spoke this tongue, since the criminals they sought were Tamils. Though this family didn’t strike her as terrorists.

Once they had eaten their meal, the mother settled the children down to read them a bedtime story. It was apparently an ancient tale from Sri Lanka’s past involving rampaging tigers and rogue elephants. The children’s story was easier to follow than their earlier quick chatter.

The little boy sitting on his mother's lap, hugged a ragged stuffed toy and listened with wide-eyed attention. The older girl, who must have been all of six, occasionally screamed as she play-acted scenes with her father. He was doing a credible job of sounding out the animal roles.

Their antics reminded Phoebe of her childhood growing up with three brothers in HB. As the night wore on, long-ignored longings for familial love and companionship crowded the loft space where Phoebe hid.

Just as the mother reached the end of her tale, Phoebe’s hand brushed a piece of paper between two large sacks of rice. Her pulse jerked in triumph, quickly followed by horror that this family may now be in danger. Her stunned glance flew over the open ledge to the drama being played out below. Could these people be the rebels she and Matt sought? It seemed implausible. Surely the father was too good humored?

Slowly, she pulled out the paper and squinted at the note in the dim light. Maybe this was just a lost grocery list? It was written in Tamil.

While Phoebe was good with spoken Tamil, the written words were more of a challenge. She knew enough to tell this wasn’t a grocery list. It was too neatly scripted.

A scream shot her nerves into high alert. Was the girl still play acting? She leaned over the edge to check.

The child was by the window, pointing outside. Phoebe caught sight of Matt running for cover and barking in the distance. The dog must have woken up.

Hefting an iron poker from beside the stove, the father hurried out to check on the intruder. The mother and her children huddled together. Minutes ticked by, and the father didn’t return.

Phoebe wasn’t worried. Matt was an experienced agent; he’d know how to lose a local. Now, if the father had been an actual killer, that might have proven trickier. The fact he grabbed for a poker instead of a gun before going out ruled out that possibility in Phoebe’s mind. She and Matt must have either entered the wrong house or their intel had been mistaken.

Once this night was over, they would laugh about this evening. How the dog had chased Matt. It would be a funny story he’d one day tell his daughter, once she was old enough and he was no longer an agent. If the number of times Matt mentioned how much he missed seeing his baby girl grow up was any indication, he wouldn’t be an agent for long.

Soon, the children below began asking questions.

Who’s outside, Amma? 

What do they want? 

What should we do?

She lost track of some of the words of their dialect, but she couldn’t mistake the fear in their voices. Her compassion for this family blossomed like a lotus opening in the dead of night. Along with those softer emotions surged a fiercely protective instinct to safeguard this Tamil family.

She wanted to race down the ladder and hug them all and tell them not to worry, that she wouldn’t let anything bad happen to them. Only, she couldn’t do that. She shriveled inside at the idea of shoving this family into trouble because of what she had uncovered in their loft.

If this note proved to be damaging, it could potentially bring the entire Sri Lankan and Indian governments down on this family like a hail of coconuts. Phoebe shook her head in denial of that dire outcome. This family couldn’t possibly be the villains of their own story. They were innocent. Weren’t they?

If she hadn’t found the paper, she would have been certain of it. The sheet burned between her fingertips, calling her a fool for believing in fairy tales. Without conscious thought, Phoebe secreted the note into the heel of her boot.

Once the father returned empty-handed, the tension level dropped and the family laughed off the incident. Soon they retired for the night. Phoebe waited until she heard the father’s snores. Only then did she climb down from the loft and, with another piece of doctored meat in her fist, she left that home as silently as she had entered it.

As she and Matt stole away from that Sri Lankan neighborhood, a simple plan wove into place in her mind. She would decipher the note before telling anyone about it. If it proved incriminating, she’d hand it over to Matt so the information could get passed onto Conroy, their boss. Until then, she wanted to ensure no one paid any further attention to that Tamil family.

More alarming than choosing to keep quiet about the note she'd found, was the way she changed thereafter. Her perception felt different. The way she made decisions altered. Worst of all, she was no longer certain that what she had been blissfully doing these past few years was what she wanted to continue to do. Not if it meant that what she did, instead of helping, might end up hurting innocent people.

It explained why she’d so easily succumbed to her great-aunt’s cry for help. She had needed time to think and plan out her future. Before she could make any long-term decisions, however, she had to first deal with her unfinished business. The note was metaphorically drilling a hole through her soul.

Phoebe now glanced at the bars that prevented her from returning to her assignment. What a time to get stuck in jail.

She was entitled to a phone call. Yet, she wasn’t ready to contact Matt or Conroy. So, who could she call?

She cringed at the thought of her mother finding out she was back in town, and in jail, with her great-aunt. This must be what it felt like to be stuck between a rock and hard place.

“Know any good lawyers?” she asked her aunt.

“Best one in town,” Aunt Helen said, finally finding her voice. “Handles all the family business.”

“Did you call him?”

“Didn’t have to.” Her aunt lay back against the concrete wall. “He’s Tucker’s grandson and he’ll get us out when he’s good and ready.”

* * *
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FOR WHAT WAS LEFT OF the night, Morgan slept little and agonized more than Helen probably did about leaving her in jail. Worse, he couldn’t shake the intense sense of excitement he had experienced at discovering Phoebe Clay was back in Harrington Bay. He tossed and turned all night dreaming about her.

By morning, his mind’s illogical obsession with the Clay’s only daughter left him with dark circles and an irritable temper. He wore shades to the police station and snapped at a guard too slow in handing over the Clays’ release papers.

Janet pulled him aside for a talk. “What’re you doing?”

“What does it look like?”

“As if you plan to let those two criminals walk free.”

He never understood her dislike of the Clays. Did she seriously expect him to not help Helen? It was bad enough she’d talked him into leaving the elderly lady here last night, ostensibly to teach her a valuable lesson.

The only one who’d learned anything was him. He now repeated his conclusion after his restless night. “The Clays are my friends. Of course, I’m going to bail Helen and her great-niece out. I’m Helen’s lawyer.”

“How does your grandfather feel about this?”

He shrugged. “He didn’t object when I told him at breakfast.” Tucker had laughed and, unlike with Morgan, there hadn’t been one dark circle under the old man’s gleeful eyes.

She gave an impatient sigh. “I don’t understand him.”

“Get in line.”

She moved closer. “Morgan, what’s the matter?”

“Nothing.”

“I don’t think you need these in here.” She plucked off his sunglasses, tucked them into his breast pocket and straightened his tie. He watched her endearing actions and wondered why his annoyance was rising instead of falling.

In some inexplicable way, the world seemed different this morning. He disliked it. Ever since his parents' deaths, Morgan had been arranging his life to ensure he and those he loved remained safe and secure and undisturbed. Nothing felt safe about or around Phoebe. He was also thoroughly disturbed.

Wanting to recapture his normal life that seemed to be slipping out of his grasp, he drew Janet closer and kissed her, desperate to recover what he’d lost after the elusive Phoebe Clay returned to Harrington Bay. From her brothers’ talks, he’d often wondered if she was a myth.

The kiss did nothing to settle his churning thoughts. Disappointed at still feeling agitated, he ended the embrace.

Janet chuckled, possessively wrapping her arms around his neck. “Guess someone missed me last night, huh?”

She hadn’t noticed the lack of spark in their kiss? A nerve twitched above his left eye. He unwound her arms. “I’d better get them out of there.”

“Do them good to stay longer. Those Clays think they own this town when it was your family that founded it.”

Morgan rubbed his throbbing forehead. “They’re not like that, especially Helen. She’s a sweetheart. I should never have left her here. I don’t know what I was thinking.”

“Thinking straight for a change,” Janet muttered.

He ignored her quip and returned to the guard desk to ask that Helen be brought out alone first.

The moment Helen came out, she gave him a hug. It was tight, cushy and went on non-stop. Helen gave the best hugs.

Relief washed over him at the old lady looking none the worse for her night in jail. If anything, she seemed more alive, her eyes sparkling with interest and her movements quick and energetic. Could his grandfather have been right that Helen was enjoying herself?

“Are you all right?” he asked, still concerned.

“’Course, Morgan.” Helen gave the detective beside him a cool glance. “Hello, Janet.” She turned back to Morgan. “Those women in with us have a right to practice their profession without harassment from the law. You should talk to them, Morgan. Also, why pick on the women instead of the johns? They are the people whom HBPD should have arrested. It’s plain discrimination.”

Beside him, Janet stiffened, so he put a restraining arm around her shoulders, afraid she might insult Helen with a caustic rebuttal. “I’ll think about it,” he said to Helen in a gentle tone. “I’m going to check on your niece. I’ll be right back. Janet will see to your comfort.”

He gave Janet a warning squeeze to indicate he wanted Helen pampered after her harrowing experience.

All the prisoners were awake. Breakfast trays lined the floor outside the bars, the food only half eaten. The prostitutes that Helen mentioned were gathered against the opposite wall from where Phoebe sat. If he didn’t know better, he’d have said those street-hardened women were afraid of her.

One of the women whistled at his approach and a couple moved toward the front bars. They reached out slender arms with brightly painted nails and offered lewd suggestions.

Phoebe remained seated on the cell’s only bench, arms on her thighs, staring at her boots. The uniformed guard accompanying him rapped on the bars. She ignored the signal. The guard shrugged, mouthed “good luck” to Morgan, and left.

“I’d like to speak with you, Ms. Clay,” Morgan said.

She glanced across at him. Her glasses had slid halfway down her nose.

His fingers twitched, wanting to push them up.

“You arranged for Aunt Helen’s release?” she asked.

He nodded.

She studied him with her penetrating gaze for an uncomfortable three heartbeats. Then she lost interest and went back to contemplating her boots

He wanted to shake her. She’d just spent a night in jail. He didn’t say he’d bailed her out along with Helen. So, why didn’t she react? Wasn’t she the least bit like the other Clays? They were both vocal and physical with their affection or frustration. Phoebe didn’t seem to feel anything. For some unfathomable reason, that irritated him.

“I haven’t told your mother you’re here,” he said. “Does she know you’re back in town?”

A blush stole up her cheeks. A hit. Excellent. “If she doesn’t know, why don’t you leave before she finds out?” he asked.

“How do you propose I do that?” she replied.

Good point. He could bail her out but she would need to appear in court for the Break and Enter charge, perhaps be sentenced to time in jail or assigned community service. He had hoped to talk his grandfather into dropping the charges now that he was aware it was Helen and her niece who had broken in. Tucker had refused last night but Morgan had hoped to change his mind by morning. That hadn’t panned out.

Still, his grandfather had a soft spot for Helen. He might relent. If Phoebe refused to apologize or at least appear contrite, that could prove tricky.

“How do you think your father will feel when he learns you’re responsible for his aunt’s arrest?” he asked, hoping to get through to this most difficult Clay. “Haven’t you hurt your mother enough?”

That caught her attention. She approached the bars lightning quick.

Her cellmates prudently retreated to the back wall. He almost shifted away, too. He forced himself to stand his ground and return her direct gaze. She was tall. Came up to just below his eye-level. Her fingers wrapped around the steel bars, anger flaring behind her deep blue eyes.

“How dare you tell me how to treat my mother?” Her whisper was like a rattler’s warning hiss.

“If you care about her,” he said, ignoring the threat, “then be on your best behavior. How long do you plan to hang around Harrington Bay? The longer you stay, the harder it will be for your mother to let you go again. She might get her hopes up that you intend to move back permanently.”

“You seem rather familiar with my mother’s feelings.”

“As would you be if you spent more time at home.” Her eyelids fluttered. Another strike. Her reactions surprised and bothered him. They suggested that she truly cared for her family. Why keep away so long, then?

“I didn’t ask for your opinion,” she said. Her hold on the bars was no longer white-knuckled. She was leaving.

Morgan gently wrapped his fingers around hers, intending to ask her to stay and talk to him. Heat shot up his arms at their touch. Startled, he let go and shook his fingers at his side. “I care about your family.”

“You think I don’t?” Her pupils had dilated but her blue gaze never wavered.

“When did you last visit?”

She blinked rapidly, and that blush reappeared. He watched fascinated as it spread up her throat and cheeks.

“Morgan,” Janet called from down the corridor.

Both he and Phoebe swung toward her. Did he look as guilty as he felt? About what? They’d just been talking.

“Everything all right?” Janet strolled toward him.

He cleared his throat. “Just sorting out a few details. I think Ms. Clay and I understand each other. Don’t we?”

Phoebe frowned, as if she’d become lost in this conversation.

Janet unlocked the cell and slid the door open, inviting the prisoner out with an open arm gesture.

Phoebe stayed put, her gaze glued to Morgan. “You’re bailing me out as well?”

“Your mother would never forgive me if I allowed you to stay longer,” he said.

“My mother wouldn’t care either way, Mr. Harrington,” she said. “Perhaps you don’t know her as well as you think.”

With a puzzled frown he motioned her ahead. Of course, her mother would want her released. Was it possible that Phoebe didn’t realize how loved she was?

A glance back showed Janet standing by the cell.

“Coming?” he asked.
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Chapter 3
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From the backseat of an Uber, Phoebe and her Aunt Helen stared at their family home. Her aunt had called from the station to say they were on their way back. Aunt Helen had wanted to concoct a story that she had driven to Portland to pick up Phoebe at the airport for a surprise visit home. That’s why she’d been out all night.

Phoebe talked her out of it. If they said that, then they’d need a lie about the upcoming court appearance and the subsequent trial. Another lie to cover the sentencing and so on.

“Better to tell the truth and face the...” she began.

“You’ve said that four times.” Aunt Helen interrupted, holding up four fingers. “We’re still sitting in the Uber.”

“I don’t see you hopping out.”

“I’m seventy-seven years old, dear. I don’t hop. I could pretend it was an Alzheimer’s attack and I forgot who I was, and that you came to my rescue.”

Phoebe shot her great-aunt a half-desperate glance. Could that work? Hope settled inside her chest like a long-lost friend. Stealing into Tucker’s place had verged on lunacy.

“We could use it in court, too,” Aunt Helen said, running with the idea.

The driver listening to their conversation grinned at Phoebe through the rear-view.

His mocking glance swung her back toward reality. Time to halt this fantastical reasoning, which was exactly the type of wrong thinking that had got them into trouble in the first place. “No, Aunt. They’d get a doctor to verify you’re fine and then we’d be in a real hornet’s nest.”

“One of your brothers could testify on my behalf.”

“Which one?” she asked, desperately seeking sanity. “The podiatrist, gynecologist, or Dr. David Clay, Junior, the dermatologist?”

“One of their friends is probably a real doctor.”

“Better to tell the truth...,” Phoebe began.

“If you say that once more,” Aunt Helen interrupted when the front door opened and Dr. David Clay, Senior, strode outside.

Phoebe’s heart skipped in joy. It had been three long years since she’d been gifted with one of her father’s smiles or hugs.

He ignored the women in the back seat and bent to speak to the Uber driver through the open passenger window. “Care to come in for a snack? The missus has prepared a feast and it’s all going to waste.”

“Don’t mind if I do.” The driver got out with enthusiasm. The two men then entered the house without a backward glance.

“That’s probably Dad’s way of saying he’s annoyed.”

“Think he lied about the food?” Aunt Helen asked.

“Mom’s a good cook,” Phoebe said in a thoughtful tone. “Does she still bake up a storm when she’s fuming?”

“Yes, she does!” Aunt Helen said. “Also, that horrible breakfast we had in jail should be outlawed.”

The food had been abysmal. Phoebe wondered if Detective Janet ordered it specifically with the Clays in mind.

With a mutual do-or-die nod, she and her aunt scrambled out of the car and sprinted to the door.

Once Phoebe and her Aunt Helen entered their home, the elderly lady stooped and tottered as she moved. Phoebe observed her with fascinated envy. Age had its advantages.

Voices blared from the living room suggesting her entire family had gathered for her homecoming. Her three brothers, their wives and children, Grandfather Walter and even cousin Lenny were present. He’d brought his little sister, Molly. The last time she saw Molly, she’d been three. She was a grown-up seven now. Pleasure spread at seeing her family again, especially Lenny. He had not only been her cousin, but her second-best-friend, too. She carried deep guilt about leaving him behind in HB without a word.

With so many in the room, chances were slim she’d bump into her mother. A large family had its advantages, too.

The moment they noticed her, everyone hushed.

Grandfather Walter reacted first. Using his walker, he rolled and clumped his way to the front of the room, unmindful of whose toes he abused. He paused directly before Phoebe. “About time you returned,” he said. “Or were you hoping I’d be in my grave and you could avoid talking to me?”

His words mirrored her own deep fears and Phoebe grinned at his joke to disguise her pain. The old man seemed weaker. If Aunt Helen hadn’t texted her —. She gave him a heartfelt hug and his wiry arms held her tight. Then her brothers surrounded her, joking and laughing as if she had never left home. Lenny slouched on the sofa with Molly, using her as a shield.

Aunt Helen made a beeline to the coffee table and snacks. She planted herself on the sofa between the Uber driver and Lenny and began to seriously erode the mountain of food.

The barrage of questions began, but Phoebe put everyone off until she had seated Grandfather Walter. Then she sat on the carpeted floor, leaning against his legs. His frail hand came to rest on her hair. With an arm wrapped around his right knee, she stared at her boots willing away happy tears while Aunt Helen relayed the details of their escapade.

“Too bad you got caught before you checked out the basement,” Lenny said, as if he couldn’t help himself. They’d always got into so much trouble as kids. She’d missed him.

Her brothers booed him and called both women “flakes” for even thinking Tucker Harrington would have stolen their cat.

Her father, resting an elbow on the fireplace mantle, listened in silence. He didn’t ask any questions and Phoebe wondered at his somber reaction to her homecoming. Her mother was absent. Probably in the kitchen baking another batch of cookies. She took one and bit into it. It was warm and melted in her mouth. She’d missed these cookies most of all.

“How’d Morgan take the break-in?” her second eldest brother, Michael, asked. “He’s protective of Tucker.”

“Made us stay in jail all night,” Aunt Helen said around a mouthful of croissant.

“Good,” said Derek, Phoebe’s eldest brother. “Hope you two learned something from your experience.”

“Learned never to trust lawyers,” Aunt Helen said. “Phoebe likes him.”

“I doubt I’ll see him again before I leave,” Phoebe said, hoping to discourage her matchmaking aunt. Besides, Morgan was taken.

The room grew silent and she instantly realized her mistake. She’d mentioned leaving.

“He’s invited for dinner tonight,” her mother said from the doorway, holding a plate of steaming cookies.

Phoebe’s heart skipped in acute pleasure at seeing her, though her mother’s frown wasn’t encouraging. Phoebe squashed the impulse to jump up and hug her. Had she done something else wrong? Wait, could her unexpected return have ruined her mother’s table setting?

To lighten the mood, she suggested, “Maybe we can ask Morgan to ditch Janet so I could partner him?”

Like a tennis game, every head turned in her direction.

The Uber driver took that delicate moment to bid everyone goodbye, collected his fare from her father and walked out.

“Morgan’s not your type,” Michael said.

Her other two brothers quickly joined in.

“He’s too down to earth.”

“He’s getting serious about Janet. Isn’t he?”

“Doesn’t matter. Don’t play with him, Phoebe.”

The advice came non-stop. They hadn’t realized she was just joking.

“I only meant, it might alleviate any problems with seating, at dinner. I don’t have designs on the guy. You’re right, he isn’t my type, any more than I’m his. Detective Janet’s welcome to him.”

“You and Morgan make a much better couple,” Aunt Helen said.

Trust her aunt to stoke the fire.

“I agree,” her father said to her surprise. “That’s entirely up to you and him, though. Nothing to do with us.”

“Pleasant to have a lawyer in the family,” Grandfather Walter said, “though I’d prefer a real doctor.”

Phoebe laughed as her brothers groaned. Grandfather Walter had been a general practitioner in his heyday, and he deplored his son becoming an Ear, Nose and Throat man, and each of his grandsons choosing to go into their own specialties.

Glad the tension in the room had finally broken, Phoebe looked for her mother and found her missing. Her shoulders drooped as her happiness dissipated.

* * *
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DRESSED IN A DARK DINNER suit and holding a bouquet of yellow roses, Morgan strode up to the Clay house. He raised his free hand to knock. Then he lowered it before his knuckles contacted wood. Why hesitate? He was sweating for pity’s sake. He loosened his collar beneath the knot of his tie. He was letting his argument with Janet influence his actions.

At lunch, she’d begged out of dinner at the Clays.

“Sure,” he’d said. “I’ll give them your regrets.”

“You’re not still planning on going, are you?”

“Of course. Brenda and David are expecting me.”

“It’ll look odd if you go alone.” Janet said in an irritatingly reasonable tone. “We’re a couple now.”

Were they? A couple? He couldn’t remember them having the “exclusivity” chat. He hadn’t invited her to move in yet. She’d asked him to move into her place often enough but he’d refused to say his grandfather needed looking after. Semi-true and a great excuse until he was ready.

They had lunch at a restaurant near the precinct where Janet worked. He’d crunched his greens that she’d picked as starters – he hated raw veg – and glanced at other couples holding hands across their table. Yesterday, he’d been on the verge of suggesting they become official. He’d even bought a ring. By morning, that slender shoot had withered and died and he’d tucked the ring into his sock drawer.

“Why would you want to go by yourself?” she’d asked, starting to sound annoyed.

He’d taken a deep calming breath. “I visit the Clays all the time,” he’d said, trying to mimic her earlier reasonable tone. “They’re not just my clients, they’re my friends.”

“You might give that Clay creature the wrong idea if you go alone. Phoebe has designs on you.”

Phoebe barely tolerated him. He’d had to goad her to catch her attention in her jail cell. Janet was acting jealous and unreasonable.

Morgan knocked sharply on the Clays’ front door.

Instantly, the door opened. Dr. David Clay, Senior, gave him a long hard stare. The doctor then pushed past Morgan and shut the door behind him. He strode up the walkway until he was halfway to the road and then swung around. With a hand shading his eyes against the setting sun, he examined his house from roofline to doormat that read Welcome Home.

“What’re you looking for?” Morgan asked, curious.

Dr. Clay shrugged and came back to open his door. “People seem to spend an inordinate amount of time staring at my house instead of coming in. Thought I’d check to see what the attraction was. Apparently, nothing unusual.”

Morgan’s ears heated with acute embarrassment. How long had he been standing out here? He resisted the urge to check the time. Despite what he’d said to Janet about the Clays being his friends, David Clay, who was a couple of decades his elder, could easily make him feel like a child of ten, usually in a good way. Not so much this evening.

Since he moved in next door, David had become the father Morgan lost as a child. A mentor who encouraged him to dream big. A friend who never judged him. He loved chatting with this man. He silently followed David into the sitting room, his enthusiasm for dinner resurging. Then another surprise set him back on his heels.

The quiet meal between him and the Clays had morphed into a huge family gathering. Clays packed the room in all sizes and ages. The sight gave him a sense of well-being. He loved this family. He entered the crowded room and felt as if the welcome mat outside spoke the truth and he was home.

Despite the many familiar faces, Phoebe Clay snagged his attention first. She wore a flimsy blue dress that didn’t suit her. She looked feminine, instead of a commando. Also, where were her glasses? She sat on the floor beside her grandfather, her long bare legs tucked under, and eyed his flowers. Her eyebrows rose lazily with sexy curiosity.

He hid the bouquet behind his back. Could Janet be right? Did Phoebe have designs on him? The idea spread a warm wave throughout his body.

“Hi, Morgan,” Brenda Clay said from behind him. She stood in the doorway wearing a navy-blue dress with a spotless pale blue apron with white lettering that said, I’d tell you the recipe, but then I’d have to kill you. She indicated the flowers with a pleased smile. “Those for me?”

“Could be for me,” Helen Clay said sitting on the couch facing him. “You’re not the only eye-catcher in the room.”

Morgan focused on the elderly Clay who was clad in a charming flower-print dress. “Sorry, Helen,” he said, “but these are for the hostess.” He presented the flowers to Brenda with a flourish and bow.

“Nicely done.” Derek Clay, David’s first born, cheered him on with a thumbs-up signal.

“You can learn a thing or two from Morgan about manners,” his wife said from beside him.

“Derek doesn’t have to be polite anymore,” David Junior said to his sister-in-law. “He’s married. Morgan’s still a bachelor and has to practice.” He received a punch on his arm from his wife for his efforts.

“You’re in time for dinner,” Brenda said to Morgan before her sons and their wives could start in on each other. “Sorry Janet couldn’t make it.”

“He can partner Phoebe then,” Grandfather Walter said and reached for his walker.

The Clay men groaned and Walter winked at his great-granddaughter.

Morgan wondered what the joke was.

At the table, Morgan sat beside Phoebe. The square neckline of her dress revealed only a hint of her generous breasts. He restricted his glance to her lovely face, though that, too, proved distracting. He wasn’t sure if he was disappointed or relieved when she didn’t flirt.

Dinner went better than Janet predicted. Phoebe remained silent through most of it but her brothers and their spouses and children more than made up for her lack of conversation. To draw her out, he asked polite questions about her work and life away from Harrington Bay. Each time, it resulted in profound silence as everyone leaned in as if to hear her answer. When she said something non-committal, a collective sigh was released and the conversation turned.

Dinner ended with Morgan seething. Couldn’t she be bothered to be polite to her family? How difficult was it to share a sentence of two about her life?

Everyone returned to the living room to enjoy coffee and dessert. Phoebe excused herself. Her family observed her leave and their spirits seemed to droop when her skirt whisked behind the French doors sliding closed. Morgan set his coffee cup on the end table and excused himself, too. A scrap of fluttering blue led him to the rose garden.

It was a clear night. The full moon lit the spring garden better than a series of lanterns. Still, he almost missed her. She fiddled with a dandelion at the bottom of a rose bush. Not plucking it out, but studying it, as if it held a secret.

“Bad idea to follow me,” she said.

He stopped, startled. He’d walked through a lawn heavy with evening mist and hadn’t expected her to sense his approach. “What are you doing out here?”

She stood and faced him, eye-to-eye. Her dark blue gaze was black in the moonlight. “What is it you want from me, Mr. Harrington?”

“Why do you have such a hard time being yourself with your family?”

She held out her slender arms. “What makes you think this isn’t being myself?”

“Are you ashamed of what you do for a living?” Her bare extended arms looked silky smooth. He returned his gaze to her eyes. Had she done, did, things that society would frown upon? “You family loves you,” he added. “No matter what you’ve done, that won’t change.”

She dropped her arms but one of her hands came to rest on his tie and she fiddled with the knot. Morgan’s breath constricted and he removed her hold but couldn’t seem to let her go. She had long fingers with delicate oval nails neatly trimmed to the quick and covered in clear nail polish. Her fingers weren’t callused, but not soft either. A capable hand attached to the no-nonsense arm of a strong, confident woman. “Phoebe, what do you do for a living?”

Images of her scaling a building, listening to the prick of a safe opening, and wrapping glittering jewels around her fingers flooded his thoughts.

“Nothing for which I need a lawyer,” she said.

“Then why not share a little with your family?”

She pulled away. “At the police station, you said it’s better if I didn’t stay in town. So, why do you now want me to muddy the waters by cozying up to my family?”

He heard pain in her taunting words. His guess at the jail had been correct. Phoebe Clay cared deeply about her family. “You don’t mean that, do you?” he asked. “You really love them.”

Her gaze dropped, as if she worried she’d revealed too much. He tipped her head up but her dark eyes were blank.

“The moonlight is tricky,” she said. “It can make you imagine the most absurd things.”

His gaze was drawn to her full red mouth as she spoke. Of its own accord, his head dipped, as if wanting a taste of those tempting lips.

“Phoebe, Morgan,” Helen Clay called. “Are you there?”

He stepped back, grateful for the interruption. He’d almost kissed her. What could he have been thinking?

A teasing smile played around Phoebe’s lips and her mischievous gaze said she knew exactly what he’d almost done. “I’m here, Aunt Helen.”

The older lady approached the long way around, on the brick-laid pathway.

“Hello, Morgan,” Helen said when she reached their side. “Mind if I steal my niece away? I have a little business to discuss with her.”

“Not cat business, I hope?” he asked.

“Of course not,” she said. “I’ve learned my lesson. We both have, haven’t we, Phoebe?”

Phoebe nodded solemnly, but that devilish light was still in her eyes.

He shook his head. “Why do I even bother? Remember, the court date is on Thursday and any trouble either of you gets into between now and then could cost you dearly.”

“Yes, we know,” Helen said. “Thank you for bailing us out. Sweet of you. I hope your grandfather wasn’t too bothered by our little shenanigan?”

Morgan rolled his eyes and muttering about irresponsible women, he returned to the house. He was now seriously concerned that Janet’s estimation about the Clays’ bent for criminal behavior was about to be proven correct.

* * *
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PHOEBE WATCHED HIM leave, drawn to his lean lithe stride. He had a purpose to his walk, as if he always knew what he should do.

“He’s a nice guy, under his starched collar,” her aunt said.

“Didn’t seem starched to me,” Phoebe replied.

Aunt Helen turned to her with interest. “He kissed you!” she said. “The rascal. I’m proud of him.”

“He didn’t. He might have wanted to though.”

In comfortable silence, they roamed the garden. Phoebe gave her aunt a glance under her lashes. “Why are you not warning me to stay away from him like my brothers?”

“Why would I do that, dear?”

“The general consensus seems to be that I only intend to toy with him.”

“I think Morgan could use a bit of toying with. He’s grown stiff and proper like his grandfather. The army did that to Tucker. In Morgan, it stems from a lack of daring.”

“Harsh, Aunt,” she said. “Don’t you like him?”

“I love him, which is why I know that Morgan needs shaking up. I want what’s best for him, Phoebe, not what’s easiest.”

Phoebe sighed. Getting involved with her certainly wouldn’t be the smoothest course to take. “Being a volunteer firefighter can’t be an easy hobby. He looks fit and having a girlfriend who is a cop should keep him on his toes.”

“He needs someone who will test his complacency,” her aunt said. “Janet caters to him.”

“She won’t have any competition from me, Aunt. I have to get back to work soon.”

“You don’t plan to leave before we find my fur baby, do you?” Aunt Helen asked, sounding alarmed.

The cat! Phoebe had forgotten all about her. “Have you put out any ads in the neighborhood about a missing cat?”

“Yes,” Aunt Helen said, “they’re on every post in the neighborhood and all the shelters in HB have been notified to keep an eye out for a black-and-white stray cat.”

Phoebe put a comforting arm around her aunt. “We’ll find her. I promise.”

“Good. Because I have a new plan.”

Phoebe dropped her arm.
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Chapter 4
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Phoebe spent most of Sunday translating the ‘boot’ note, barely stopping for lunch. Going from Tamil to English was a hard slog but she kept at it until she hit a phrase she couldn’t decipher. She stopped, a headache coming on. Time to call for help. She texted a trusted professor from her university days who was native to Sri Lanka. Receiving an affirmative response to her request for translation, she sent a snapshot of the entire letter, not just the difficult passage, hoping for a second opinion on the bits she’d already worked on. He promised to get back within a day.

She was now ready for a mental distraction. She roamed the house looking for company. Grandfather Walter was having a nap. Aunt Helen was away, likely plotting her next cat-rescue scheme. That didn’t bear thinking about. Her mother was out, too, probably at church. Her dad was trimming his rose bushes, getting ready for a plant show. She was about to offer to assist him when she received a text.

Her cousin Lenny sounded frantic. Busy. Help. #BW.

This was the first time he’d reached out to her since her return. A warm rush of pleasure swept through her at the possibility that she hadn’t destroyed their relationship after all.

During dinner last night, he’d mentioned he was working today at a café called Rosemary and Rue. If this was an SOS, did he want help with customers? What did BW mean? Bring water? Black and white? Ah, a uniform!

The idea of spending time with him appealed more than gardening. She texted back, BTS, for Be There Soon, and raced up to her room to change. She needed to catch up on how Lenny was faring. This would also give her time to consider her next steps as far as her work with Conroy was concerned. Was she truly ready to give up on her exciting life and move back here? What would she do? The only serious work she’d ever really done was espionage. Yet, now she was home, she was reluctant to return to her assignment.

When she was a teen, she, her best friend, Johnny, and Lenny had been inseparable. Memories of her joyful, carefree childhood, however, had been too painful after Johnny's death. Back then, she hadn’t been able to bear the thought of being around Lenny or back home. Oddly, she no longer cringed from spending time with Lenny, or from being back in this town. Perhaps it was a sign she was ready to come home. For good.

Lenny was a few years her elder and had family issues. He used to say he didn’t get along with his dad but never elaborated why. As children, he missed two years of school because he dropped out for a while. Once he returned to high school, he ended up in most of Phoebe’s classes and drawn her and Johnny into one scrape or another. They’d gone skinny-dipping at the local pond and got rashes from poison ivy. The police took them home for throwing rotten eggs at cruisers. He’d even talked them into shoplifting.

She and Lenny discovered they had a natural knack for the art. Not so poor Johnny. She smiled remembering the day store security held Johnny by the back of his collar and shook him until pens and candy fell out of his clothing.

Phoebe Googled directions to Rosemary and Rue and arrived there at what seemed to be a late-afternoon rush.

“You made it,” Lenny gave her a heartfelt hug. “Thanks, Cuz. You’re a life saver.”

She quickly learned that his boss, Rose Devlin, was off with her new hubby, sailing along the Pacific Coast on their honeymoon. Her partner, Sage Tanton, had left town on short notice for a buying trip. She’d asked Lenny to run the café and kitty-sit Rose’s hefty black cat, Mataba, who was on a strict diet.

Lenny handed Phoebe an apron with the store logo and introduced her to Julie. The teenager was baking cookies and brewing teas in a series of teapots in the kitchen-cum-dining room of this house turned store.

She’d been the waitress until Phoebe agreed to sub. “Restroom’s on your right, if you need it,” the girl said.

“Thanks.”

Phoebe and Lenny went back out front. The place was filling up with customers either shopping for herbs lining the shelves on the left or claiming spare seats around small round tables to the right.

Noting Lenny’s harried look as he helped a customer, Phoebe took menus off the counter and, slipping past a full-length skeleton hanging from the ceiling, she dropped the cards at occupied tables.

Lenny had a hollow look about him. It was also strange seeing him doing legitimate work and being earnest about it. He must really want to please the owners.

On her return, her cousin handed her a tray with a tea pot and cups and pointed to a couple seated by the window. “Glad you’re back?”

She nodded absently and took the order over.

Phoebe navigated around the tables heading for the window. Her customers were a vacationing couple from Seattle. She served their tea and was about to leave when the front door chimed.

Morgan and Janet entered the Rosemary and Rue.

He wore a dark suit that hung well on his tall frame. No stubble in view and moist ends of his hair curled over his collar. Beside him, Janet looked lovely in a burgundy shirtdress that accentuated her cleavage. Must be on a date. The two looked the perfect couple, yet something was not right. Hands didn’t touch, bodies didn’t lean toward each other. To her critical eye, they appeared uncomfortable.

As Morgan’s gaze shifted in her direction, she headed for the kitchen, keeping her back to him. Almost kissing her last night and back to dating his girlfriend the next day didn’t sit well with Phoebe. Why did they have to come here? Today?

It didn’t matter. She barged into the kitchen and got in Julie’s way until the teen told her to get back out front.

Morgan and Janet were sitting next to the Seattle couple. She snatched two menus off the counter, pulled out her order pad and pencil, and approached. “Welcome to Rosemary and Rue. What would you like to drink?”

For a split second, his interest spiked, unhidden as they stared at each other. Then he looked away, appearing perfectly composed. Had she imagined his raw desire? No.

“Look what the cat dragged in,” Janet murmured.

Phoebe slowly turned to study the detective. “Perhaps some fresh milk?”

Janet’s eye’s narrowed. “I’ll have black tea, straight. Morgan, what are you having?”

“Would you like to check our tea selection, sir?” Phoebe placed the menus on the table.

He flicked through one of the cards. “I’ll have chai.”

“Excellent choice.” She noted on her pad and left. The skeleton rattled as she brushed by on her way to the kitchen.

Lenny was there, leaning against the kitchen table. He rolled his eyes. “I see the law’s arrived.”

“You hiding out?” she asked. “Like old times? Thought you’d changed.”

Lenny shrugged. “Ever since the detective learned Morgan was defending me, she’s been on my case.”

“Why?”

“Possessive. He’s pretty attached to the Clays, and by extension, me.”

Phoebe’s eyebrow rose in surprise. Did Morgan care for her family more than for Janet? Interesting. She took the tray Julie handed her with every intention of serving and leaving. Janet wasn’t worth getting Lenny into trouble.

The tension at their table had escalated in her absence.

“Morgan, darling, this is where you talked the parole board into placing Lenny, isn’t it? I wonder where he is.”

“It was his choice of arrangement,” Morgan explained, glancing up at Phoebe. “I acted as a go-between. Rose and Sage saved Molly’s life last year. They’ve all grown close since.”

Phoebe nodded, making a mental note to ask Lenny about that later. Good to hear he had made new friends. She took Janet’s menu and the woman slammed her hand over it, startling the nearby Seattle couple.

“Criminal behavior must run your family, huh?”

Releasing the menu, Phoebe straightened. The detective was looking for a fight. That was bad for business and not good for Lenny.

“Janet,” Morgan said in a quieter tone than his date, “if you prefer, we can go elsewhere.”

“No, I want to stay,” Janet said. “I’m enjoying myself. You promised I could pick where we ate. Besides, this is exactly where I want to be, with reformed Lenny making my snack and sweet innocent Phoebe serving.” Janet handed her the menu. “I’ll have a croissant.”

Morgan expelled a heavy sigh. “I’ll have a chocolate chip cookie.” He handed over his menu.

Phoebe left with their orders, fuming. The detective must be good in bed for him to put up with that kind of behavior.

“What’s going on out there?” Lenny whispered past a barely open back door.

Phoebe pushed in, past him. “Apparently, detective Janet doesn’t like either of us.” She handed Julie the order.

He nodded, understanding. A bell tingled. “Someone’s at the register.” With a groan, he went back out front.

“Slow service today, Morgan,” Janet said as Phoebe set their orders down. “You should speak to the management.”

“Sorry for the wait,” Phoebe said.

“We were talking about your mother,” Janet said. “She’s a favorite with Morgan, did you know?”

About to leave, Phoebe hesitated. A mistake, but she couldn't help it.

“I did some checking a while back," Janet continued. "We’d received a call about missing funds at a local charity Brenda managed.”

“Unnecessary.” Morgan’s quiet tone belied his anger.

How could Janet not sense his fury? Because her zealous gaze was fixed on Phoebe.

“Brenda would never be involved in anything underhanded," Morgan finished.

Phoebe wanted to kiss him, right in front of his date.

“Aren’t either of you curious about what I discovered?” Janet asked.

“You discovered nothing,” Phoebe said.

“Exactly,” she replied. “Nothing before she came to HB and married Dr. David Clay. No school records, no income taxes filed, no driver’s license, no change of address, nothing.”

The first thought that crossed Phoebe’s mind was, witness protection. Irrelevant. “What are you implying?”

The detective bit into her croissant and chewed, flinging Phoebe a coy glance. After she swallowed, she said, “I wonder how many unsolved cases can be attributed to the Clay line.”

Phoebe’s eyes narrowed but other than that, she kept her face expressionless. Never reveal your emotions to the enemy. Conroy had been a good teacher. She kept her hands relaxed at her sides. “I’ll leave you to finish your meal.”

Lenny hauled her into the kitchen and then out the back door to a porch overlooking a garden. Dusk was approaching and the grass was wet after a recent shower. A big fat black cat turned startled, a recent kill in her mouth. Mataba? Before the door closed, the feline scampered in with her prize.

“We’ll have to clean up after her,” Phoebe said.

“I’d been wondering what she was supplementing her diet with,” Lenny said. “She’s not been losing weight.”

After the recent cleansing rain, the air smelled of fresh grass and summer blossoms. Phoebe leaned against the railing and glanced up at the tree cover.

Lenny assembled his e-cig. He took a long drag and blew vapor rings through his nose, making Phoebe chuckle. He offered it to her.

Phoebe didn’t smoke anymore. To her mind, the jury was still out on whether the electronic version was any safer. She took his offering, inhaling deeply and exhaling a cloud of vapor. The motion was pleasurable. If she was serious about returning home, though, there had to be changes. She was no longer an impressionable teenager.

When they were young, Lenny had been the trailblazer, leading them into one scrape after another. Phoebe was now ready to take the lead. She disassembled the e-cig, returning it to its case and then tossing it to him.

Grinning, he caught the packet and tucked it into his pocket. “Not like old times, Cuz?”

Phoebe smiled. “Better.”

“You thinking of staying?” He laughed at his question but she heard the hurt beneath his sarcastic words. “I was mad that you hadn’t taken me with you. First Johnny died. Then you left. Life almost hadn’t been worth living.”

“Couldn’t.” She left it at that. How could she explain her need to escape? Wanting to forget not only Johnny but everything and person connected to him. Fighting back tears the memory brought, she glanced toward a patch of green cordoned off into rows of growing herbs. One day, she would make it up to Lenny. To her family. “We should get back in,”

He pointed down the pathway where Morgan approached in long easy strides.

“I’ll cover for you,” Lenny said and disappeared inside.

* * *
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MORGAN SPIED PHOEBE relaxing on the porch railing at the back of the café. She was still here. Profound relief washed over him. After he put Janet into a cab, he had returned to the café to apologize and found Phoebe gone. His first thought was, permanently?

He strode toward her now, climbed the back steps, and only stopped once they were toe-to-toe. “I’m sorry.”

“You’re not the one who needs to apologize,” she said.

“Janet’s gone home. About what happened tonight, we’re having a bit of difficulty, and she blames you.”

“Sounded like she blamed my mother.”

He didn’t want to talk about Brenda Clay or Janet. He wanted to know why this woman leaving him was so upsetting. He knew nothing about Phoebe. She was as flighty as a willow-o-the-wisp. “Do you like your life?”

She blinked as if to take in the abrupt change in topic.

“I ask,” he said, “because you don’t seem happy here.”

“What makes you say that, counsellor?”

He smiled, his tension slipping away at her lighter tone. Such a beautiful woman and she had a sense of humor, too. He held up a hand to list. “Since you’ve returned, you’ve broken into my grandfather’s house, been thrown into jail, are having a never-ending quarrel with your mother, and now you’re hiding out at the back of a café.”

“You think that’s any different from my normal life?” Phoebe’s smile curved her lips up.

His attention dropped to there. Her lips were full and moist, begging to be kissed. “Are you ever lonely?”

“Are you?” she countered.

His gaze snapped back. “Yes.”

His answer surprised him. Yes, he was lonely. Tucker wasn’t sentimental and he’d moved Morgan from base to base through most of his teen years, tearing apart friendships. The Clays were the first true friends he’d made and kept.

“Why haven’t you married Janet, then?” she asked.

He gently brushed her cheek. Because she’s not you.

She shivered and a thrill of pleasure shot up that his simple touch could affect her. “Do you have a lover, Phoebe?”

“Not at the moment,” she whispered.

She smelled of roses and magnolia. He leaned away before temptation took him past his boundaries. He needed to sort out what to do about Janet. He owed her that. She’d been a good friend. “I have to go. Remember your court appearance tomorrow. You should go in. It’s not safe to be out here alone, even in Harrington Bay.”

“Fear can be your greatest ally,” she replied, not budging. “You shouldn’t run from it.”

He left, her odd words echoing in his head. What an intriguing woman. Scaling down the steps, he headed to his truck. Once he was strapped in, instead of heading home, he stared out the windshield. Traffic was leaving the mall. Soon, the dark street emptied of cars and pedestrians. If he sat here much longer, Phoebe and Lenny would close up and come out.

His cell phone rang. Janet. He resisted the urge to shut off the ringer. Too callous. His grandfather wouldn’t approve.

“Yes.”

“Morgan.” Her voice was anxious. “Where are you?”

“I’m about to head home. Tucker and I are riding early tomorrow and I need to prep our gear.”

She was silent. Then she asked, “Are you with her?”

“I apologized on your behalf,” he said.

“It took you this long to say, ‘I’m Sorry’?”

“We can discuss this later.”

“What are you doing, Morgan?” Her voice broke.

“Good night, Janet.”

* * *
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FROM THE WINDOW, PHOEBE observed Morgan drive away. To Janet’s place? He’d thought about it long enough, sitting in his truck, staring into the quiet night. For some reason, the image of him touching the detective as he’d caressed her cheek churned her stomach.

She leaned her forehead against the cool window. What was she doing? She’d come home to help her aunt, as it turned out, to find a missing cat. Heart wrenching, yes. A dangerous crisis, no. Now, instead of rushing back to Sri Lanka, she lingered in Hb, mooning over a stay-at-home lawyer who was afraid of his feelings.

Cashing up, Lenny asked, “What’re you going to do?”

What she wanted to do was to seduce Morgan. Yet, he’d picked Janet. As for the detective, she had her “police line, do not cross” tape wrapped tight around him.

Phoebe circled the tables, giving them a wipe with a cleaning rag. If she stayed, she was bound to meet them as a couple. Encountering them today had almost given her an ulcer. She could leave. One call to Conroy, and she could be on a plane tonight. Tomorrow would see her back at work in Sri Lanka.

She paused behind the chair where Morgan had sat, running her palms along the smooth grain of wood. Remembering the malice in Janet’s eyes, she swung the chair up onto the table, seat down.

If she left, her mother, Aunt Helen, and Lenny would have to deal with Janet alone. When Johnny died, she’d run away because it hurt so much. His death had been hard on Lenny, too, and her leaving had devastated her family. She could no longer deny that. She glanced at Lenny now staring out the window, money bag in hand. His shoulders were drooped and his head hung low. He expected her to bail.

Sensing her regard, Lenny turned. “You’ve decided.”

She nodded. The course of action she contemplated would cause Morgan Harrington a great deal of unease, anger Conroy, who only believed she was home for a quick stop to deal with a family crisis, and likely send her mother into apoplexy. She also had to finish deciphering the piece of paper tucked into her boot heel.

She was confident she could finish that work within a day. The parts she’d translated so far suggested it was nothing more than a long-lost love letter, which gave her comfort that she’d done the right thing in keeping it a secret. Considering her informant’s certainty that a terrorist cell occupied that house, the authorities might have come down hard on that innocent Tamil family before they realized what the letter was all about.

In fact, the heartwarming sentiments expressed in that note had been from a woman to the man she loved. Her eloquent words now prompted Phoebe to say, “I’ve decided to stay.”

“Forever?” Shock spiked his tone.

“For as long as it takes.”

“To do what?”

She held his concerned gaze, to be sure this was what she wanted. Slowly, a mischievous smile stretched her lips. “To cause a little havoc in HB. Want to help?”

“Oh, yeah, Cuz.” Lenny whooped and broke into a dance that involved gyrating legs and pinwheeling arms.
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Chapter 5
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Shortly after daybreak the next day, Morgan brushed down two of the three horses he and his grandfather boarded at this stable located near his grandfather’s cottage by the lake. They were scheduled to ride this morning.

As was Tucker’s custom, he arrived promptly with his gray hair immaculate and mustache neatly trimmed. His shirt collar was stiff as his posture and pressed pants. His only concession for the relaxing nature of their excursion was a button at his neck and no fanciful tie.

Morgan wore jeans, a plaid shirt and a cowboy hat. He patiently observed his granddad adjust his hearing aid; the reason the old man had finally been discharged from the army. Morgan loved that hearing aid. It had signaled an end to the constant travelling that marred his young life.

They mounted and were about to leave when a loud ‘halloo’ startled the horses. By the time they’d quieted them, Helen Clay skidded to a stop in her electric car, jumped out and hurried over to them, waving.

“Morning, Helen.” Tucker straightened and sat at attention on his horse as if his drill sergeant had come for an inspection.

“You two are up early,” Helen said, panting and smiling. “Glad I caught you before you left. I wanted to apologize in person.”

Tucker nodded acceptance but still sat ramrod stiff. “Before the court case? Were you hoping to talk me into dropping the charges?”

“Not at all,” Helen said, with an innocent expression. “You have every right to press charges.”

“In that case, I’ll see you in court,” Tucker said, just as a cloud threw a shadow over them.

Helen and Tucker stared at each other like opponents in a death match.

“Lovely morning,” Morgan said, to lighten the mood. “Would you like to ride with us? I can saddle up the mare.”

“Thank you for the kind offer, Morgan, but no. I just wanted to say Phoebe and I were sorry for any bother we caused.”

“She sent you to apologize for her?” Tucker asked, as if in disapproval.

“She’s resting up. Worked late at the café last night. I’m worried she blames herself for that unfortunate incident over at your place.”

“We both know that’s not true, don’t we?” his grandfather replied, raising a skeptical eyebrow.

Morgan was shocked by Tucker’s accusation.

Helen merely smiled as if she were enjoying their conversational skirmish. “Think you know me that well?”

“Well enough.”

“Bet you can’t guess what I’m going to ask next?” Her head tilted as she gazed up at the major, immovable on his steed.

“Are you going to ask me if I have your cat?”

Helen chuckled. “You don’t know me at all, Tucker Harrington. I was going to ask if you’re free for dinner. Tonight. After the trial. To show my regret at misjudging you. Crazy to think you would steal my cat.”

He gave a non-committal, ‘hrmph’.

“Is that a yes, then?” Helen asked.

“To what?”

“Don’t be coy. To my dinner invite, of course.”

“If you’re not in jail by then, I accept. What time?”

“Eight.” Her glance swerved to Morgan, who’d been watching the byplay in fascination. “You’re welcome to join us.”

His grandfather gave him a swift sideways glare with a barely perceptible shake of his head that suggested Morgan’s answer had better be a firm, No.

Surprised by that silent communication, he said, “Thank you, Helen, but I have to leave town for a couple of days to meet with a new client in Portland. I plan to prepare my notes and pack and head out tonight. Another time?”

With a smile and nod, she left using long purposeful strides to return to where she’d parked her car sideways in the middle of the driveway.

“What do you suppose she’s up to with this invite?” Tucker asked, sounding introspective.

“To apologize?” Morgan suggested.

His grandfather gave him a sour look. “You’re in sad shape today if you can’t see through that ploy. Let’s go.”

They left the stable and headed toward the path leading to the woods out back.

Morgan ducked under a low-lying branch and followed his grandfather up a narrow pathway. First Janet accused the Clays of being criminals. Now Tucker thought Helen had an ulterior motive. Morgan had known Helen and Brenda for three years and they had always behaved in an exemplary, law-abiding manner. It wasn’t until Phoebe came home that trouble arrived. Helen wasn’t leading Phoebe astray; it was the other way around. Wasn’t it?

They reached an area where they could ride abreast.

“You and Janet had a fight,” Tucker said in a firm tone. A statement, not a question.

Tucker might be clueless about Helen, but he apparently knew all about his grandson. “Yes.”

“She’s jealous,” Tucker said, resolutely.

Nothing to argue about there. His grandfather was right.

They entered an open patch between a rock face and a lake and, with a mutual nod, they raced along the edge of the water. Afterwards, they dismounted and walked the horses to cool them off.

Morgan stopped to squat by the lake’s edge and let a handful of water slip through his fingers. “Phoebe’s like no woman I’ve ever met,” he said, returning to their earlier topic. That was why he’d suggested this ride, after all. He wanted Tucker’s advice. “When I’m near her, I can’t think straight. I lose perspective and forget what’s best for me.”

“By best for you...do you mean Janet?” Tucker asked, gazing across the lake.

“A question?” Morgan chuckled and stood. “Not a statement this time.”

“I thought your grandmother was best for me.”

Unusual twist. Tucker rarely talked about his wife. She’d died before Morgan was born. “Do you miss her?”

Tucker shrugged. “Now and then. I cared for her. We had a lot in common, but she wasn’t what was best for me.”

“What do you mean, Gramps?”

“I had just turned thirty when we met. Most of my friends were long married and raising kids. Yet, I wasn’t in love. I began to doubt such an emotion was real. Lust, I understood. Love?” He shook his head as if perplexed.

Morgan gave his grandfather a curious look. He’d never heard his taciturn grandfather say so many words in one string. Personal revelations, in fact.

“When I met your grandmother,” Tucker continued to muse, “we got along. She was pretty. She liked to have fun. She grew to care for me. So, I thought, why not?” He kicked a stone into the water. “Our marriage worked out okay. The army duties kept me busy and away most of the time. Then we had your dad. It was a good life, but I was never in love with Mary. I never woke up with her as my first thought and went to bed with her as the last. She didn’t make my world sparkle.”

“There’s nothing wrong with settling for a good life, Gramps,” Morgan said gently. He didn’t like the idea of his grandfather living with regret. Especially an unnecessary one.

“I wonder sometimes if she could have been happier with someone who made her world sparkle. If I denied her that happiness.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Feeling uncomfortably restless, Morgan collected his horse. His grandfather followed suit. Together they walked up the pathway.

“I want you to consider the consequences before you make a permanent commitment to Janet,” Tucker said. “One you can’t back out of without hurting both of you irreparably. Especially once kids start to arrive.”

“Why are you saying this now?” Morgan asked with exasperation. “I’ve been seeing Janet for months.”

Tucker sent him a cautious glance as if wondering how much to say. Then he sighed and added, “I’ve suspected for a while that she might not be right for you. Too controlling. You didn’t smile when you spoke about her. Then I saw your look when you spotted Phoebe, and I knew Janet was out.”

“She’s not out,” was Morgan’s instant reply, but was she?

“If you’re fantasizing about another woman, it’s time to move on.”

“Phoebe and I have no future, Gramps. We have nothing in common. She doesn’t even like me.”

“That’s not a good enough reason to marry Janet.”

Morgan halted and his horse bumped him from behind. How was it his grandfather could make the most complicated scenario seem simple and straightforward? He was right, though. Carrying on dating Janet while he was falling for someone else was unfair not only to himself, but to her. Yet, he hated ending relationships.

“If you’ve never fallen in love, how did you get to be so wise about the subject?” Morgan asked with a small smile.

“I said I hadn’t been in love with my wife. Not that I’d never fallen in love.”

Surprised, he was about to ask with whom, when he remembered his grandfather’s posture when Helen came over to them at the stables. How he had seemed delighted in the police station at having captured Helen’s undivided attention.

“Ah, is that how it is?” Morgan asked as light dawned. He gave his grandfather a hug, chuckling.

They were trotting toward home when an alarming thought popped up. Could Tucker have kidnapped Helen’s cat? He instantly shook his head. No, of course not. Not this strait-laced army major. Still, Morgan made a mental note to check their basement. Just in case.

Later that day, Morgan arrived for his luncheon appointment with Janet and stopped dead in his tracks. How could he have picked one of her favorite haunts for “the talk?” They’d come here on their first date.

“It’s too busy in there today,” he said. “Let’s try that place across the street.”

“Are you mad?” she asked. “I love it here. You made a reservation, didn’t you?”

He had. “Nope. That pub looks like it might be fun.”

She tugged at his arm, laughing. “Come on, you fool. We’ve been here so often, they’ll find us a table.”

Once they were seated, Janet ordered her usual salad, followed by a ham on rye sandwich, grilled. He spent such an inordinate time on the menu, she snatched it out of his hands and ordered the same for him. He morosely watched the waiter leave. He had wanted to order soup. Why hadn’t he? His inability to order soup was a symptom of the problem with his and Janet’s relationship.

“We can’t avoid this discussion, Morgan,” she said. “I know you’re attracted to that Clay, Phoebe.”

He tried to utter the words he’d practiced all morning but nothing came out. No soup for you. That old cliché popped up and he struggled to smother a hysterical laugh.

“I understand.” She put her hand over his to stop his fidgeting.

“You do?”

She nodded. “You have an unnatural attachment to the Clays. Like an addiction, if you face it, you can overcome it.”

With a sigh, he pulled away from her touch and glanced around the restaurant. Situated close to the station, this place was packed with cops. Whenever he acted as a public defender, he worked with some of these officers. If Janet made a scene, everyone in the precinct would know. Bad for him, and bad for her.

“I can’t see what you have against the Clays,” he said. “They’re a perfectly ordinary family.”

Janet snorted and his gaze swung back to hers. There was such loathing in her eyes. How had he missed that?

The waiter brought their starters and Morgan took a swallow of his ice-cold beer. The liquid soothed his burning stomach and paved the way for his salad. He crunched the first raw bite and knew he should have asked for a nice warm bowl of soup.

“You’ve gone quiet,” Janet said. “If you don’t want to talk, we don’t have to. Just think about it rationally.”

“Janet, I...”

“No, this isn’t the time for this discussion.” Her hand came up, palm out. Seeing the familiar gesture, he wondered if she had ever directed traffic. “We shouldn’t talk about it anymore...for now.”

He shifted, adjusting in his seat. Her eyes flitted everywhere in the restaurant but toward him. With deep compassion, he gently touched her hand. “I’m sorry.”

“Why?” She finally made eye contact, her tears close to the surface. “What are you sorry for, Morgan?”

He released her. “I’m sorry for hurting you.”

“Then don’t.”

What could he possibly say to make this easier?

“I have no doubts that I love you, Morgan,” she said in a firm tone. “I also understand that you’re not there yet. Sometimes love takes time to grow. It will for you. I’m certain of it. We have a lot in common. We both love the law. We’re stay-at-home types, we like the same movies and books. Please, give our relationship a chance. You owe me that.”

She’d brought up a truth that he’d been unable to, the need for love in their relationship. Janet had more courage than he did. As much as she could admit to loving him so openly, she also deserved to be loved. Completely, without reservation.

He took a deep breath. This was going to be hard. “We’ve known each other a while now, Janet,” he said softly. “If we’re not in love today, we won’t be tomorrow.”

Her head snapped back as if he’d slapped her.

His heart shuddered at the pain in her eyes.

She dropped her napkin on the table and stood. “I have to go to the ladies’ room. Excuse me.”

Morgan stood, too, as she stomped away. He slowly sat back down. Had he actually done that? Torn both his and Janet’s future apart? He’d done what his grandfather had repeatedly made him do to all his school friendships. Ripped them up with each move to a new base. Something he’d sworn never to do as an adult.

After ten long agonizing minutes, he realized Janet wouldn’t be returning. He paid their bill and, to be on the safe side, asked a waitress to check the ladies’ washroom. Janet wasn’t there.

Once outside, he checked along both sides of the street. It was busy with pedestrians and vehicle traffic. A tow truck pulled up. Someone must have double-parked.

Where could she have gone? Back to work? No. She wasn’t in a fit state for that. The tow truck had hooked up a vehicle and was pulling away from the curb. Only then did Morgan realize it was his Ford being towed.

“Wait,” he shouted, waving frantically to the driver. “That’s mine. What’re you doing?”

“Sorry, bud,” the driver said leaning out his window, “you’ve been busted.”

The tow truck pulled away ignoring his calls to stop. The grinning diver saluted him before turning the corner.

A car honked at Morgan to get off the street. He stepped off the road, stunned as the traffic flowed by. He never double parked or broke any laws. He was even careful to never get a parking ticket.

People were bumping into him so he retreated to the edge of a building and leaned back, resting on the wall.

“Morgan!” Brenda Clay hurried toward him. She carried a shopping bag in one hand. Her hair was immaculately styled.

“Hello, Brenda,” he said, glad to see a friend.

“What’s the matter?” she asked.

As with her husband, he could never hide anything from her. “Nothing,” he said. “Not a single thing.”

“Don’t lie to me.”

He tilted his head back and laughed. “I’m not lying. I feel better than I have my whole life.”

“Why?” Brenda appeared suspicious.

On impulse he grabbed her and lifted her off the ground, shopping bag and all. With little regard for her newly styled hair or the people around them, he swung her around, delighted with life.

Brenda ordered him to put her down. With her feet firmly on the ground, she insisted on knowing what happened.

“My car was towed and I’ve broken up with Janet.”

That silenced her.

Seeing her concern, he put a comforting arm around her shoulders. “I caught the name of the towing company before the vehicle turned the corner. I can pick up my vehicle later. As for Janet, this break up is for the best. I shouldn’t have let it go as far as it did.”

“What brought about this sudden revelation?” she asked. “Phoebe?”

He shrugged. “She may have hastened the end process, but it would have surfaced on its own in time.”

“Or you might have married and lived happily ever after,” Brenda said, poignantly.

Morgan shook his head. “I hate to admit it, but I might have married Janet, but we wouldn’t have lived happily ever after. I would have wondered if there was something else out there.”

“What would that be?” she asked, with deep skepticism.

He tucked her arm through his and they strolled down the street. “Someone I could love as much as your David loves you.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]






Chapter 6
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Phoebe woke up to her cell phone buzzing on the bedside table. It was still dark outside. The court case was scheduled for three this afternoon.

The cell buzzed again. She sat up and blindly reached for her phone, switching it on.

A text from her university contact. He had completed the Tamil-to-English translation. Pleased, she switched on the bedside light, put on her glasses and read his interpretation.

His words tracked closely to what she had already translated, making her proud she’d done it correctly. Their near-identical versions also gave her confidence in his work on the phrase that had stumped her. She sat back and released a sigh. She’d done the right thing in keeping this letter a secret.

This meant the letter had nothing to do with her mission. It was simply a love letter. The wife had written to her husband-to-be about her love for him and her hopes for their future. How it ended up in the loft, buried amongst bags of rice, was a mystery.

Profound relief washed over Phoebe that she hadn’t disrupted that family’s life or placed them in unnecessary jeopardy. She texted her thanks to her translator and slid out of bed. Still in sleep shorts and a tee shirt, she padded barefoot over to the window and looked out at the starlit sky. With this last work duty completed, she was free to leave her work behind. Was she truly ready?

Her most recent mission had been an exciting one. For months she and her partner, Matt, had been tracking the whereabouts of a flawless, rich, cornflower-blue sapphire called the Trincomalee Eye. The jewel had been an ancient gift from a Sri Lankan king to an Indian emperor as thank you for helping him with an insurrection. The palm-sized jewel, worth millions, was scheduled to be displayed to the public during a Buddhist ceremony at the end of the month.

Two weeks from now.

Problem was, the stone had been stolen last Christmas and was currently rumored to be on sale on the dark net. The Indian government had yet to admit the Eye was missing and were desperate to recover it. When they heard US backers were about to purchase the Eye from a recently squashed terrorist group in Sri Lanka, they sent an SOS to the US government. Conroy put Phoebe and Matt on the case.

Their latest promising lead drying up had been a huge blow not only to Phoebe and Matt, but to the Indian government, and to Conroy. Her boss had been counting on a successful international mission, and the subsequent increase in good relations between the US and India, to garner a plumb promotion. He hungered for a fiercely contested prize - Assistant Director of Operations of the CIA.

All irrelevant to Phoebe now. What mattered was that the Sri Lankan family was safe, and she was back home to focus on her family. The joy that realization brought cemented her decision to leave the Company.

Recovering the jewel would now fall squarely on Matt’s shoulders. He was a good agent. She had every confidence he could handle the job and find the missing sapphire. If he did, Phoebe was prepared to allow Matt and Conroy to take the credit, despite the months of research and tracking she’d been involved with.

She sent her second text to Matt, suggesting the intel they received about that Sri Lankan family’s involvement with their case was suspect and that their source was worth reviewing. She mentioned the letter she found in the loft that turned out to be nothing more nefarious than a love letter. She suggested someone had tried to use her and Matt. Finding out why might give Matt a new clue as to who truly had stolen the Eye.

She ended with, “Be careful, you’re on your own now.”

There, now she was ready to settle down back home with a clear conscience. Hopefully, her new path would help mend some fences with her cousin, and the rest of her family. As for Morgan, fate would decide if they had a future. She couldn’t imagine Janet giving him up without a fight. In her shoes, Phoebe certainly wouldn’t.

She took a deep breath for courage and thumbed her third and last text on the matter. She contacted Conroy about her intention to retire. She prayed he would let her go on friendly terms. She might need his help with her arraignment, if the court case went south today.

Once she’d sent that last text, her brain froze with panic, as if she’d eaten an ice cream that was too cold. She returned to bed and lay down, waiting for her panic to recede. Next time she woke up, it was past daybreak. She dressed and raced to her parents’ room to confess she was moving back to town, and hopefully to this house, if her family would have her.

At their door, hand raised to knock, she hesitated. Her father would be thrilled, but what if her mother wasn’t? She could move out but she would prefer to stay at home. At least, for a while, until her plans for the future were firmed up. She needed time to think and plan her next move. Exercise always stimulated her brain cells. She lowered her arm and veered her steps toward Grandfather Walter’s room instead.

He was thrilled at her invite to accompany her to the gym. Once there, Phoebe worked on weights while the trainer on staff introduced her great-grandfather to the bums-of-steel workout and washboard abs sit-ups. He valiantly modified his efforts, and ended up being a surprising hit at the recreation center as he shouted out comments like “bunions of steel” and “washboard flab.” Later, the two of them returned home exhausted and ravenous.

After lunch, to get Zen-centered until it was time to go to court, Phoebe shifted aside the coffee table and lay on the carpeted floor to do yoga stretches. Aunt Helen was up in her room with a DO NOT DISTURB sign out. Phoebe was unsure of her mother’s whereabouts. Grandfather Walter circled the room with his walker. 

Her father, who had a rare day off work, was settled in an armchair and had dropped deep into a World War II biography. "Congrats on taking first place in the rose show yesterday, Dad."

He glanced up from his book, looking pleased by the compliment. "The coppery-orange English Tea Rose wins me a lot of prizes."

Phoebe nodded absently. There was a note of pride in his voice, and rightfully so. The Hybrid Tea Rose was one of his best roses and had the most divine scent.

"I hear Brenda's to appear as a character witness for you and Helen today," Grandfather Walter said as he rolled by.

Her father ducked his head behind his book at the turn to this dangerous subject. Phoebe didn’t hold out much hope of her mother showing up in court on her behalf either.

“Watching the door won’t bring your mom in,” Grandfather Walter added.

“What?” Phoebe looked over at him, with one of her legs held straight in the air.

“Watching the door won’t bring her in,” he repeated.

“Who said I was watching the door?” she asked.

“You’ve been checking it ever since we returned. You want to talk to your mother? Go find her.”

Her dad chuckled from behind his book.

“I’m not looking for her.” Involuntarily, her gaze slid to the door.

“Gotcha,” Grandfather Walter said, with a smirk.

The living room door slammed open and everyone jumped in surprise. The walker tilted alarmingly and Phoebe reached out to straighten it.

Her mother stood in the doorway, hair disheveled, cheeks flushed, and eyes sparkling with anger.

Her great-grandfather swore. “You almost scared me to death.”

“Sorry, Walter.” Her mother aimed her irate glare at Phoebe. “Time we talked.”

Phoebe cringed. What had she done now?

Her father stood, tucked his book under his arm and kissed his wife on the cheek. “You look lovely, Brenda. New do? Suits you. I’ve got work to do in the study,” he said and left.

Lucky man.

Grandfather Walter stayed put, eyes wide and curious.

“Outside,” Brenda said to Phoebe and stormed out the French doors.

“That’s it, leave the old man alone,” Grandfather Walter shouted after them. “I’ve got a right to know what’s happening in my own home.”

Phoebe followed her outside and found her mother pacing by the birdbath in the back garden. The area was secluded. Even the stone bath was empty. The birds had vacated the spot, no doubt sensing a storm brewing.

“Morgan just broke up with Janet,” her mother said.

Phoebe barely contained her whoop of joy. She toyed with a branch of cedar, with what she hoped was a “this hedge needs trimming” nonchalance.

“Have you nothing to say?” her mother asked.

“What do you want me to say, Mom?”

“Since you’ve been home, Helen has been arrested and now Morgan’s broken up with his girlfriend. What else have you planned? Walter enrolled in the marathon? Lenny returning to a life of crime?”

Her suggestions were so close to the truth, Phoebe blushed with guilt and then simmered with fury. “Grandfather Walter needed a bit of exercise,” she said. “He gets depressed when he’s too lethargic. Our outing today did him good.”

“Are you accusing us of neglecting him?”

Phoebe cringed. If anyone had done any neglecting, it had been her.

“What are your plans for Lenny?” Her mother paused, and added, “What about his little sister?”

“He’s a grown man,” she said in a cautious tone. As if she would ever hurt Molly. If what she and Lenny planned worked out, it could solidify that child’s future. It would give her a stable home life, one in which Lenny wouldn’t have to worry about where his next paycheck came from. “Lenny can make up his own mind about what he wants or doesn’t want. That’s not what’s upsetting you, though, is it? Morgan Harrington has you hot under the collar. Well, he, too, is capable of deciding for himself who he wants to marry.”

“Marry? Are you planning on marrying Morgan? If you’re serious about Morgan and not simply toying with him, tell me, and I’ll stay out of this.”

Did she want to marry Morgan? Did she plan to sleep with him? She hadn’t even kissed him yet. She didn’t know if she wanted to do any of those things. No, that was a lie. She had every intention of kissing Morgan Harrington. Where that would lead didn’t require her mother’s input.

“I’m not responsible for Morgan’s actions,” Phoebe said in a firm tone. “If that’s all, I need to get back to my stretching exercises.” She turned to leave.

“I’m not done. There’s one more thing.” Her mother waited until Phoebe turned around before she spoke. “At this moment, Morgan is more my son than you are my daughter. Don’t hurt him.” She then brushed by her.

Phoebe’s tears didn’t fall until long after the French doors were slowly and determinedly shut.

* * *
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AT THREE SHARP THAT afternoon, Phoebe stood in the courtroom with Aunt Helen on one side and Morgan on the other. Her aunt wore a dark, long-sleeved top, buttoned from neck to waist, over a straight skirt that covered her knees. Her glasses sat primly on her nose and her short hair was in soft curls.

Phoebe, too, had on a dark suit and wore glasses but her hair was in a high ponytail. They probably looked like a pair of undertakers waiting for mourners to arrive. She should have worn blood-red. That color would have matched her mood. A glance to the other side of the room, showed her mother sitting behind Tucker. Not a good sign, since her mother was ostensibly here to support her aunt and her daughter.

“Do you two realize the seriousness of the charges?” the judge asked.

“Yes, Your Honor,” they both replied.

He nodded.

Once Phoebe and her aunt pleaded guilty, the case ended as quickly as it began. They placed themselves on the mercy of the court and the judge asked if the defence was ready to proceed with a sentencing hearing.

Morgan said they were. 

During that process, there was only one slight hiccup, when the prosecutor asked her, “Ms. Clay, what do you do for a living?”

“I’m in product sourcing,” Phoebe said with a straight face, reciting her cover story. “For shoes. I check out factories around the world.”

Morgan, who’d been checking his notes, looked up with concern. When she’d mentioned to him during their disclosure discussion that she visited exotic countries in search of shoe manufacturers, he’d acted as if her story was far-fetched. 

Her glance flicked toward the judge to gauge his reaction. No snort of disbelief, no arms crossing, no looking away from her in disgust. All things Morgan had done when she gave him her cover story during their private disclosure discussion. Good.

“Where do you live, Ms. Clay?” The prosecutor asked.

“I move around a great deal because of my job. Currently, I’m staying with my parents.”

“You’re here for a visit?” 

“Yes.”

“Then why did you invade Mr. Harrington’s home?”

“I believed he had possession of our missing family pet.”

“What made you think the cat might be there?”

“Gut instinct.” Aunt Helen’s gut instinct. Though, to be fair, while in the Tucker's house, Phoebe, too, had a strong feeling the cat was somewhere nearby. She trusted her instinct. It had led to the solving of many cases. It had also told her that Sri Lankan family whose house she’d invaded was innocent. The letter’s translation proved she’d been right about that.

“Hmmm...this is about the feline called Phoebe?” the prosecutor asked.

“Yes, sir.” She nodded.

“Your aunt broke into Mr. Harrington’s house along with you?”

“Yes.”

Aunt Helen piped up, “I roped Phoebe into coming with me.”

“I don’t believe the court addressed you, Ms. Helen Clay,” the judge said. “Your turn will come, be assured.”

The prosecutor asked Phoebe, “Do you still believe the cat is housed in Mr. Harrington’s abode?”

Phoebe paused, wondering how to answer that honestly. They hadn’t had a chance to search the entire house.

“What my client means to say is,” Morgan piped in, “No, she does not believe the cat is at Mr. Harrington’s house.”

“I object, Your Honor,” the prosecutor said. “I request the defendant be allowed to answer the question herself.”

The judge nodded to Phoebe. “Answer the question, please.”

“No,” she said, quietly. With everyone on the hunt for the cat, likely even Morgan, so, his grandfather could have moved her by now. What other properties did Tucker own in this town?

“Speak up,” the prosecutor said. “Was that a, No, Ms. Clay?”

“What my niece means is that even if my Fur-Phoebe is at Tucker’s place, we have no further active plans to go after her,” Aunt Helen said in a loud voice, standing up, “except maybe psychically. My great-nephew knows a good one whom I plan to consult.”

“Your Honor,” the beleaguered prosecutor pleaded.

Morgan groaned and shot a sit-down look at her Aunt Helen.

The judge sighed and leaned back, pen tapping his bench. “I’m having a hard time believing either of you ladies take the charges against you as seriously as you should,” he said. “Or that you will not make a second attempt to enter Mr. Harrington’s premises without permission.”

“Exactly my point, Your Honor,” the prosecutor said. “I have no further questions.” With a triumphant grin, he returned to his seat.

“Your Honor,” Morgan stood, shelving his plan to call Helen to the stand, “if the court pleases, I have a character witness for both my clients who will testify that this episode was an aberration and certainly will never be repeated. It was the stress of losing their cat that made them act in such a rash manner.”

As Phoebe returned to her seat and her mother passed her. Phoebe took Aunt Helen’s hand in commiseration. She’d brought on this rift between her mother and Aunt Helen.

After Brenda Clay was sworn in, she sat down. Her mother’s expression was resigned.

Phoebe’s pulse beat an anxious rhythm.

Morgan approached her mother. “Mrs. Clay, in your opinion, do you believe Phoebe and Helen Clay would ever again undertake such a foolish action as breaking into Tucker Harrington’s house?”

Her mother finally glanced at Phoebe. As the seconds ticked by, she wondered if her mother would speak at all. It might be for the best if she didn’t.

Phoebe clenched her fists to keep from reaching for her cell phone. It had remained silent all day. No word from Conroy, which was worrisome. Not one thing had gone right since she left Sri Lanka. She glanced at Morgan, her gaze softening. Well, one good thing maybe. Janet was out of the picture.

Her mother’s frowning glance swerved from Phoebe to Morgan, and then settled with resignation on Aunt Helen. “Helen Clay is a law-abiding citizen, Your Honor,” she said. “I have known her for close to thirty-seven years, since the day I met her nephew, my husband. In all that time, I have never known her to do one dishonest act. She was a respected manager of the local theatre costume shop until she retired a handful of years ago. She has lived in Harrington Bay all of her life without a blemish to her name.”

“What of your daughter?” the judge said. “I understand you two have been estranged for a number of years.”

Phoebe held her breath.

“My daughter...,” she began when the courtroom door swung wide, hitting the opposite wall.

Janet strode in. The detective waved a file and introduced herself. “I have something that will shed light on this case, Your Honor.” She pointed at Brenda Clay. “That woman’s testimony cannot be trusted.”

“I object,” Morgan said. “Mrs. Clay is not on trial. She’s a character witness.”

“I concur,” the judge said. “This is not a criminal case, only a judgement on a misdemeanor Break and Enter.”

“One moment, Your Honor.” The prosecutor whispered something to the detective and took the offered folder.

Phoebe sat up. Was Janet trying to discredit her mother’s testimony?

Aunt Helen now covered Phoebe’s clenched fist in a comforting hold. Phoebe breathed, loosening her fists and stretching out her cramped fingers.
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Chapter 7
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Morgan leaned against the witness box. Still sitting there, Brenda Clay placed a hand on his shoulder and squeezed. He gave her a cursory glance. Her confident gaze seemed to suggest he shouldn’t worry. How could he not?

What was Janet thinking? This public display was sure to get back to her boss. She was not only putting Phoebe and Helen’s sentencing in jeopardy, but her own career.

The prosecutor and Janet were arguing in whispers. The man shook his head and offered back her folder. Janet’s face turned several shades darker as she responded, her hands clenched at her sides in impotence.

Morgan straightened, his hopes rising that she had nothing to derail Brenda’s testimony. If she had, the prosecutor wouldn’t be shutting her down.

“Come now,” the judge said, “I have a golf game in twenty minutes. Do you have new evidence to present or not?”

The prosecutor pushed Janet aside. “No, Your Honor.”

“I do!” Janet jabbed her finger toward Brenda Clay. “You must listen to me, Your Honor. Anything that woman says cannot be taken as reliable.”

“That’s enough.” The judge’s voice rang sharp. He ordered the bailiff to escort Janet out and Morgan cringed on her behalf. He had brought her to this sorry state.

Once order was restored, the judge turned to the prosecutor. “Was there any substance to her accusation?”

“No, Your Honor, I would certainly have brought it forward to the court otherwise. It is merely speculation.”

The judge nodded and turned to Brenda Clay. “You were saying?”

“My daughter and I have been estranged,” Brenda said. “Since the death of her best friend, Johnny Williams, she has waged a personal war against crime. That’s all I have to say.”

Her words stunned Morgan. Who was this Johnny Williams character? Why had he never heard of him?

“Counselor?” The judge checked his watch. “Have you any further questions for this witness?”

“No, Your Honor.” Morgan returned to his seat.

The prosecutor stood. “I have no questions for Mrs. Clay either, Your Honor.” He waited for Brenda to return to her seat.

Morgan was surprised his grandfather hadn’t opted to testify, but glad, too.

The prosecutor then said, “I believe the prosecution has proven that the defendants have yet to learn their lessons and are likely to repeat their criminal activities. I, therefore, believe a two thousand dollars fine and six-month community service for Phoebe Clay and a five hundred dollars fine and three-month community service for Helen Clay is a just and fair sentence for their crimes, as stipulated in my written statement to the court.”

Morgan quickly summed up his sentencing submission for why a lighter sentence would be more appropriate, and placed Helen and Phoebe Clay's fate at the mercy of the court. The judge called a short recess while he made his decision.

“Who’s Johnny?” Morgan whispered to Phoebe.

She gave him a sorrow-filled side glance and bit her lower lip, apparently lost for words.

Within ten minutes, the judge returned. Must be getting close to his tee-off time.

At his gesture, the three of them stood.

“Ms. Helen Clay,” the judge said, “I suspect your niece had some influence on your behavior.”

“Nope,” Helen said, in firm protest.

“Please remain silent while I make my decision,” the judge warned. “Your record in this community is long and established. It seems to the court that only since your niece returned that your behavior has become unpredictable. You, therefore, are remanded to attend counseling until such time as the court can be advised that you are capable of making sound decisions and will not be so easily influenced by others.”

He then turned to Phoebe. “You, Ms. Phoebe Clay, are a mystery. Despite the obvious animosity between you and your mother, she speaks highly of your moral character. Yet, considering the influence you’ve had on your aunt, I find that evidence difficult to accept.”

Morgan took hold on her hand and she squeezed back.

“This case is rather unusual,” the judge continued, “since the counselor defending you is the son of your victim. I hold Morgan Harrington in high esteem. I do not believe he is easily influenced by a pretty face.”

The judge then sat up. “I remand you to perform community service. The prosecutor and your defense counselor will come to an agreement on an appropriate activity, which you will undertake for at least three hours a day, three days a week, for three months. At the end of that time, I expect to receive a positive report and to hear of no further incidents. Since you reside next door to Mr. Tucker Harrington’s home, you are forbidden to approach within five feet of his property without his permission.” He banged his gavel. “Court is dismissed.”

Phoebe gave a heavy sigh of relief. Morgan totally reflected that feeling. They exited the courthouse together still holding hands. She didn’t pull away, and that felt amazing. As if she was accepting him into her life. The day suddenly felt brighter. This must be what his grandfather meant when he said falling in love makes your world sparkle.

Phoebe checked her phone, frowned, and then tucked it back into her back pocket. Had she been expecting a call? From whom? Before he could ask, Helen called up from the bottom of the stairs, “Are you coming with us, Phoebe?”

Brenda Clay was waiting beside their vehicle.

Morgan held Phoebe back. “I can give you a ride home,” he said. “There’s something I want to ask you.”

She nodded acceptance and waved off her family.

“Morgan,” Tucker said, coming to stand beside him, “you did a fine job in there."

Morgan would have loved to know what the old man was up to. He had checked the basement for the missing Clay cat. It wasn’t there. “Gramps, you could have made this easier if you’d dropped the charges.”

His grandfather chuckled. “And miss all this fun?” He went down a step and over to face Phoebe. “Hello, young lady.” He held out his hand. “I’m Tucker Harrington. No hard feelings, I hope?”

Phoebe shook his hand. “None, sir.”

Tucker stepped closer and whispered in her ear. He then released her hand and left.

“What did he say?” Morgan asked.

Phoebe shrugged. “He said you should invite me over for dinner one night. You two have a strange relationship. Didn’t he mind that you were representing Aunt Helen and me?”

Morgan led her down the steps toward the car park. “I’m starting to suspect he has a crush on Helen.”

“He has a weird way of showing it, then.”

“The Judge is his golf buddy. If he set a more serious sentence, I’m sure Tucker would have spoken up, at least on Helen’s behalf. He didn’t seem too upset with you either.”

They walked the length of the street toward the parking lot. Morgan knew what he wanted to say but he was tongue-tied, as if he were a teenager wanting to ask a girl out.

Her hand snaked out, grabbed his tie and hauled him closer. Her lips lifted up. Expecting an assault, he was shocked by the tenderness of her kiss. Her lips melted over his and she whispered, “Thank you.”

“Take it home,” a man said behind them.

Morgan jumped apart.

The judge in golfing togs strolled by them on his way to his car.

Phoebe turned a gorgeous rosy hue and Morgan prayed he would disappear. How could he have forgotten where he was? Observing the judge’s retreating back, he said with acute discomfort, “Yes, Your Honor.”

“That’s not what I meant by community service, either,” the judge said as he unlocked his car.

They stood in silence, waiting until he drove away.

“What was it you wanted to ask me?” Phoebe asked.

“Huh?” he replied absently. What if Janet had seen them? Her appearance in court meant she wasn’t ready to let him go. She could be ruthless. His plan to ask Phoebe out was obviously premature. He should wait a few days or maybe a week before taking her out. Give Janet time to cool down. Yet, out of an abundance of caution, what if he waited too long? Who knew when Phoebe would leave town? No, that wasn’t true. She had to be here for at least three more months. The judge’s sentence finally sank in.

Three months. The angels in heaven sang, Hallelujah.

She had to do community service for three months.

She couldn’t leave town for three months.

“Nothing,” he said. “I didn’t need to ask you anything.”

“Seriously?” she said with a frown. “Then why say you did and hold me back?”

“I wanted to make sure you understood the judgement. You can’t leave town for three months.”

She stared at him in silence. “That’s all?”

He smiled with encouragement. “I am looking forward to having you around.”

“You are?” She inched closer.

He glanced around this time before taking her in his arms and spotted Janet parked down the lane, watching them. His throat constricted. He swung Phoebe around and hurried her to his truck.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing.”

“Wow, you send mixed signals. There’s no need to rush me. I’m sorry if our kissing in public embarrassed you.”

He jogged them to his parking spot. “I'm not worried about that. Aren't you in a hurry to tell your father and grandfather about the case’s outcome?”

“Liar. You are embarrassed!” she said in accusation. She slammed into the passenger seat. “Please drop me off at Rosemary and Rue. I have an appointment with Lenny. Aunt Helen can let the rest of my family know how the case went.”

* * *
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SEETHING, PHOEBE NOTED how Morgan seemed more interested in checking his mirrors than talking to her. She checked her surroundings, too, out of habit, but saw nothing out of the ordinary. So, their public kiss embarrassed him? He couldn’t seem to get rid of her fast enough now.

She pulled out her phone. Still no reply from Conroy. She texted Lenny that she was on her way. As an afterthought, she asked him to bring Molly along. Maybe the little girl would cheer her up.

Once they arrived at the café, she leapt out and strode away without giving Morgan a backward glance.

Within minutes, she was in Lenny’s car and the three of them were speeding away from Rosemary and Rue. The tires squealed as if Lenny couldn’t wait to get started on this part of their plan. They were scouting out locations for their new security venture, part of Phoebe's plan to "cause a little havoc" in HB by moving back home, permanently. This plan had the added bonus of giving her and Lenny a chance to work together and maybe mend some fences. Molly was strapped into a car seat in the back, chatting away nine to a dozen about all that had happened in her day. Lenny pointed to his newspaper listing lying by Phoebe’s feet. He’d circled likely locations to check out.

“Sage says Lenny’s going to be sad soon,” Molly said from the back seat.

Phoebe glanced up from scanning the paper and made worried eye-contact with Lenny.

“Sage is psychic,” he explained with a shrug. “That’s how she helped her business partner, Rose, find Molly last year. She gets visions. Scary, but accurate.”

“She said Aunt Phoebe will be sad, too,” Molly said, her eyes wide and curious. “Are you sad now, Aunt Phoebe?”

“No, honey,” Phoebe said, glancing back. “Your brother’s fine, too.” She mentally crossed her heart and promised to make sure he stayed that way. She owed that to both of them. “We’re just anxious about finding a suitable place for our new business. Will you help us pick a good one?”

“’K!” Molly said, happy to have a task.

Phoebe returned to checking over the spots Lenny had circled, but, like an annoying fly, Molly’s comment buzzed around her. She shook it off. She was done with being sad and hurting people. That’s why she was leaving her old job. This plan of theirs would work. She was going to make a lot of people happy by finding the loved ones they’d lost.

Phoebe enjoyed the excitement of the chase and living on the edge. Lenny, too, had that need for uncertainty, and taking risks. The trick had been to find a way to make their ideal lifestyles fit into peaceful HB in a legitimate, non-criminal, manner.

They’d settled on finding missing persons. The work might take them far and wide across the country, perhaps even the world, adding an exciting element to their daily lives. Lenny even came up with a company name: Missing You, Inc.

The city had grown larger while she’d been away. High-rises had sprouted up, traffic was congested and there was a big-city feel about the place that hadn’t been here when she grew up. One after another, they visited the premises Lenny had chosen. Most were fine, some Molly wrinkled her nose at, disliking the smell. None felt right to Phoebe.

By the time they reached the last place on their list, she wondered if she was looking for a way to get out of her decision to move back home. There had been nothing truly wrong with any of the spaces they’d already visited. All had windows and spacious rooms. Could Molly’s words about her and Lenny being sad be influencing her judgement? Or Morgan’s coldness earlier? Probably both.

Lenny looked drained as he parked. This building seemed respectable enough. If it didn’t pan out, they’d have to call it quits and that would be a shame. Lenny had been so excited when they started. Molly was asleep in the back seat.

Lenny carried his napping sister into the two-story building in the heart of HB. Phoebe followed, looking around. She liked this location and there had been ample parking out back. The red brick building was older than others they’d checked and had a comfortable, secure feel about it.

They were guided to a corner suite that had two small rooms with wide, low windows. She imagined the front room with a sofa and coffee table and the back room with a couple of chairs for her clients to sit across from a sturdy work desk and a leather swing chair. There was room for a filing cabinet in the corner and maybe even a hidden safe. She tapped the wall to check the distance between studs. Workable.

She opened a window and leaned out, taking a deep breath of the fresh air. She scanned the surrounding buildings and the four-way lighted crosswalk below to get a good look at who her neighbors might be. The traffic noise was loud but the sound of cars and pedestrians felt comforting.

Still carrying a sound-asleep Molly, Lenny came over and tilted his head across the street. “See that building.”

“Hmm hm.” Phoebe gazed at the high-rise he indicated. It looked like a professional place that would be filled with suited young men and smartly dressed young woman on the rise to fame and fortune. “They must consider us an eye-sore.”

“Yeah,” he said. “That window directly across...guess who works there?”

“Janet?” Phoebe asked, with a wry smile. “Is that her private office where she stashes all her ill-gotten info about the Clays?"

“Close,” Lenny said. “That’s Morgan’s office.”

Nailed it. Phoebe signed the lease papers. As they left the premises, she received a text from Aunt Helen. “She wants to speak to both of us.”

Lenny nodded. "She texted me, too, earlier, asking for Randy and Sage's numbers."

"Randy?" Phoebe said in surprise. Sage she could understand. She probably wanted to consult her about her missing cat. Her aunt wanting to contact one of Lenny's old low-life friends was puzzling. "Why him?"

He shrugged as he tucked a still-sleeping Molly into her car seat and buckled her in. "Guess we'll find out soon."

They dropped his little sister off at the café with Rose, who was home from her honeymoon. Rose adored Molly and had virtually adopted her as her own.

“Now she’s married, Rose will probably have a child of her own soon,” Lenny said as they drove away. “When that happens, Molly and I’ll have to move out. Can’t afford a place quite yet.”

Phoebe sensed he had hopes that if their business took off, it might solve that problem. If her mother threw her out, maybe they could rent an apartment and share the costs.

Back at her place, as they entered the front door, Aunt Helen hurried over. “Oh good, you’re home.” Her aunt gave Phoebe a big hug and then did the same with Lenny. “She’s going to be here for at least three whole months, Lenny. Isn’t that wonderful?”

That was what Morgan had said. Lost in thought, Phoebe took off her jacket. Could he be glad to have her in town, too? Why had he acted so standoffish then? “I doubt Mom’s thrilled,” she said. “She and Morgan would probably prefer it if I spent the three months behind bars.”

Aunt Helen tapped her chin. “Such a silly child you are sometimes. Anyway, doesn’t matter what the others think. We’re going to celebrate. Your parents have gone into town to do some shopping and have a night out. If my nephew gets lucky, they might not be back until morning.”

Phoebe cringed. She didn’t want to contemplate her parents' love life, especially when hers was currently non-existent.

“Can you believe that judge sentencing you to three months of community service?” Aunt Helen asked. “And to suggest I needed counseling. The nerve! Tucker has bad taste in his golfing buddies. I've made tea for us. We have plans to talk over.”

“What plans?” Phoebe asked, dreading the answer.
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Chapter 8

[image: image]


“Lenny mentioned that you’re going into the lost and found business,” Aunt Helen ushered Phoebe and her cousin into the living room. “I have a missing cat case for you.”

Lenny’s face lit up.

“Aunt Helen...” Phoebe began gently.

“This time my plan is foolproof,” her aunt interrupted.

Phoebe groaned and slumped into her father’s favorite armchair. “Didn’t you hear the judge? I’m not allowed within five feet of Tucker’s property without his permission. Do you want me to spend my three-month sentence behind bars?”

The doorbell rang.

“Oh, that will be Randy.” Aunt Helen hurried off to answer the door.

Randy was joining them? That must be why Aunt Helen wanted his number. Why would Lenny agree to this?

As soon as her aunt was out of earshot, Phoebe turned on her cousin. “I can’t believe you’re going along with her on this new cat rescue plan and dragging Randy, of all people, into it. Didn’t you ditch him after high school when he started using?”

“He’s cool.” Lenny took the couch. “With Molly around, I told him to stay clean or he’d be out. He agreed. He attends regular AA meetings now. I trust him, Cuz. Besides...”

“Besides what?” Phoebe asked, horrified he’d taken up with Randy again. Lenny was still on probation.

He avoided eye contact as he murmured, “He was there when I needed him.”

Phoebe sat back, lost for words. Randy had been there after Johnny died, when she hadn’t.

The living room door opened. Lean and rangy, Lenny’s friend entered wearing torn and faded blue jeans, a stained red tee shirt and dirty runners. He looked disreputable and completely untrustworthy.

Phoebe observed him in silence, re-assessing her estimation. In her absence, he’d had Lenny’s back. That was admirable and deserved the benefit of the doubt.

Randy thumped down beside her cousin while Aunt Helen went to fetch the tea. He flashed Phoebe a cautious smile that revealed a gap in his teeth.

Aunt Helen returned carrying the tea tray and a plate of lemon cake slices.

As she poured, Grandfather Walter rolled in on his walker. He wore his favorite blue cardigan hanging open over a white shirt, gray slacks and worn loafers. She really had to get him a new pair of shoes. He took one look at those gathered and chuckled. “Guess I’m not invited to this little tea party.”

“Thought you were sleeping, Dad,” Aunt Helen said, “or we would have invited you. We’re, um, just celebrating Phoebe staying home for three months. Aren’t we, boys?”

“Yup,” Lenny said.

“Huh?” Randy said. “I thought we’re gonna talk about snatching the kitty back?”

Lenny kicked his shin.

“Ow! Why’d you do that for, man?”

“Dad,” Aunt Helen intervened, “he means we’re talking about how Phoebe and I tried to retrieve my cat, which resulted in the court case and now her having to stay here for months.” She took a deep breath, having run out of air.

From his disbelieving look, Grandfather Walter didn’t buy any of it. Lenny buried his face in his hands and Randy reached for a piece of cake.

Phoebe stared at her socked feet. She couldn’t believe her aunt’s words either, or the fact she was about to draw Phoebe into another of her crazy capers.

“Know something daughter?” Grandfather Walter said. “I thought with you being retired and cooped up in your room all day and my grandson poking inside people’s noses and throats, all my good genes got lost in translation. Glad that’s not the case.” He patted Aunt Helen’s head and rolled on out of the room, chuckling. “Don’t disappoint me now,” he added and shut the door behind him.

“Oh, goody,” Aunt Helen said and sent them a gleeful smile, “we have Daddy’s blessing.”

“I can’t believe you’ve fooled Morgan, the judge, and my mother all these years into thinking you’re a meek, law-abiding citizen,” Phoebe said.

“People believe what they want to believe, Phoebe. Rarely does any of it have to do with reality. Now, want to hear my fool-proof plan?”

“No.” She sighed. “But I suppose if I don’t go along, you and these two clowns will carry on without me?”

“Who’re you calling a clown?” Randy asked, icing stuck to his upper lip and his cheeks bulging like a chipmunk.

Phoebe’s glance shifted from Randy to Lenny. Did her cousin seriously consider this man his best friend? Randy was as delinquent as her cousin had been in his youth and obviously grew up learning fewer lessons.

“This time, I’m not going to rely on Tucker Harrington being asleep while we check out his place,” her aunt said.

Aunt Helen was determined to retrieve her cat. Phoebe couldn't really blame her, but why assume Tucker had the feline? “Mr. Harrington doesn’t strike me as the joking or malicious type, Aunt. Are you sure he has your cat?”

“Positive.”

“Why steal her?” Phoebe asked. “What’s his motive?”

“He’s just a mean-hearted devil. He won’t stop until he has reduced his victims to a quivering mass of fear.”

Randy swore, sounding scared. “Does he carry? Maybe those red-headed people on the other side of your place have a cat we can steal instead.”

“Shut up, Randy,” Lenny said. “We only want our cat, not some stranger’s.”

Phoebe sat back, aghast. She couldn’t believe they were having this conversation.

“I’ve asked Tucker out to dinner,” Aunt Helen said.

“You’re going out with him?” The pieces of this puzzle began to fall into place. Especially if what Morgan said about Tucker having a crush on her aunt was true.

“Only for my baby’s sake,” her aunt replied in a pious tone. “I’ll keep Tucker busy for several hours, while you three scour every corner of that house, and find my cat!”

“Major plan, Aunt Helen,” Lenny said with approval.

“Yeah,” Randy agreed. “Maybe after this, we can go into business, like on a regular basis. There’re tons of old geezers what’s hiding good stuff. You could start a dating agency, while Lenny and I do the dirty.”

Lenny lightly smacked Randy on the side of his head. “My aunt’s not going to be pimped out so we can rob people. We’re only doing this to rescue our cat.”

“So, you’re wining and dining Tucker in the name of justice?” Phoebe didn’t believe a word of it. “You like him!”

Her aunt waved her away. “That’s neither here nor there. The point is, he has my Fur-Phoebe.”

There was still something missing. “If he likes you, too, why did he steal your pet and have you arrested?”

“He plays his cards close to his chest,” Aunt Helen said.

“Hate buggers like that,” Randy said. “Always lose to them at poker.” He jumped up and circled his fists through the air. “I’m in. Let’s get him. You go on that date and show him who can play poker, eh, Auntie?”

His three companions gazed up at him with varying degrees of discomfort.

“I mean, Ms. Helen.” Randy sat down, fists lowered.

“What about Morgan?” Phoebe asked, to interject a sense of rationality into this bizarre discussion. “He’s broken up with Janet, so he won’t be out on a hot date this time.”

“No, but Morgan’s going to Portland for a couple of days on business. He’s leaving tonight, so, now’s our best time to find my cat and bring her home.”

That was news to Phoebe. Why hadn’t Morgan mentioned he was leaving town when he drove her from the courthouse today? Her heart sank at the thought that even if he had broken up with Janet, he may not be into Phoebe.

* * *
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IN THE EARLY EVENING, Aunt Helen said she spotted Morgan driving off. Shortly before eight, Phoebe, Lenny and Randy strolled out to the front porch to watch Aunt Helen drive over to pick up Tucker for their date.

They waited a half hour to be sure no one returned to the house, and then Phoebe and her team entered the Harrington home using the same broken window latch she and Aunt Helen used last time. Leaving that window unfixed was sheer carelessness. After they found the cat, Phoebe planned to offer Tucker her services as a security expert. He obviously had no clue about a working thief’s pattern. They often returned to the scene of a previous crime.

Phoebe wasn’t completely convinced yet that the cat was at the Harrington home, but she had promised to find her aunt’s pet. That meant a thorough search.

Once inside, wielding a flashlight like a pro, Randy swept Tucker Harrington’s study from end to end, but kept the light low so it wouldn’t be visible outside. Maybe it had been a good idea to bring him along. Three pairs of eyes were surely better than two.

“We’re going to check the basement first,” she said opening the study door a crack. Her theory was, if Tucker hadn’t bothered to secure the window after their last break in, he might not have moved the cat from its original hiding place.

Satisfied the hall was safe, she motioned to her partners-in-crime to follow. Randy pushed ahead, insisting on taking the lead. Lenny shrugged and followed his friend.

Phoebe took the rear as they headed down the stairs. A loud thunk, followed by a curse and crashing wood was the first indication of trouble.

She hurried past Lenny and discovered Randy sprawled amid fallen chairs and tables. “What’re you doing?”

“What the...” Randy finished with a string of curses.

“Shut up,” Lenny whispered. “You’ll get us caught.”

Randy picked himself off the floor, knocking over several chairs and a small card table. The sound echoed in the empty house. In the darkness, his flashlight twirled on the ground sending flashes in all directions, like a lit disco ball. With impotent fists, he swiped at imaginary enemies and kicked a chair out of his way.

Lenny and Phoebe waited for him to calm down. When Randy held his arms out as if to hold his demons at bay, Phoebe presumed he’d gained control of his temper. She picked up his dropped flashlight and scanned his mess.

“Who would pile chairs and tables at the bottom of the stairs?” Lenny asked.

The same question intrigued her. Who had barricaded the basement? Tucker?

“That mean old man what stole our cat, that’s who,” Randy said, as if reading her mind. “Hope your auntie’s sticking it to him.”

“You could be right.” Why else go to so much trouble to sabotage anyone entering the basement? “Come on. Let’s finish this.”

The basement had several rooms off a long corridor. Phoebe gestured for Lenny to take the rooms on the right. She handed Randy back his flashlight and snagged him by his collar as he made to follow his friend. They were here to find her aunt’s cat and she intended to make sure that light-fingered Randy took nothing else away when they left.

“You’re with me,” she said in a tone with which Randy was wise enough to not argue. “Lenny,” she whispered before her cousin entered an adjacent room, “if you find anything, give a shout.”

“Roger that,” he replied softly, with a thumbs up sign.

His lively face reminded her of all the times when they got into trouble as children, dragging poor Johnny along with them. It had been fun. In fact, the thought of going into business with Lenny gave her a warm fuzzy feeling and a sense of purpose. As if this was what she was meant to do with the rest of her life. Work with, and for the good of, her family.

With a lighter heart, she carried on checking the rooms with Randy. Most were empty storage cells that looked unused in years. With no windows, she felt safe turning on lights.

“Here, Fee...Bee,” she called softly. “Here kitty, kitty.”

“Come to Papa, pussy cat,” Randy called. “I’ve got a nice micey for you.”

They found a dusty wine cellar, a root cellar that smelled moldy, and yet another room packed with crates and boxes.

“No cat,” Randy said.

They’d found everything but a cat. A check down the corridor showed Lenny heading into another room.

The last one they checked was filled with antique furniture, some in good condition. She ran a finger down the back of a studded leather couch. Once the misunderstanding with the cat was cleared up, if she offered Tucker her services at half price, would he part with some of this stuff? She could already picture that couch and round coffee table in her new office. With no cat in sight, they headed back to the stairs and waited for Lenny to finish.

It had been a while since she’d heard him. “Lenny?”

“L...Lenny?” Randy called.

By his stutter, she guessed her cousin’s friend shared her uneasiness. Instincts at full alert, she felt for her gun only to remember she was off duty and unarmed. “Did you see which room he last entered?”

Randy shook his head.

“Wait here.” She headed down the dark corridor.

“Are you freakin’ crazy?” He dogged her footsteps.

They checked each room. No Lenny.

“They’ve got him.” His voice had risen several octaves. Randy spun around in the corridor trying to check in all directions. “They’ll come for us next.”

Phoebe drew him closer by his shirt collar until they were eye-to-eye. “There ... is ... no ... ‘they’,” she said, emphasizing each softly-spoken word. “We’re going to remain calm. Understood?”

He nodded.

There were beads of sweat on his forehead and he stank of fear. A wild animal could have stalked him by scent alone. Once his gaze contacted hers and stayed steady for five seconds, she released him. “Lenny might have gone upstairs. Or into one of the rooms we’ve already covered.”

“We’re not splitting up,” Randy said. “Scary movie rule.”

He stayed stuck to her side like old wallpaper. If he got any closer, she might have to kill him just to get some breathing space. He was right, however, on one point. They had better stay together. She wasn’t prepared to lose Randy, too. Whoever was playing games would not catch her making the same mistake twice. What she’d deemed a Mickey-Mouse operation has turned out to be as exhilarating as one of her missions.

They checked every room in the basement. No Lenny and no cat.

“Let’s get out of here,” Randy said.

“I’m not leaving Lenny behind.”

“He’s gone, I tell you. We’re never going to find him.”

“We haven’t checked upstairs.”

“Yeah, okay. Anything’s better than this creepy hole-in-the-ground basement.”

All the possibilities of what could have happened to Lenny raced through her mind. Perhaps Tucker ditched Aunt Helen and double-backed to play a sick trick.

They were half way up the stairs when Randy whispered. “Aliens.”

“What?”

“Aliens kidnap people. Cut them up to see how their do-dads work.”

She refused to ask him to define ‘do-dads.’ “Lenny was not kidnapped by aliens. Come on, let’s check the kitchen.”

They peered into the large room. It had been modernized and had a gleaming stainless-steel island at the center. Everything looked normal. She opened the walk-in pantry door and searched for a light. The room twisted around one corner.

“You going to be long?” Randy asked, in a shaky voice.

She gave him an impatient look before edging along the shelving. Bending, she stuck her head around the corner to check the rest of the room. Nothing but canned food on shelves. She returned to the kitchen and said, “Study next.”

After shutting the panty door, she stood still.

Randy hadn’t answered.

The kitchen was empty.
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Chapter 9
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Morgan wrapped his hand around Randy’s mouth and the scrawny young man fainted into his arms. It made his abduction quieter. He hefted Randy over his shoulder and silently carried him out of the kitchen.

“When you break the law, expect to pay a price,” he whispered to his unconscious captive as he mounted the stairs.

Randy woke up when Morgan entered the bedroom. He mumbled behind the cloth stuffed in his mouth. It didn’t sound flattering. As he tied up Randy, Morgan glanced at his other prisoner. Lenny took his confinement better. Was he smiling past his gag? His eyes were lively and interested. Not the reaction Morgan hoped for. What would it take to teach him that crime was wrong?

One more capture to go. At the thought of taking down Phoebe, he, too, smiled with anticipation. Despite his normally reserved nature, this cat-and-mouse game was fun. Catching Lenny’s curious gaze, Morgan killed his smile. How was the guy to learn the seriousness of this business if Morgan couldn’t keep a straight face?

“Not a sound out of you two, or you will end up in jail before the night’s over. Understood?”

Lenny nodded without hesitation. After a moment to consider his options, so did Randy, lips down-turned.

The corridor outside Morgan’s bedroom stood empty. He crept along the wall listening for Phoebe’s voice. Why hadn’t she called out for Randy or Lenny? Had she given up? Decided to return home? That would be a pity. No, not his Phoebe. Those two might make a run for it if things got difficult but Phoebe would pursue a problem to its bitter end. He was certain of that. He envisioned tackling her to the floor.

He took the back stairs. Inside the empty kitchen, he opened the pantry door a sliver. Lights were on but no Phoebe.

The hallway to the foyer and main stairs were likewise bare. All quiet. He tiptoed across the wooden floor on socked feet. At the other side of the stairs, the door to the study stood open and a light invited him in. A crackling noise at his back had him spinning around, pulse pounding in fear, but there was no one behind him. He took a calming breath and scooted to the other side of the stairway and waited. No one came. The study door nearby continued to stand open.

Phoebe had to have turned on the light switch after he took Randy upstairs. Was she lying in wait? Had she guessed he had kidnapped her cohorts? Did she have a gun? His heart beat like a fire-bell clapper and his breathing came out quick and shallow. Somehow, she’d turned the tables.

Earlier tonight, when he gazed out his darkened bedroom window in search of Janet lurking on the roadway, Morgan instead spotted Helen pull out of the garage to drive around to his grandfather’s driveway. At the Clay’s place, under the porch light, Lenny had been rocking on the swing. His friend, Randy, leaned against the railing smoking a cigarette. Morgan had warned Lenny to ditch his unsavory friend if he hoped to go straight. Obviously, Lenny had ignored that good advice. Phoebe sat on the steps watching her aunt leave.

Morgan normally had a difficult time interpreting Phoebe’s motives and actions, but those three together had spoken a whole different language. They reminded him of a pack of hyenas gathering for a kill and his hackles had risen.

In stunned contemplation, he wondered if Phoebe would be foolish enough to break a court injunction and invade here a second time? Not on her own perhaps, but he smelled a conspiracy. He stayed hidden behind the curtain and considered his next move. The light wasn’t on in his room, so he doubted they’d seen him.

After spotting Janet earlier that day, Morgan had postponed his appointment with his new client from Portland to next week. His plan had been to make his ex think he was away for a few days, which would give her time to cool down.

However, on the off-chance Janet decided to take her anger out on Phoebe or the other Clays or his gramps, he planned to be close at hand to mitigate her actions.

Even Tucker didn’t know he was back. Morgan had deliberately driven out of Harrington Bay, parked his car at a parking garage and took a bus back to town. He then stole in through the back door so no one watching this place would realize he had returned.

Never in all his planning had he expected the problem cropping up would be phase two of the cat rescue squad.

This was why Helen had asked Tucker out on a date. To distract him, while her impromptu gang searched the house for her cat. She was wilier than he’d believed. At least Tucker was up to her tricks. Was her behavior a product of Phoebe’s influence, or was the real Helen finally showing her colors?

No matter. Phoebe was prohibited from entering Tucker’s premises. Lenny was on parole. As for Randy, he was trouble, plain and simple.

Morgan decided then and there, that if those three miscreants followed their illegal bent and broke in here tonight, he would take the opportunity to scare some sense into them. Time they grew up and realized that life wasn’t a game. Certainly not a fair one. Not if he had anything to do with it.

Yet, somehow, he was no longer the hunter, but the hunted. What happened to his plans to teach Phoebe the error of her ways?

In any case, Phoebe wouldn’t hurt him.

Not intentionally.

Would she?

What did he actually know about her? Janet was suspicious about the whole family. Even gentle Brenda.

He was letting his imagination get carried away if he was listening to Janet’s ravings. If he announced he was here, Phoebe would put away her gun, if she even had a weapon. To do that, he had to admit defeat. He hadn’t been able to teach her a lesson. Instead, she’d taught him to not trifle with her.

Too bad. He’d been looking forward to tackling her.

He stomped up to the study doorway. “It’s over, Phoebe. It’s me, Morgan. I’m sorry if I frightened you.”

He peered around the room from the doorway. No one in sight. He checked behind the open door, the couch, drafting table and around the filing cabinets. He set his flashlight on the desk and knelt to inspect under it. No Phoebe. She wasn’t behind the thick burgundy curtains, either. Now, he was worried.

“Phoebe,” he called. “You’ve proven your point. You’re better at hide and seek. Come out. Come out, wherever you are.”

He checked the hallway and living room, but she wasn’t there. A muffled groan came from downstairs. Had she returned to the basement to look for Lenny? And fallen?

“Phoebe, are you all right?” He raced downstairs in the dark. He’s forgotten his flashlight on the study desk and he’d removed the hall light bulb earlier.

Just as he reached the bottom landing, he crashed into tables and chairs. The pathway Phoebe and the boys had made through his barricade was gone and the furniture had been stacked back across the entrance to the hallway.

He landed heavily. Once he stopped tumbling, shins and elbows smarting, he stayed put. Lying still on the floor seemed the safest thing to do.

A pair of long slender legs encased in dark jeans and black boots came into his line of vision.

“I liked you better in the blue dress,” he said as casually as he could. “It’s a crime to cover up those legs.”

She silently held out her hand.

He swallowed his pride and allowed her to hoist him up. Strong arm. He dusted himself down and gave her a side-glance to gauge her mood, but her expression was hard to read in the semi-dark. “I guess I deserved that.”

“Least I could do for Lenny and his friend,” she said.

“You’re loyal.” He made a mental note about that. He liked the character trait.

“That’s what friendship is all about,” she replied and headed upstairs.

He followed, shins smarting, but he refused to limp.

“Are you going to let Lenny and Randy go?” she asked.

She would let him decide? What a complicated woman. “I have no bones to pick with them.”

“You have one with me?” In the entryway, she turned around as he took the last step up.

“Most definitely.” He stopped a pace away. “You’re my client and you just broke the law. Again.”

A rattling from upstairs suggested at least one of her accomplices had managed to move enough to bang at the door.

“I’ll deal with you after I take care of those two.” He sprinted upstairs, surreptitiously rubbing his throbbing elbow.

Morgan had to push to get his bedroom door open. Randy had wiggled his chair until it leaned against the wood. He must have been trying to reach the doorknob. With his hands tied behind his back, even if he could grip the doorknob, how had he expected to open the door with the chair against it?

Morgan untied Lenny first. “Hope you two learned a lesson about the perils of Break-and-Enter?”

Randy’s muffled snorts interrupted Lenny’s response.

Once Lenny was free, Morgan turned his attention to Randy. He stared at the slender man until he stopped struggling. “Will you behave if I untie you?”

Randy’s eyes flicked to Lenny and by the frantic eyebrow and eye movements, Morgan suspected he was urging his friend to clobber Morgan over the head.

“Look,” Lenny said, “we got caught, fair and square. Morgan’s not calling the cops.” He looked at his neighbor with concern. “Right?”

“Not this time,” Morgan said. “If I catch either of you anywhere near this house again, you’ll both be behind bars before you can say you’re sorry.”

“Fair enough,” Lenny said. “Let him go.”

Morgan gave Randy and Lenny a stern lecture all the way downstairs. He had a feeling his words went in Lenny’s ears and out Randy’s. He placed a gentle hand around Phoebe’s elbow to halt her accompanying them. She raised an eyebrow in inquiry, but stayed put.

Lenny hesitated at the doorway and looked back for permission from his cousin.

“I’ll be fine,” she said. “Talk to you in the morning.”

“Well?” Morgan asked, after his front door shut.

“Well, what?”

“Now you’ve had a chance to search the entire house, do you believe my grandfather didn’t kidnap your aunt’s cat?”

“Not the entire house,” she said.

Together they looked up the stairs and then at each other. Upstairs were the bedrooms. Including his.

“If the cat was upstairs, I would have heard him.” His voice unconsciously lowered several octaves.

“Her,” she corrected.

“Her,” he acceded.

“What about the attic?” she asked.

He turned her around until they faced each other. “There is no attic.”

Her head tipped, and her lashes rose to reveal cornflower-blue eyes that seemed deceptively innocent behind her glasses. “Aunt Helen would expect me to do a thorough reconnaissance.”

If she was suggesting what he thought she suggested, he didn’t want there to be any mistake. His slid his grip around her waist. Her hands entwined behind his neck.

Morgan kissed her. She was as delectable as wine and went straight to his head. He paused to kiss the tip of her nose. “If I showed you the rooms upstairs, will you convince your aunt that her cat isn’t in this house?”

“It would certainly be a sound argument,” she said, breathless.

Morgan led her upstairs. They checked each and every room. He opened his bedroom door last and gestured her in. The chairs Lenny and Randy had occupied were still there, with the ropes and gags scattered like forgotten toys.

His king-sized bed dominated more than when he had been here with the boys. Frolicking with Phoebe beneath its sheets now replaced fantasies of tackling her to the floor. She checked his closet, inside his bathroom, and under the bed.

She straightened and sat on the bed with a sexy smile he would remember to the day he died. “No cat.”

“You realize, don’t you,” he said, keeping eye contact, “that twice now you’ve risked your freedom for your aunt.”

Her gaze lowered. “I’ve been gone a while. That hurt Aunt Helen. We used to be close. Since I’ve been away, she’s never asked me for anything, except to find her cat.” She shrugged. “It was a way to make up for the pain I’d caused by staying away.”

She went the extra distance for family and friends. Obviously, loyalty was high on her list of priorities, yet she’d deliberately alienated herself from those she loved. What had made her leave home, and then to stay away? She was only legally bound here for three months. Morgan wanted more than tonight with her. He wanted her forever.

He sat on the bed and loosened her hair from the band holding it up. “You’re not supposed to be in this house at all.”

“I won’t tell, if you won’t.” She shook her head, letting her hair fall like silk around her shoulders.

Provocative. Did she see their relationship as a game? It wasn’t one for him. Would she miss him once she left town? Would she remember their time together with fondness or forget all about him?

“If we made love,” he asked in a joking tone, though he was dead serious, “would you regret it in the morning?”

“Only if your grandfather walked in on us.”

She always made him smile when he was at his most maudlin state. He was going to miss her so much if she decided to leave. Yet, that would be better than to never have met her. He placed her glasses on the bedside table and leaned in to brush his face against hers. She smelled like cinnamon and sugar. He nibbled her ear lobe. He wanted to take this slowly but had a feeling that with Phoebe, everything would move at warp speed. He tugged at her shirt tucked into her jeans.

“What about you?” she asked, stroking his cheek.

“What about me?”

“Will you be okay with us in the morning?”

He wouldn’t be okay with her leaving after they made love. He wouldn’t be okay if she left Harrington Bay after her community service was up. He wouldn’t be okay if she refused to marry him, raise their children and grow old together.

“Is it Janet?” she asked at his silent regard.

He gave her a startled look. “Janet?”

“It’s only been a few days since you broke up.”

He shook his head. “That was over before it began.”

“What do you mean?”

“I wasn’t in love.”

“Then why stay? She was serious.”

Morgan couldn’t lie to Phoebe. He didn’t want theirs to be a second-rate relationship. He wanted the moon, the stars and the universe exploding. He wanted their world to sparkle.

He took a deep breath. “If I broke it off, not only would I have lost her friendship, but of all our mutual friends as well.”

She nodded, in understanding. “Friendships are important. What made you finally end it?”

“Something my grandfather said. That she deserved the right to have a man who was in love with her.”

Phoebe smiled. “A very wise man.”

“Your mother said you lost a friend once.” Was she ready to speak about that pain? “Johnny?”

She didn’t move a muscle. Had he crossed a “no-go” line? Had this Johnny been her lover? Then he died? To feel so strongly, she must still love him.

“You don’t have to say anything,” he said, tucking her hair behind her ear. She wasn’t ready to open up yet. That meant she wasn’t ready for a serious relationship with him. “You’re right. Tucker might return any minute.”

“Johnny died when I was nineteen,” Phoebe said.

Morgan’s heart melted at the deep pain in her voice. He pulled her close. She was trembling. He would have done anything to take away her sense of loss. “I’m sorry.”

“He was my best friend,” she whispered. “He was gunned down.”

“That’s terrible,” Morgan said, shocked.

“Wrong place, wrong time. The shooting was a personal vendetta against someone else who was there, and Johnny happened to get in the way. If I’d been there, those bullets might not have hit him.”

“They might have hit you instead,” Morgan said confused by her reasoning. He leaned back to peer into her troubled eyes, trying to understand.

“He would still be alive,” Phoebe said in earnest.

“And you might be dead.” He pictured Phoebe throwing herself in front of her friend and shuddered. He rubbed her back and she leaned into his touch.

Bit by bit, he was getting to know this intriguing woman. “That’s why loyalty is so important, isn’t it? You feel you let Johnny down.”

Phoebe took a deep shaky breath. “I did.”

“What happened?”

“I was in the middle of exams. He wanted me to be with him for support but I was busy studying.”

The ringing of his cell phone startled them both.

“It doesn’t matter,” Morgan said. “They can call back.”

“It might be an emergency or your grandfather.” She shrugged. “I left my cell charging in my room, so it could even be Aunt Helen. Maybe they had car trouble.”

Reluctantly, he reached for his cell while she retrieved her glasses. Then, he handed the phone to her. “It’s for you. It’s Brenda. Seems Lenny told her you were here.”

Phoebe hesitated before accepting the phone and then held it out and hit the speaker key. “Hi, Mom.”

“Come home,” her mother said. “Now!”

“Why?” she asked, rolling her eyes.

“Your boss just arrived looking for you.”

The loud click as her mother disconnected echoed in the quiet bedroom.
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Chapter 10
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Phoebe handed back Morgan’s cell, questions running rampant. Why was Conroy here? Had something happened to her partner, Matt?

“I have to go.” She headed for the door, tucking her shirt in and pulling her hair into a band.

“Why is your boss over at your house so late?” Morgan asked, following her with a frown. “What do you really do for a living?”

She hesitated at the doorway and glanced at him.

“Would you like me to come with you?” he asked.

“No. I’ll call you later, Morgan. Sorry about tonight.”

Not waiting for his reply, she raced out of his room, down the stairs and out the front door. Phoebe burst into her living room and halted at sight of Conroy beside her parents and Grandfather Walter. It was a startling scene. Her parents appeared stiff and uncomfortable with their unexpected guest.

“Ready to return to work yet, pet?” Conroy asked with a wide cheerful smile. He was a large-set man in a business suit. Yet, he reminded her of John Wayne, minus the cowboy hat.

“She can’t.” Morgan said from behind Phoebe.

She spun around, surprised he’d followed her home.

Morgan stood in the living room doorway, arms crossed. His earlier concern was replaced by a sternness that appeared uncompromising and spelled trouble. Not only did he look capable of carrying Randy up the stairs – she'd spotted him doing so earlier – but also of tossing John Wayne out her front door.

“What do you mean ‘she can’t’?” Conroy asked. Few men hesitated to respond to his commanding voice.

Morgan studied the older man as if he were in no rush to reply. The silent two-way contemplation sent Phoebe’s nerves humming. Finally, Morgan said, “Phoebe is sentenced to three months community service. She can’t leave town until that’s complete.”

Conroy’s keen gaze swung her way. The knowledge she remained at home for Morgan rather than a court sentence shone in her boss’s gaze. “Why didn’t you call me, Phoebe?” he asked in a mild tone filled with underlying challenge. “I hope this court ordeal hasn’t upset you. I’ll arrange a dismissal.”

“This isn’t the time or place for this discussion.” Phoebe kept her focus on him. “Let’s go to Dad’s study. We can talk about business in there.”

“Not on your life,” her mother said. “This is the perfect time and place for this long-overdue chat.”

“Correct as always.” Conroy’s voice was as smooth as honey.

Phoebe’s glance swung from him to her mother. “You know each other?”

“Of course.” Conroy strode over and put his arm around Brenda’s shoulders. “You’re a lucky man, David. She chose you and broke my heart.”

Eeww. “What are you talking about?” Phoebe asked. Her mother didn’t look as if she even liked Conroy. She was about to usher her boss out when her father forestalled her by leaving the room without a word.

Brenda shoved Conroy’s arm off her shoulder. “Look what you’ve done. You’ve upset David.”

“I forgot he’s an overly sensitive man,” Conroy replied. “Never could see what you found so appealing about him. Who’s your friend, Phoebe?”

“Her lawyer,” Morgan said, who had watched her father’s departure with a worried glance. He faced her now, his expression unreadable.

Grandfather Walter approached in his walker. His tired and frail movements touched her heart. “What business are you in, exactly, Conroy?”

“It doesn’t matter,” Phoebe and her mother spoke together, then looked at each other in consternation.

“Shoes,” Conroy said without hesitation, his gaze dropping to Grandfather Walter’s threadbare loafers. “All kinds, all sizes. I’d say you’re a size ten wide. I’ve got a nice sample pair of Ted Baker in my jeep that I recently sourced out. You’d absolutely love it. Want to try them on?”

“Walter, it’s late,” Brenda said, interrupting his response. “You should turn in.”

“Hmmph,” he replied. “Just you remember who you’re married to, missy.” Then he turned back to Conroy. “My boy may be an Ear, Nose and Throat man, but he is not sensitive. Call him that again and I’ll pound you. I can do it, too. I’ve trained at the gym. Worked up lots of muscles.”

Phoebe couldn’t resist a smile as he rolled himself out the door. She wouldn’t put it past him to try.

“I see you have a great deal to discuss with your boss, Phoebe, so I’ll see myself out,” Morgan gave her a cautious glance over his shoulder. “Remember, we have a meeting the day after tomorrow with the prosecutor to discuss the terms of your community service.”

At her nod, he shut the living room door and Phoebe faced her boss with a grim look. “What are you up to?”

“Exactly what I’d like to know,” her mother said.

“Whatever do you mean?” Conroy asked, shrugging, as if perplexed.

“You were deliberately provoking David by implying we have feelings for each other,” her mother said.

“Doesn’t he trust you?” he asked.

“Trust has nothing to do with it. You and I had a working relationship. Anything else we may have felt for each other ended long before I left the Company.”

Phoebe’s ears rang. She reached for a chair. Had her mother just admitted to working for Conroy, the CIA, and that they’d had a personal relationship?

It was Company policy to not divulge her CIA work status to anyone, not even to family, so Phoebe understood why her mother might have kept her work a secret. Why did Conroy not tell her, though, when he recruited her?

After Johnny’s death, Phoebe had switched her major from science to languages, something Johnny loved. It was her way of paying him homage. Her mother had gone ballistic.

Phoebe refused to switch back and that decision seemed to kill their relationship. Heartbroken at losing both Johnny and her mother, Phoebe withdrew into herself. Then one day, Conroy stopped to speak with her during a career fair at the university. He took her under his wing, encouraged her new interest in languages and spoke of an opportunity to serve her country. Phoebe had jumped at his offer of employment, adventure and a chance to leave painful memories behind.

Learning her mother, too, had worked for Conroy, shone a troubling glare on her relationship with her mother. The slender loving housewife transformed into a woman Phoebe knew nothing about. Who was this stranger?

Phoebe now examined the tall woman with short straight black hair styled in a bob over a narrow face tensed with anger. “Mom, why didn’t you say something?”

“What was I supposed to say?" Her mother asked. “You’d made up your mind to leave and I knew Conroy must be behind it. He never gave up on me returning to work for him, and has kept an eye on all my children in the same feverish manner. I thanked heaven when each of my boys went into medicine. Best of all, they had no interest in spying or exposing people’s secret lives.”

“Is this true?” Phoebe asked Conroy, rising to her feet. Sitting down put her too much at a disadvantage. “You wanted my brothers to join the Company?”

“Your mother is exaggerating,” Conroy said. “Sure, I kept an eye on them, but only because I was fond of your mother and was interested in how her family fared.”

“I know better,” Brenda said. “My sons told me about your meetings. You tried to entice every one of them to join. They had too much of their father in them. They wanted a quiet settled life.”

Conroy laughed. “You’re right there. They certainly took after David.”

Brenda glared at his scoffing tone and he hid his smile behind a hand. She addressed her next remark to Phoebe. “As for you, Johnny’s death spoilt everything. I knew it would be trouble when you switched your major to languages.”

Phoebe nodded, finally understanding their fight.

“You could have spoken to me,” her mother said, “let me help you. Instead, you shut your family out. Don’t you see, Phoebe, nothing could have been worse? You made yourself a prime candidate for him.”

“You never explained,” she said. “You could have told me the truth.”

“What truth? That you might be recruited by an intelligence agency? Would you have listened? Believed me? What could I have said then? That the life you chose would force you to discount people’s feelings and rights? That it would draw you into the darker side of human nature where the only important thing is to get the job done? That life drains your soul, Phoebe, forces you to fight a never-ending battle, one in which you would be the ultimate loser. If I’d explained that, would you have paid attention?”

“I enjoyed my work,” Phoebe said. “It didn’t drain me.”

“See?” Conroy said. “She isn’t a touchy-feely person.”

“Then why did you pursue Morgan?” Brenda asked her, sounding frustrated. “Why come home and mope around as if you never want to leave? The child I brought up had joy in her eyes, touched and hugged and loved being around people. She wasn’t withdrawn, reserved and ever on guard. That was how I was, too, before I quit. I would have moved heaven and earth to prevent you from becoming the same. Only, I was too late.”

“Is that why you left the Company?” Phoebe asked, lost in thought. “You lost interest in your work?”

Brenda raised her arms as if she were supremely frustrated. “There’s no use talking to you. You’re still caught up in the thrill and excitement of the job. You believe an ordinary life could never live up to that adrenaline rush. Well, it can. When you realize that, then you can think about settling down with Morgan. Not before.” Her mother slammed the door on her way out.

Conroy came over to gently pat Phoebe’s shoulder. “Your mother gave up on her career and she’s regretted it every day since. You’ll never get her to admit to that, though, but I know it’s true. I won’t ever let that happen to you, pet. However, I should have told you she worked for me.”

“Why didn’t you?” Phoebe asked.

“It might have adversely affected our association.”

At least he was honest. Phoebe wanted more. “What happened after she left?”

“We kept in touch,” Conroy said, shrugging. “Your father didn’t approve, but I hoped she’d realized her mistake. Brenda was one of my best agents. She wouldn’t budge from her decision, though.”

He turned her around to face him. “You’re much like your mother. You have the same drive, energy and quick reflexes. Perfect tools for a career with us. Best of all, Brenda’s philosophy that good must win out in the end is in you as well. Your country needs you, Phoebe. More than that,” he gently squeezed her shoulders, “I think of you as my daughter. The one she and I...well if things had been different, who knows? With you, I hoped to keep in contact with her and get a first-rate agent in the bargain. A win-win.”

His revelations made Phoebe’s head spin.

“I can see this is too much,” he said, releasing her. “Why don’t we turn in and talk tomorrow?” He walked over to the French doors as if just now realizing it was dark outside. “Could your family put me up? It’s pretty late to go hunting for a hotel room.”

This from a man who could make court records disappear overnight? Phoebe wasn’t fooled. “I’m sure you’ll be able to score a room.” She gave him the name of a nearby hotel.

With a confident smile he nodded. “Thanks. How about you meet me for breakfast there tomorrow, just the two of us? I can give you a run-down on Matt’s current status in locating the thieves who stole the Trincomalee Eye. The Indians are growing impatient to retrieve their stolen jewel. We can also discuss your future. Let’s talk it out before you make up your mind to leave.”

Despite her mother’s doubts, Phoebe was serious about moving back to HB, working with Lenny, and forming a relationship with Morgan. Especially after this latest cat-rescue attempt. She'd learned a lot about what she wanted in her life tonight. She'd enjoyed working with Lenny again and she and Morgan had grown closer. It was the first time in years that she'd wanted to speak to someone about Johnny. For her to make a success of her future, though, she could use Conroy’s help. If he cleared up her criminal record, she could get her PI license without delay. That meant leaving the Company on good terms.

“Okay.” She walked him to the door. “We’ll talk tomorrow.”

* * *
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MORGAN SAT ON HIS FRONT porch steps and watched Helen drive up to drop off his grandfather. The two politely shook hands. Helen waved as she drove off.

“How’d the date go?” Morgan asked as his grandfather came closer.

“It wasn’t a date.” Tucker sat beside Morgan.

His tone wasn’t encouraging. Must not have gone as well as Tucker had hoped. “Did Helen apologize for breaking into our place?”

Tucker groaned. “She spent the entire dinner telling me how sorry she was for breaking in here. How Phoebe didn’t mean to offend me. How nice the weather’s been. Oh, and would I like coffee after dinner?”

“You hoped for...?”

He glared at Morgan as if he were a cadet asking a lame question of his superior. “She never said or asked about anything personal. Not one question about what I liked or what my plans are for the future. Did she say anything about what she liked to do? No.” With each sentence, Tucker’s tone became more disgruntled. “After dinner I asked if she wanted to drive up to the lake and take a walk.”

“Romantic.”

“We walked for close to an hour and she didn’t volunteer a thing. I was ready to call it quits, but then I realized it was...nice, just walking with her. I’m a man of action, Morgan. Had to be, for my job, but tonight, I wanted nothing more than to do nothing with Helen.”

“Sounds good so far,” Morgan said.

Tucker gave him a side-glance. “Did you see her offer me a kiss goodnight?” he asked. “Or even a hug? No. We shook hands. She might as well have been out walking her cat.”

Morgan pressed his lips together to keep from laughing. He took a deep breath. “Sorry, Gramps,” he said. “Well, if it’s any consolation, I struck out, too.”

“Phoebe?” Tucker asked.

He nodded.

“Came here to look for her aunt’s cat, didn’t she?”

He gave Tucker a stunned look. “You knew she would?”

His grandfather nodded. “Doesn’t give up, my Helen. One of the things I love best about her.”

Morgan’s eyebrow rose at those words. Did his grandfather realize he’d just admitted to loving Helen?

“So?” Tucker said. “Did she find the cat?”

“How could she?” Morgan asked, “since you didn’t take her.”

Tucker chuckled.

“You didn’t, did you?” Morgan asked, still half worried about the Clay women’s conviction his grandfather had stolen their cat.

“What are you doing here?” his grandfather asked, avoiding the question about him taking the cat. Morgan hoped that when Tucker finally talked, it wouldn’t be to admit he had the cat all along.

Morgan remembered the feline with fondness. Whenever he went next door, it would be out on the front path, lazing in the sunshine, wanting a tummy rub. Since it went missing, Morgan had checked with his local fire station, then called the Oregon Humane Society and nearby animal shelters to see if any stray, short-hair, tuxedo cats had been brought in or even if there were reports of road kills that fit the description of Helen’s cat. There was no sign of the cat anywhere.

“I thought you were supposed to go to Portland tonight,” Tucker added.

“I had originally decided to stick close to home in case Janet caused any trouble, but then I caught sight of Lenny and Randy hanging out with Phoebe. I could tell they were up to no good. If they came over here, I wanted to teach them a lesson.”

“Did they, and did you?” his grandfather asked with keen interest.

“Yes, to both questions. After tonight, those boys won’t be coming around here again anytime soon.”

“Excellent,” his grandfather said. “What about Phoebe? Bet she wasn’t that easy to dissuade.”

“The evening was starting to turn surprisingly entertaining,” Morgan said. “It might have ended better than I’d hoped. Except, Brenda called to say Phoebe’s boss had arrived. His name’s Conroy and he hinted that he can pull strings and get her off the court’s injunction so she can return to work.”

“If he’s so powerful,” Tucker said, “why didn’t she call him earlier?”

“I don’t know. That’s our entire relationship in a nutshell, Gramps. I know very little about her and now her boss is here, I doubt I’ll ever find out.”

“What do you intend to do about it?”

Morgan shrugged. “Sleep on it, I guess.”

“Don’t wait too long,” Tucker warned, rising, “or she might be gone before you say a word.”

His grandfather left him with that troubling thought as he went into the house and shut the door.

Next door, a car started up and drove away. Morgan glanced over the hedge. Could Conroy be leaving? Alone? He raced over to check, but all he saw was tail lights disappearing into the horizon. The house next door was quiet and still. Then the lights were turned off.
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Chapter 11
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After tossing and turning all night, Phoebe was not impressed by someone shaking her awake. She opened bleary, salt-encrusted eyes, ready to blast whoever it was, only to find her mother perched on the edge of her bed.

“Get dressed,” Brenda said. “I’m taking you out.”

“Really? Why?”

“We’ve things to talk about.” Her mother headed for the door. “Hurry up.”

Phoebe glanced out the window and then winced. It was bright daylight. Her brain began ticking. Her mother was still speaking to her despite last night’s disaster. Even more shocking, she wanted them to spend time together. This was a rare opportunity she couldn’t afford to squander.

Phoebe grabbed her cell phone and headed for the washroom. It was after ten and she’d missed three texts. All from Conroy. Yikes, she’d slept in and missed their breakfast meeting. She sent a quick apology for missing their appointment and asked to postpone until this afternoon.

His terse, “Y,” suggested he was unhappy. Unfortunate, but unavoidable. Phoebe definitely wanted to hear from her mother before she spoke to Conroy again. Besides, she suspected all he intended was to talk her out of quitting. That wasn’t going to happen. If it was something else and urgent, he would have been at her bedside like her mother.

She replied with, “WW.”

When and Where they met next would hopefully be far from her family.

Within ten minutes, they were on their way out the front door and her mother tossed Phoebe an apple. “Let’s shop before we settle to a full meal.”

After battling heavy traffic due to construction, it was almost eleven by the time they arrived in the city center. Her mother drove around several blocks in search of a free parking space. The downtown core was crowded. It had been easier to infiltrate a house in Sri Lanka than to find a parking spot in town. They finally found a space on the roof of a six-level parking garage.

Automatically, they took the stairs down, two at a time. When they noticed their matching pace, both slowed.

Once on street level, Phoebe spotted her new office building two doors down. She held her mother back. “May I show you something near here?”

Her mother nodded, looking curious.

“This way.” Using her new key, Phoebe let them in.

In no time, they were upstairs and her mother stared out the window at Morgan’s office across the street. She obviously recognized the significance of where Phoebe had brought her. “Why are we here?”

Phoebe sat on the window ledge and explained her and Lenny’s plans. She wanted her mother to understand she was serious about moving back to HB, starting a new business, and having a relationship with Morgan. “This is our new office.”

Her mother listened without saying a word, her gaze intent on Phoebe. In the end, Brenda nodded once. “You’re staying then. Good. Shall we go shopping now?”

Deeply disappointed by that lackluster response, Phoebe locked up and followed her mother outside.

“Let’s check out the clothing stores first,” her mother suggested. “I’d like to get something special to go out for dinner with your father tonight.”

They tried on cocktail dresses, shoes and accessories. They walked side by side and talked about everything but her mother’s past or Phoebe’s future. She was the same size as her mother, well, maybe a smidgen taller. They even had the same taste in styles. Both liked dark striking colors with silver accents.

This time with her mother was turning out to be nicer than Phoebe had expected. She hadn’t felt this content since before she left home.

Could Conroy’s arrival have brought her and her mother closer? She’d assumed it would drive the wedge between them deeper, yet her mother seemed happy, too.

Pleased with their purchases, they dropped off their bags at the car and by mid-afternoon, were seated in a Thai restaurant, eager for lunch. Phoebe was starving. They ordered three spicy dishes to share. The air infused with delightful scents made her mouth water, while the music reminded her of an assignment in Bangkok. She smiled, the exotic decorations making her nostalgic.

“Takes you back, doesn’t it?” her mother asked.

“Back where?”

Brenda shrugged. “Somewhere in Thailand, China, Korea. Wherever you were assigned last in Asia. That’s what coming to a place like this does to me.”

The waitress poured green tea and Phoebe took a sip, savoring the pungent flavor, and let the idea sink in that their real talk was about to begin. She carefully placed the blue and white decorated round porcelain cup back on the table. “Why didn’t you want me to take languages at university?”

It was the question uppermost in Phoebe’s mind. Her decision to switch majors had torn their relationship apart.

“Being able to speak different languages is a spy's best asset. I knew it would lead you straight to Conroy,” her mother said. “You were vulnerable after Johnny’s death. Conroy would use that. I’d envisioned a different life for you than the one I chose at your age.”

“Did you hate it so much, Mom?” Phoebe asked.

The waitress brought their meals and they sampled the selections.

“I loved it,” her mother said

Phoebe sat back, stunned. For as long as Phoebe could remember, her mother had been a housewife. How had she adjusted to such a sedentary life after the excitement of espionage? Especially if she had enjoyed it?

“Excitement is like a drug, Phoebe, the more you get, the more you want. It alienates you from real feelings and emotions. I was lucky. I found David before I became too jaded to believe in love. What if you weren’t that lucky? I wanted you to be content, not live like an addict, moving from one assignment to the next, never realizing there’s more to life than duty to country. Never pausing to enjoy your life.”

“I paused, Mom. That’s why I came home.”

Brenda nodded. “I was worried. Morgan can be hurt easily. He won’t admit it, but he wears his heart on his sleeve.”

“You think Janet’s more suited to him?”

“She would stand by Morgan for the rest of his life. Can you say the same?”

“I don’t know, Mom,” Phoebe looked away. “I would not intentionally hurt him.”

“Certain of that, are you?” her mother asked.

“You don’t trust me.”

“I don’t trust Conroy. You don’t know the number of times he’s tried to trick me into returning to the field. He lost me. He’ll try harder with you.”

“I can take care of myself, as can Morgan. I want to have a relationship with him. I don’t know where it might lead, but I want to find out.”

Her mother pushed her plate away. “Then he needs to know what you do for a living.”

“Did,” Phoebe said. “I plan to tell him after Conroy leaves. I don’t want any misunderstanding between us. Once I explain everything, Morgan will understand.” She smiled gently. “He already suspects I’m not into sourcing out quality shoes.”

Brenda touched her hand. “If he’s anything like David, he will understand.”

“Dad knows?” Phoebe said, surprised. “About you?”

Her mother nodded and returned her attention to her meal. “Of course. He knows about Conroy, too. That’s why he reacted the way he did last night. Conroy can push David’s buttons.” She shook her head. “He plays on David’s worry that I regretted leaving the Company.”

“Um, Mom, did you and Conroy ever...?”

“Yes,” Brenda said. “I was young, and the work was thrilling. He did field assignments back then, with me. We practically set up the system of working out of embassies that they now take for granted. We traveled to exotic places, put our lives on the line, and during down times, we played.”

Phoebe shifted in her chair. Never in her wildest dreams had she ever imagined herself talking with her mother about one of her wild flings. Phoebe concentrated on eating, giving Brenda time to talk at her own pace, or not. So, her mother had been a spy, too. Explained why Janet couldn’t find anything about her past. The Company must have given her a new identity when she left.

Was Brenda even her real name? Who was this woman? The question unsettled her as she recalled visiting a graveyard once and her mother pointing out her grandparents’ plots. Were they even related to those two long dead people, or had they been random picks by her mother to satisfy a child’s curiosity?

“Conroy was thoughtful,” her mother said, reeling back Phoebe’s attention. “Protective. In time, he grew over-protective. He wanted the last say on my assignments, on where I was stationed, with whom I worked. I’m stubborn.” She chuckled. “We know where you get that streak.”

Phoebe grinned. Her dad sure wasn’t bull-headed. She may not know her extended family, but she was fairly certain of her immediate one: her parents, brothers and Grandfather Walter and Aunt Helen. That reminder brought her comfort.

Lost in thought, her mother used her chopsticks to not only spear her food, but also occasionally express her heightened emotions by pointing them like a laser. “The more possessive Conroy became, the more I rebelled. When he was promoted, I thought, great. Now I can pick and choose what I want to do and we wouldn’t fight quite so often. Instead, it got worse. He’d gained the power to control what I did. We had a big blowout and I ended our relationship. He didn’t take it well. Conroy was convinced that once I cooled down, I would reconsider. I didn’t.”

Phoebe listened to her mother’s tale with fascination. Random bits of information about Conroy suddenly made sense. It sounded as if her mother had never really been in love, but on his part, emotion had run deep. That explained his strict instructions to her about not getting personally involved with those she worked with. He’d said it would distract her at a crucial moment and could mean her life. He’d learned the lesson the hard way and tried to keep her from getting hurt. Maybe he did think of her as a daughter.

“After one especially grueling assignment,” her mother continued, “I decided to take a break. I was driving along the west coast when I came down with a severe case of bronchitis. The GP I went to see referred me to a handsome Ear, Nose and Throat specialist.”

“Dad,” Phoebe said, delighted with the story. “You fell in love.”

Her mother nodded. “Instantly. Your dad was the gentlest man I’d ever met. Once he introduced me to Helen and Walter, there was no going back. I’d met the family I wanted. I don’t understand why David won’t believe I chose him.”

“Could it be because you two are so different?”

“I suppose.”

Phoebe and Morgan were as different in temperament. Would he, too, find it hard to believe she could choose him over her past life?

They finished their meal but neither felt ready to return home. Shopping had lost its appeal, so they went for a walk in the park. The bright sun was low on the horizon and the vibrant air was filled with laughter and chatter. Parents pushed kids on swings or they played catch. There were more strollers in this park than cars on the road.

She checked her phone. No missed calls. She was growing uneasy at Conroy’s unusual silence. She’d missed their second appointment today after he came all the way to the west coast to see her. At the least, there should have been a blistering text on her phone. Something other than her misbehavior must have captured his attention. He oversaw many agents around the world. One of them probably needed his help.

“Are you really happy to be home?” Her mother glanced at Phoebe as she tucked away her cell. “I haven’t made it easy for you.”

A woman waved and called to Brenda. She waved back but kept walking.

Phoebe was glad. This conversation was long overdue. “I’m sorry I got Aunt Helen into trouble.”

Her mother laughed. “I know better. Your Aunt Helen got you into trouble.” At Phoebe’s surprised glance, she added, “I have lived with the woman for decades. I should know what she’s capable of. I’m just surprised you let her draw you in.”

“Me, too. If I’m honest, I probably did it because she was the only one who seemed to want me involved in her life.” She looked at her boots, uncomfortable about having revealed so much. “I know it may sound bizarre, Mom, since I’m the one who left home and stayed away, but it felt good to feel needed by my family again.”

Her mother turned her around until they faced each other. “We’ve all needed you every day you’ve been away.” She pulled Phoebe in for a fierce hug.

Phoebe held on tight. She was finally home.

It was after sunset by the time Phoebe and her mother returned to the house. David Clay welcomed them back with a big hug. Phoebe left her mother to catch up with her husband and headed upstairs. She hadn’t heard from Morgan all day either. Maybe Aunt Helen had news about his whereabouts. She wasn’t in her room and Grandfather Walter was asleep.

She went out front, her route taking her to the hedge that bordered the Clay and Harrington properties. She could just see over it. The house next door was quiet. Night scents of spring blossoms and the chatter of sparrows filled the air.

“You’ll get better results if you phone him,” Aunt Helen said from behind her.

Phoebe spun around. “You’re back. I checked your room earlier and you weren’t in.”

Aunt Helen shrugged. “Tucker wanted to choose paint colors for his cottage by the lake and asked me for a second opinion. He’s updating it. I’d been wondering why he was going there so often. Now we know.”

Phoebe nodded, studying her aunt. “You and Tucker are getting along well. A new tactic?”

“Such a suspicious mind, dear.” Aunt Helen smiled with mischief. “Maybe I’m being neighborly?”

“With him? The man who laid charges against you for B&E and stole your cat? More to the point, why is he being friendly? What’s he after?”

“Why did he take my cat?” Aunt Helen countered. “Yes, that thought has finally taken precedence in my mind as well. I’m beginning to think I don’t know Tucker Harrington at all. Anyway, you’re right. I have a new plan. Where stealth failed, maybe persuasion will win out.”

“Aunt Helen!” Phoebe said. “Was Randy correct? Do you plan to seduce the poor man into revealing where he’s stashed your cat?”

“It works on TV shows.”

Phoebe laughed and hugged her aunt. “You’re priceless. I wish you the best of luck. Nothing personal, Aunt Helen, but I’m grateful I have nothing to do with this new plan.”

They stood side by side, arms around each other and looked over the hedge, lost in their own thoughts.

Phoebe’s cell rang, breaking the silence. She checked it, and when it displayed Conroy’s cheerful face, relief washed over her. “I have to take this,” she said, “excuse me.”

She raced indoors and up to her room before clicking the green answer key. “Conroy?”

“Matt’s been Aliced,” he said without preamble.

Phoebe’s heart sank to the pit of her stomach. Her partner was missing in action. “Since when?”

“News came this afternoon and I’ve been trying to dig up more information ever since. No time to explain. You need to get back to LKA now. I don’t have another agent who can speak the local language or knows the terrain well enough. I’m on my way to pick you up. If you value Matt’s life, you’ll come with me.”

Her hand shook as she disconnected and pocketed her cell. Matt had a wife and a three-year-old daughter stateside. They must be frantic. Unless they didn’t know yet that Matt was MIA, Missing In Action. If so, she prayed they would never find out. They wouldn’t have to, if she found and brought him home safe. She frantically packed her few belongings into her knapsack.

Come to the gallery, Johnny had said, so long ago. I need you. I can’t do this alone. Please, Phoeb. Help me out?

I have to finish this assignment, Johnny. I can’t come now. It’s due tomorrow. Look, I promise, as soon as I’m done, I’ll be there. I just need a little more time.

“Matt will not die,” she murmured. “He can't. I won’t let him. This can’t be happening again.”

Phoebe slung her bag over her shoulder and then hesitated. She couldn’t leave without telling Lenny. She reached for her cell and dialed.

“Yeah?” his sleepy voice said after the fifth ring.

“It’s Phoebe.”

Sheets rustled and something scraped. “Sorry, must have dozed off. What’s up?”

“Lenny, I have to go away for a bit,” she said. “It’s to do with my work.”

“What?” he said. “Why? You gave up your work.”

“My partner’s in trouble.”

“Can’t someone else go?” he asked. “You promised you’d stay this time.”

“I’ll come back. I have to do this one thing and then it’ll be over for good.”

He didn’t reply and she waited. Please be okay with this, Lenny. I need you to understand.

“Don’t leave me again, Cuz,” he finally said, his voice barely above a whisper. “Or take me with you?”

Phoebe took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I’ll come back, Lenny. It’s a problem only I can solve.”

“You said you’d be gone for just a little while after Johnny died. You needed time to yourself, you said. Well, I’m not waiting anymore. If you leave this time, don’t expect to find me waiting.”

The line went dead.

Phoebe’s sigh came out as a shudder. That didn’t sound good. Morgan could talk Lenny down. She had to tell him she was leaving, too. She checked her cell. Conroy would be here in ten minutes. She raced out her bedroom door, down the stairs and, brushing by Aunt Helen, bolted out the front door.
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Chapter 12
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Phoebe checked the time. It was after eleven. His grandfather might be asleep, but Morgan should still be awake. To keep her movements undetected, she entered by the Harrington’s back door. Housebreaking tools in hand, she slipped inside and headed for Morgan’s room without breaking stride. She knocked once.

There was a scrambling noise inside and then Morgan opened the door. On seeing her, a welcome smile embraced his handsome face. “Thought you’d never get here.” He tugged her in and shut the door. “I planned on breaking into your place if you weren’t here in the next half hour.”

She’d missed him so much.

Chuckling, he lifted her up and had her on his bed before she’d caught her breath. She’d never seen him so happy. She laid her hand over his cheek, savoring his warm skin against her cool palm. She didn’t want to leave Morgan. Ever.

He kissed her slowly, and tenderly, then his lips dragged away. “I adore you Phoebe Clay,” he said, “and I want to spend the rest of my life doing nothing but making you glad you came over to my place.”

Phoebe’s breath caught. Was he admitting he loved her?

A frown line appeared on his forehead and his smile faded. “What’s the matter?” His hand brushed her hair off her face. “Tell me. We can solve anything together. Is your aunt still upset about her missing cat?”

She took a deep breath and then another. Her mother was right. If she was serious about this relationship, and she couldn’t imagine life without Morgan anymore, it was time to tell him the truth about what she did for a living – used to do – and what mattered most. “My work partner’s in trouble.”

His hand froze in the act of brushing her eyebrow. “In a shoe factory?”

“Morgan, I’m a government spy.”

“What?” His eyes widened, and then understanding slipped in. “You are a thief, but for the government. So, you don’t source out shoes?”

She shook her head, and flashed a wry smile. “It’s my cover. I do know where all the best shoe makers work in various countries. Recently, Matt and I were on a case in Sri Lanka. It hit a snag and we were in a lull, searching for new clues when Aunt Helen sent me her text about a family crisis.”

“And you rushed home,” Morgan finished, chuckling. “You have a loving heart, Phoebe.”

“It was a mistake,” she said in a grave tone. “Matt’s missing now. I should have stayed there until he received backup before leaving. Conroy’s coming to get me now.”

He leaned back, looking stunned. “You plan to put yourself in harm’s way to save this man?”

“Morgan, we were a team. His safety was my responsibility.”

“You’ve been here for a while. Conroy’s had time to find him backup.” Hands under his head, he glanced up at the ceiling. “He chose not to. He still hopes you’ll return to work. I saw his intent last night. I didn’t understand it at the time, now I do.” He slanted a concerned look her way. “Is that what you want? To stay working as a spy?”

Her mother had asked a similar question. Conroy came to her home town because he didn’t believe she was ready to quit. Now Morgan questioned her commitment to leave her old work? This combined doubt meant she should seriously consider the matter before responding. Did she wish to stay a spy? Is that why she was in a rush to return to Sri Lanka? The answer was a resounding, No!

She sat up cross-legged to face him. “I do enjoy visiting foreign places and learning different languages. However, the idea that Matt is currently in trouble is tearing me apart. So, No, I no longer wish to be a spy.”

“Ah, then you said no to Conroy.” He sighed and took her hand. “You had me there, for a second, Phoebe. I thought you were gearing up to tell me you were leaving. That you were planning to put our future in jeopardy.” He trailed a gentle finger along her chin. “Thank heavens that’s not what you want.”

Her pulse jerked at his caress.

“I don’t think I could have taken that,” he murmured. “I need to know you’re safe, that people aren’t trying to kill you. I couldn’t live like that, Phoebe. I’ve had to give up too many friends and loved ones. I won’t give you up, too.”

“You don’t have to, but Morgan, I am leaving. I have to help Matt.”

“What are you saying? Make me understand.”

“I once let a friend down and he died. I can’t repeat that mistake.”

“You’re talking about Johnny. They’re two different events. Conroy will send someone else. Matt will be fine.”

She rolled off the bed. “You don’t understand. I’m the one who can help him.”

He lay still, staring at her. The ball dropped. “You are leaving.”

“Not for long. I’ll go find him and bring him home. I know the right places to search.”

“You can’t leave Harrington Bay.” He jumped off the bed. “Court order.”

“Conroy will have taken care of that.”

“Let someone else save him,” Morgan said, sounding desperate.

She shook her head and hurried to the door.

“Phoebe, think this through. What are the odds that you would get called in, even after you’d handed in your resignation? If you feel you must jump in and risk your life every time...” he began, trailing after her.

She paused, hand on doorknob. She would let him finish. She chose to leave and she must face the consequences.

“...then I’m not the man you want, and you’re not the woman I need.” He finished with inconsolable sadness.

“Lenny’s upset, too,” she whispered, turning around. A mistake. The broken look in Morgan’s face etched itself into her soul. She had done what she told her mother she had no intention of doing, hurt Morgan. “Will you speak to him?”

“To tell him what?” he asked. “That I think you’ll return soon? I don’t believe that. Who knows what’s waiting for you over there? You could be captured or killed.”

She was running out of time. If Morgan wouldn’t help Lenny, she had to talk to her mother. Her cousin had sounded shattered on the phone, more so than Morgan was right now.

“I’m sorry,” she said and, checking the time on her cell, she ran out the door and down the stairs hoping his footsteps would follow. He couldn’t mean what he’d said. Her tears spilled. The house was silent as she let herself out.

She couldn’t be in two places at once and Matt’s need was imperative. In her absence, her mother would have to take care of Lenny and Morgan.

Attempting to be as silent as possible so she wouldn’t wake her father, she opened the bedroom door and tiptoed to her mother’s bedside. Brenda’s gaze tracked her as Phoebe knelt beside the bed. The old training must never wear off. Explained why her mother always caught her or her brothers whenever they were up to no good. A smile tugged at her lips at the memory of finding her mother at the back door every time she and her younger brother Michael were about to sneak out of the house after they’d been grounded.

Phoebe indicated the door and left.

Her mother followed her out and shut the door behind her. “You’re leaving.” There was a sad certainty in her voice.

“Matt’s in trouble,” Phoebe said.

Her mother nodded.

“Aren’t you going to talk me out of it?” she asked. “Tell me you knew all along I wasn’t serious about staying? That the first chance I got I’d be out of here?”

“Is that what Morgan said?” her mother asked.

“He probably thought all those things. All he asked was to help him understand.” Phoebe’s voice broke. “I tried, it didn’t work.”

Her mother hugged her. “Be careful,” she whispered, “and come home when you’re done, if only for me.”

“I promise,” she said. “Mom, will you talk to Lenny?”

“Lenny?” Her mother stepped back. “What about?’

“He sounded angry when I said I had to leave and I’m worried he might do something foolish. Tell him I’ll be back.”

Brenda avoided her gaze.

“You don’t believe me, either, do you?” Phoebe asked.

There was worry on her mother’s face. “It’s an addictive life. The only way I broke free was to do it cleanly and never look back.”

Phoebe stroked her mother's hand. “Did it ever occur to you that maybe Dad never stopped worrying you’d leave?”

“What do you mean?” Brenda asked.

“As you’ve said, it is an addictive life. The thrills balance out the hazards. Plus, you loved it.”

Her mother shook her head.

"Mom, a large part of my job was boring, but there were moments of utter terror and a sense of supreme satisfaction when I accomplished what I set out to do. I don’t plan to give up on all that entirely. Just bring some of the excitement into HB. You gave it all up. Have you really been happy?”

Brenda folded her arms. “I’ve loved fussing over my husband and children. I wouldn’t change that for the world.”

Phoebe put her arm around her mother’s shoulders. “Are you sure the reason for our animosity isn’t in part that I’ve been living the life you’d denied yourself?”

“Right now,” her mother said, “I’m not sure of anything except that you’re my daughter and I love you. I know why you have to go.”

The whirling blades of a helicopter sounded overhead. Phoebe glanced out a back window in surprise. Conroy must consider this urgent if he came by air instead of a car. The large machine was set to land on their large, secluded back lawn. “That’s my ride to the airport.” She turned to her mother. “I have to help Matt. He’s my partner. It’s an integrity and honor thing, Mom.”

“Or you’ve never forgiven yourself for Johnny’s death,” her mother said.

Phoebe kissed her cheek and headed for the door. She grabbed her bag from the hallway and headed to the backyard.

A shout came from behind her.

Aunt Helen waved to her from the back porch, but the whining whirl of the blades chased away her words. Phoebe gestured she couldn’t hear and carried on.

Aunt Helen ran after her. “Phoebe!”

“I have to go,” Phoebe said. “Mom will explain.”

“Lenny just called,” her aunt said. “He asked you to wait. He wants to come with you.”

Fresh tears gathered again in Phoebe’s eyes. She hugged her aunt. “Tell him I’m sorry.”

As she entered the helicopter, Conroy handed her a heavy packet. From experience, she knew that since Matt might be compromised, it would contain a passport with a new name and a dossier with pertinent facts she’d have to memorize before she got on the plane. They rose into the air and she glanced out the window.

Neighbors were coming out to look at the spectacle. This would be a seven-day wonder, but they’d all forget it soon enough when they didn’t get any real answers from the Clays.

At her home, her parents stood by the open back door beside Aunt Helen and Grandfather Walter. By the hedge separating their two properties, Morgan watched her departure, too, arms folded and feet set apart. His grandfather came up beside him and put his arm around Morgan’s shoulders.

Down the Clay driveway, a car screeched to a halt. Lenny jumped out and ran toward the lawn waving. He gestured wildly for her to come back.

Conroy took her hand and squeezed her fingers. “You’ve made the right decision, Phoebe.” Through the headphones, he sounded distant.

She shook off his hold, her chest tight and ears buzzing with more than the sound of the motor. If this was the right decision, why did it feel so wrong?

* * *
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MORGAN SLOUCHED ON the leather sofa and rested his head back. The day after Phoebe left, his grandfather had taken Helen to his cottage, ostensibly to help him redecorate.

Since then, this house had felt as empty as Morgan’s days. He preferred to keep the curtains closed and the lights dimmed. He’d lost interest in work and cancelled his Portland appointment. The television also held little appeal and his favorite music bothered his eardrums. All he’d wanted to hear was the helicopter returning to bring Phoebe home. To him.

For days, he’d walked like a zombie from room to room. He’d ignored phone calls and knocks at his door. He’d avoided work and friends. His greatest fear of losing someone he loved had crashed around him and he hadn’t a clue how to stitch his life back together.

As a child, whenever his grandfather moved him to a different city or country, he deliberately set out to make new friends. He hadn't let go of the old, either, and ran up the phone bill keeping in touch. As an adult, faced with the same sense of loss, he didn’t want to talk to anyone. He wanted to be alone.

Today was Thursday. The fourth day since she left. He had to believe she was safe. Soon, she’d stroll back into his life. Did he want her to? What if she were called to duty again? Could he handle not knowing if she were alive or dead?

Who was he fooling? No, he couldn’t.

One fact remained clear. Phoebe chose Matt over him. The minute her partner needed her, off she’d flown.

She said she’d be back in a few days. Yet, there had been no word from her. Was she hurt? Killed? Who knew.

A key turned in the door and he snapped to attention.

“Who is it?” he called out.

“It’s me, Mr. Harrington,” his grandfather’s cleaner said. “Your fiancé asked me to let her in. She’s been worried about you.”

Phoebe? He raced to the front door, wondering why she hadn't just broken in. He halted at the sight of Janet strolling in carrying a grocery bag. His disappointment was profound.

Janet nodded to the older woman and ushered her out. She shut the door and approached. “You look terrible,” she said running a finger over his stubble.

It had been days since he’d shaved. “I want you to leave.” He was in no mood for her antics.

She headed for the kitchen, turning on lights.

He slumped against the wall, too heart-sore to object.

“Would you like steak or chicken for lunch?” Janet called.

Morgan pushed away and followed her to the kitchen. “I’d like you to leave.”

She gave him a side-glance but her quick movements as she unpacked the groceries didn’t falter.

“I’m not in a mood to deal with you right now,” he said.

She paused, hip resting against the island and arms folded across her chest. “Too bad,” she said. “I’m in the mood to deal with you, Morgan Harrington. When you broke up with me, you had your say. Now it’s my turn.”

His head was fuzzy from lack of sleep and his temper shorter than an inchworm. “Fine,” he said. “Have your say and haul away my truck again, if you want.”

She reached for the potatoes and he held up a hand. “No food. Just talk. You’re right, I owe you that.”

She took a deep breath and exhaled. “I understand what you said about not being in love with me.” She gave him a tender glance. “I don’t agree that you will not come to love me one day.”

At his deep sigh, she came closer and stroked his arm. “Morgan, hear me out. Phoebe leaving should show you that you don’t want a future with someone like her. She’s unreliable. You need someone who will be there for you, who’ll put your needs before hers.” She brushed his hair behind his ears. “You need someone who wants to take care of you, who’ll make you her priority. I’m that woman. I promise to never leave you.”

She listed the very same characteristics for a life partner that he’d once made. Now that list sounded selfish and self-centered. Had he really expected Phoebe to give up her life for him? That she shouldn’t feel a friend in trouble was more important than his feelings? Yes, he had. The answer shook him to his core. Then came a question his grandfather often asked. What are you going to do about it?

He took Janet’s hand and hurried her toward the entryway. All the way there, his and Phoebe’s last conversation played in his head. He’d sent her off into a crisis without first telling her that he loved her. That alone might have made her fight to come back to him safe. He was such a fool.

“Morgan, did you hear what I said?” Janet asked.

He swung her around and gave her a rough hug. “Thank you,” he said. “Thank you.”

“Morgan, what are you saying?” she asked.

“Janet, when you find a man who doesn’t expect you to always put his needs above yours,” he said as gently as he could, “you’ll know you’ve found the right guy.”

He ushered her out the door and shut it. He had to find a way to get in touch with Phoebe and tell her that he loved her.
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Chapter 13
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With Helen out of town, Brenda and David Clay were his best bet to help him get in touch with Phoebe. Also, he had a gut feeling that Brenda would know how he could locate where her daughter had been sent. Time to test that intuition. Morgan raced up the stairs to shower and shave and make himself presentable before he went over to talk to his future in-laws.

After three pushes, he gave up on the doorbell next door. Morgan raised his fist to rap when Brenda answered the door.

“Morgan,” she said. “Thank goodness you’re all right. I was worried when you wouldn’t answer my calls.”

“I need to talk to you. It’s urgent.”

“Did Phoebe call you?” she asked.

David came up behind her and pulled the door open wider. “Did you say my daughter called?”

Morgan shook his head and asked again to come inside. They ushered him to the living room where he chose to pace rather than take the chair they offered.

Brenda sat beside her husband on the couch. “What’s got you so upset?”

He paused in front of her, then sat on the coffee table and took her hands. “I love Phoebe.”

Brenda smiled. “I know. I’m sure she knows, too.”

“That’s just it,” he said. “She doesn’t. I told her not to bother coming back if she left. I pushed away the woman I love because she acted in exactly the way that makes me love her. Why couldn’t I see it? She was worried about Matt because of her experience with Johnny. She had to try to save him because she hadn’t been there for Johnny.”

“My daughter has Survivor’s Guilt Syndrome,” David said, in a disgruntled tone. “She didn’t stay home long enough for us to help her deal with that after Johnny died. I hoped that over time she would recover. It appears, she hasn’t yet.”

“Conroy knew exactly how she’d react if her partner was in trouble and played on her fears.” Brenda’s voice was grim.

“I’m glad you both see it that way,” Morgan said, “because I need your help.”

“To do what?” David asked.

Morgan faced him. “I want to find her and explain how I feel.”

David shook his head. “I don’t see how you plan to do that, son. Not until she returns home.”

“You could help me find her,” he said to Brenda, hoping his desperation hadn’t let his thinking get carried away. “You know Conroy, her boss, don’t you? I could see there was a history between you. Then I wondered if Janet not being able to find any background on you was somehow connected. If you, too, could have once been a spy.”

* * *
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BY LATE EVENING, MORGAN couldn’t believe he was on a plane traveling half way across the world to find the woman he loved.

While at his house, the idea of finding Phoebe and telling her how he felt had seemed reasonable. He had to make her understand that he wanted her back. Yet, now that his wish had materialized, he realized the danger he had put not only himself in, but others whom he loved, because he wasn't traveling alone.

Life had moved fast once Brenda confirmed that she was in fact an ex-spy. She said she still had contacts at Company headquarters in Langley. Conroy wouldn’t readily give up the details of Phoebe’s whereabouts, but she knew of ways to get around him.

“They didn’t call me the best field agent ten years running for nothing,” Brenda had said.

The note of pride in her voice had made Morgan wonder if she missed all this cloak-and-dagger stuff after she settled into married life. Would Phoebe, if she really did give up the spy game?

Brenda then gave Morgan a stern look and added, “I won’t allow you to endanger my daughter. The most important thing about working in the field is to keep our cover. As an amateur, you could inadvertently put her life on the line.”

“You’ll have to be our guide then,” her husband said, in a confident tone.

“Agreed,” Morgan had said, shocked by the development that both of Phoebe’s parents planned to accompany him to Sri Lanka.

“We’ll have to act quickly.” Brenda had appeared thrilled by the prospect of an adventure. “It won’t take Conroy long to figure out what we’re up to. I’ll call the airport and book us a flight out of the country tonight.” She paused to study both Morgan and David. “If anyone wants to back out, now is the time.”

In the end, it was decided that Phoebe’s parents and Morgan would pretend to be tourists hitting the white sandy beaches of Sri Lanka and, if necessary, turn the country upside down to find Phoebe. The trick would be to do it covertly, so her mission wouldn’t be compromised.

Within a few hours, Helen and Tucker were on their way back home to watch over Walter, while Phoebe's parents and Morgan prepared to leave the country.

Brenda called another meeting later that day to outline their itinerary. Their flight would take them first to London and from there, they’d board an Air Sri Lanka flight to Colombo, the commercial capital of the tiny island country.

Wanting to be prepared, Morgan paid for inflight internet service. Once on board, as soon as they switched off the warning light, he began to Google their destination, vlogs and tourist hot spots, while his two companions slept. Before he realized it, they’d arrived in Colombo.

They entered the city’s Ratmalana Airport. The crowded building added to Morgan’s immediate sense of claustrophobia.

The chatter was nonstop. People spoke in at least two or three different foreign languages, as well as English. He couldn’t distinguish most of it except for the occasional English word thrown in.

Morgan’s ears were ringing and the crush of people made it hard to breathe. His admiration rose for Phoebe’s ability to not only learn foreign tongues but blend in with this culture enough to spy on these people. He had fallen in love with a talented woman.

The sheer number of tourists surprised him. There were as many English, French and Germans present as there had been at Heathrow, where they’d changed planes.

Luckily, since he was a good head taller than the sea of dark heads, he could check out how far it was to the exit and keep his party to a steady forward progress. The airport was like any other international port, down to numerous signs and announcements in English.

Brenda said it was the tail end of the tourist season for this coastal city. Shortly, the monsoon season would begin.

“Hope we make it outside before then,” he muttered.

She gave him a sympathetic glance and went to convert some of her American dollars into rupees, the local currency.

Once outside, Morgan felt better. Taxis and what looked like a variation of pedicabs, called rickshaws, lined the road. Several drivers haggled for their custom.

Once they were underway, Morgan rolled down the taxi window to let in a breeze and was surprised to find he enjoyed the hot and balmy wind that blew into the vehicle. The driver spoke fluent English in a singsong accent while flashing them a cheerful smile. Smiles seemed to come easily to Sri Lankans. In contrast, outside, aside from the sounds of traffic, was the constant intermittent rude blare of horns.

“It’s how local drivers signal each other here,” Brenda said. “Car signal lights are mostly just for show or for use by tourists.”

Following Brenda’s instructions, their driver dropped them off outside a hotel on Galle Road. It looked to be a Colonial-style mansion. Getting out of the fast-moving windy taxi and into the still humid air was an experience in heat.

They walked through large carved doors that lead to a lobby tastefully decorated with antique furniture. Balcony doors were open, letting in fresh cool air, and ceiling fans swirled a refreshing breeze. The painted concrete floor had red and black borders with an intricate swirling and curving design in the center.

The reception desk looked like any he’d find in Oregon. There was a computer and the dark-skinned male receptionist wore a smart blue and black uniform. Brenda signed them in and asked for pamphlets on local holidays. The man went into the back room to fetch a map and Morgan and David watched amazed as she calmly picked up the computer keyboard, twisted the monitor around and searched the listing.

He looked around to see if anyone was watching but the few people who were in the lobby this early seemed otherwise occupied. By the time he turned back, the keyboard had been returned, the monitor turned back and Brenda impatiently tapped her fingers as if she were tired of the long wait.

The receptionist apologized for the delay and gave her the information she requested, pointing out places and entertainments she might want to check out. She asked him which side of the building they’d been assigned their suite, and then requested a different view. By now, Morgan caught on to the way Brenda worked. He’d bet his last rupee she knew which room belonged to Phoebe and maneuvered the receptionist to get them one nearby.

After a bit of a discussion, the receptionist rang a bell and a boy ran around the corner, picked up their bags and led them toward the elevator. Once on the fourth floor, they waited in their room until the bellboy had received his generous tip and left.

Brenda then unscrewed a bedroom doorknob.

“What are you doing?” Morgan asked.

“I couldn’t smuggle a gun into the country,” she said. “We need some other type of weapon in case there’s trouble.”

“A doorknob?” he asked, unable to hide his shock.

“We must work with what we can.” Weapon in hand, she led the way two doors down and across the hall to Phoebe’s room.

After Brenda fiddled with two long narrow tools, the catch released. She hesitated before opening the door, checking it all around the edges. Slowly, she eased the door in. They entered and shut it behind them.

The room was dark and quiet. From the little moonlight coming through the window, Morgan identified a bed with a mosquito netting covering it and next to that, a side table. Long see-through curtains lay on either side of the only window, and a small round dining table and chairs were placed beside that.

“Phoebe?” Brenda whispered. “It’s Mom.”

Lights flashed on and Morgan was blinded. Once his eyes adjusted, he spotted Conroy.

The man moved away from the side of a closet and strode toward them. He stopped before Brenda, arms folded. “I knew you couldn’t stay away. You’ve kept her from this life, David, for thirty years.” He wore a Cheshire smile. “Must be quite the love you two share.”

David shifted beside Morgan. A glance confirmed his friend wasn’t any happier with those provocative words. Morgan went in search of a sign that Phoebe had been here.

“Where’s my daughter?” Brenda asked.

“Not here.” Conroy chuckled. “Do you really think I’d be so foolish as to let you get confidential information so easily?”

“She was here.” Morgan picked up a pair of glasses from the floor beside the bed.

“That’s a spare pair,” Conroy said. “This used to be her room. It wasn’t safe to send her back here. We were sure this hotel was being watched. I hope you realize you’ve likely blown her cover?”

“Where is she?” Brenda repeated.

Conroy turned back to her. “I allowed all of you to come for two reasons,” he said. “First, to prove Brenda’s interest in espionage is alive and well. I have an opening for a contact person in head office.” His gaze caressed her. “You can have your own team of field workers to oversee.” When she would have spoken, he shook his head. “Please think about it before you answer. The second reason is to show Morgan, here, that Phoebe excels at this work. For her, it isn’t a game. It’s a living, her career and her life. She’s good at it. Do you really want to take that from her?”

“That’s my daughter’s decision, not yours,” David said.

“You still don’t get it.” Conroy said. “These women love this life. Allow them to do what they do best.” He took a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “I’ve booked us a flight back tonight. I’ll arrange for your things to be brought down.” He pointed to the door. “Shall we go?”

Morgan captured Brenda’s glance. “He’s right. You are good. You did find the right information about Phoebe’s whereabouts and he’s trying to cover himself for letting you outsmart him.” He sensed Phoebe’s presence. Perhaps it was her scent. He sniffed but couldn’t distinguish anything. “I’m not going back until I talk to her.”

“Do you want to see her killed?” Conroy’s voice whipped out at Morgan. “If you don’t leave with me right now, that’s exactly what will happen. I’m finished playing nice with you three. Get your things and go downstairs or I’ll have you all taken forcibly to the airport.”

“And tip your hand?” Morgan asked. “Show everyone who’s watching or listening that we’re more than tourists? I don’t think so. I’m with David. If Phoebe wants this life, it’s up to her to tell us, not you.”

“There is nothing you can do here.” Conroy’s hands moved in emphasis. “She’s gone to find Matt and she won’t come back until she does.”

“Then you won’t mind if we wait for her return?” Morgan pushed the mosquito curtains aside and sat with his back to the headboard.

“You’re leaving now.” Conroy reached into his breast pocket. Before he could pull out whatever he had hidden there, Brenda cracked him on the head with the doorknob. He slid to the ground, a stunned look on his face.

David bent to check his pulse. “He’s still alive.”

Morgan could have sworn there was regret in his voice.

“A knob takes down a bigger knob, how apropos, my sweet,” David said with glee.

Brenda dropped her weapon on the side table, where it rolled until it hit a light stand. “Never good to approach a strange place unarmed.”

“Good to know,” Morgan said, a little stunned.

She indicated Conroy on the floor. “We’ve set our course now. Might as well follow through.”

Morgan helped David tie up Conroy with a scarf they found in the dresser. Morgan circled the room, picking up a brush and a compact, and turning the items over in his hand.

“Is it possible Conroy was telling the truth?” David asked. “Could he have sent Phoebe somewhere else?”

Brenda shook her head. “He was covering himself, as Morgan said. I know I found the right information. He didn’t have time to plan a set up. Phoebe was here recently.”

“I agree.” Morgan went over to the window and peered outside. The sun had set since their arrival. He may not be able to see much, but this exotic country was filled with strange sounds and smells. The breeze brought a pungent scent and the constant chirping of insects and birds was oddly soothing.

Conroy could be right about one thing. They might have been spotted entering this room. It was too late to worry about that. He trusted Phoebe’s skill and talent for this cagey business. She would find a way to stay alive. She must.

It was difficult to explain why he felt Phoebe would return. He just knew. When she did, he intended to be here.

“What now?” David asked.

“We wait,” Brenda said. “It’s what spies do best.”
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Chapter 14
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Morgan and his friends chose to remain in Phoebe’s hotel room to await her return. Conroy, gagged and tied up, sat on the floor against the far wall.

Earlier tonight, Brenda had procured a flavorful curry and rice dish for them from a nearby restaurant. She even fed Conroy a few bites until he impatiently shook his head and harangued them on the foolishness of their actions. She then gagged him while David and Morgan disposed of the remnants of their meal.

Brenda and David had then taken the bed while Morgan lazed on a wooden chair positioned by the window. His feet rested on another chair. It was not the most comfortable of positions. The lights had been turned off as they waited for Phoebe to return. Leaning back on the chair’s hind legs, he slowly rocked in the dark.

Hours ticked by.

The hotel sounds quieted as people slept. She’s safe. Morgan repeated the mantra to shut out Conroy’s warning that their presence here endangered Phoebe. She’s safe.

Once in a while, Morgan looked over at where Phoebe’s boss should be, but even to his night-adapted eyes, Conroy was difficult to make out. Morgan sensed his gaze was focused on him, though, as if the older man was trying to transmit a message. He didn’t need extrasensory perception to know what he wanted to convey. Every second they stayed here was a threat to Phoebe and her case.

The muscles in Morgan’s back and neck stiffened and ached.

He glanced over at the Clays. They were a large lump on the bed. A stray beam of moonlight showed David’s arm tucking Brenda securely to his side. Unlike her softly snoring husband, Brenda was wide awake.

To Morgan, they were the epitome of the perfect couple. Would he and Phoebe ever share such closeness?

He pushed the curtains aside to glance across the street. Balconies were either packed with crates and boxes or had clothing hung up to dry. A reptile, maybe a lizard or gecko, scooted across a nearby rooftop, claws scraping tiles. Then a large hawk-like bird swooped on top of it. A death keen rent the air and Morgan cringed, dropping his chair on all four legs.

“Sorry,” he whispered to Brenda when she sat up. “It’s nothing, just a bird of prey indulging in a midnight snack.”

She nodded and lay back.

Soon, he was back to gently rocking, his ears attuned to the night sounds: David’s snores, the creaking chair, and the slow and steady trickling rain outside occasionally interrupted by a lightning strike and followed by the rumble of thunder. Once the rain stopped, the chirp of insects took over the night sounds. He looked over toward Conroy and faced the barrel of a gun. His chair legs dropped back to the floor.

“Phoebe.” Brenda turned on the bedside lamp.

His gaze flicked up and he, too, recognized her. Phoebe’s head turned in her mother’s direction as her gaze focused through those adorable glasses.

She nodded in acknowledgement to her mother and then put away her weapon before she squatted until she was eye level with him. There was fear in her gaze; for him, for her family, and for her lost friend. “Morgan, what are you all doing here?”

“I forgot to tell you something before you left.” He brushed the side of her face with his fingertips. “I love you, Phoebe. Once you’ve rescued Matt, come home to me.”

* * *
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PHOEBE LEANED INTO his gentle touch, her blood soaring at his loving words. He didn’t hate her. He’d come looking for her. Heat from his fingertips surged into her cheek, down her face and through her body. A moment ago, she’d been exhausted and would have gladly flopped onto a bed and slept. Now, she felt recharged.

Could Morgan have really come all this way to tell her he loved her? She wound her arms around him and held him close. “I’m sorry I left. I didn’t know what else to do.”

Morgan pulled her onto his lap, settling her comfortably and kissing her cheek, chin and neck. “I understand why you feel responsible for Matt’s safety.”

The very words she’d been longing to hear. I understand. “You came to find me because you love me,” she replied and kissed him back, awed by that knowledge.

Her father cleared his throat and they both looked over.

Phoebe couldn’t believe Morgan had come to Sri Lanka, and brought her parents. “Hi, Dad. I thought you didn’t like to travel.”

He slid off the bed. “This was your mother’s idea. I couldn’t let her go haring off across the world without me.”

“Did you find Matt?” Her mother stood, taking her husband’s hand.

Phoebe slid off Morgan’s lap and hurried over to hug them. They were really here. Their arms enclosed her in a loving hug.

“Were you able to locate Matt?” her mother asked.

“Yes,” Phoebe said, stepping back. “He is being held at the home of a Tamil family I once spied on. He and the entire family are prisoners of a man named Ashoka. When I tried to get Matt out, a bullet struck his leg and he was captured again. Then Ashoka brought in reinforcement. Now there are three armed men guarding him.”

“How badly is he hurt?” her father asked, the doctor in him coming alert.

“I spied one of them binding Matt’s leg,” Phoebe said. “I don’t think they want him dead and add the murder of a foreign agent to their list of crimes. They’re looking for something in that house. The place had been ransacked. As for Matt, he won’t bleed to death just yet, Dad, but he does need medical attention. The bullet will need to be removed and his wound cleaned to make sure it doesn’t fester. I came back to meet Conroy tonight to pick up a medic, supplies and backup.”

Her mother moved aside while her father switched on the overhead light, and Phoebe got a good look at her boss. Tied up on the floor, Conroy wore a murderous frown.

“Mom!” She hurried over to Conroy. “What have you done?”

“He planned to force us onto a plane home,” her father explained. “Your mother changed his mind.”

Phoebe covered her mouth to keep her laughter in. She could well imagine what Conroy must have been going through. The security lapse must have burned. No wonder he tried to pack them off home. All this was irrelevant. Right now, only Matt mattered.

“I don't know how long those men will stay in that house. I planted a tracker on their vehicle but I'd prefer to return as soon as possible. Do you mind if I untie Conroy? I need his help to get a medic.”

“You have me,” her father said. “I’m better than a low-level medic. Though we’ll need to pick up medicine and any equipment I'll need.”

Phoebe stared at her father. Was he serious? She shook her head. “Dad, I appreciate the offer, but I can’t. You wouldn’t be safe.”

“Can you spare the time to find another doctor?” her mother asked.

“She's right, Phoebe,” Morgan said coming over. “Let us help. Sounds like we don’t have time to waste.”

“We?” Phoebe raised her eyebrow.

“David can’t go alone,” her mother said.

“If they’re going, I’m in,” Morgan added. “Besides, you said you needed backup.”

“Professional backup,” she said. “Trained armed agents.”

“You’ve got one,” her mother replied and flashed a Glock 9 mm pistol she must have confiscated from Conroy. “Shall we go?”

“We’ll follow your every order,” Morgan cajoled. “Extra pairs of eyes as lookout can’t hurt.”

“Matt’s in Kandy,” Phoebe explained. “He’s three hours away, at a house we’d originally been led to, for a clue.”

“Tell us about it on the way.” Her mother headed out the door. Morgan and her father followed her.

She couldn’t believe they expected her to take them with her. Her security-conscious Morgan was willing to jeopardize his life for her partner? All three returned to the doorway, as if surprised she hadn’t followed.

“I can’t,” she said, as gently as she could. She appreciated their offer but they were more likely to get themselves killed than help her rescue Matt.

Conroy grunted and struggled.

“I have to let him go,” Phoebe said. “I’m sorry but only he can give me the help I need.”

Her father walked back into the room and took her hands. “If you untie him, he’ll waste valuable time trying to get us to leave. How long can Matt afford to wait, Phoebe?”

He held up a hand. “This once, allow your family to help you. We won’t let you down. Despite what your grandfather says, I am a good doctor. I know how to patch up a wound.” He leaned closer and whispered, “Your mom needs to do this. Do you doubt she’s capable?”

Phoebe glanced past him to where her mother stood beside a determined Morgan. The two of them were probably more than ready to go in search of Matt on their own if she didn’t let them help her. She didn’t doubt her mother’s capabilities or Morgan’s stubbornness.

Her father was right on another point. Perhaps it was time her mother had the opportunity to find out once and for all if she’d made the right decision in giving up her old life. Time they all faced some truths. The fight to resist fled. She had no more time to waste. Matt was counting on her.

"Alright, Dad, you win. I could use all of your help." She knelt beside Conroy and checked how securely he was tied. “Sorry, Boss.”

The bonds that held him were already loose. He’d been busy all night. If she hadn’t returned when she did, by morning, her parents and Morgan would have had one enraged man on their hands. She was about to leave, when Conroy tilted his head to the left, toward the closet, his gaze boring into hers as if to transmit a message. He mumbled around his gag.

Phoebe hesitated, her instincts on high alert. She was missing something here. She asked the others to go ahead and meet her by the parking lot out back. "My jeep's there. I'll be right behind you. I need to grab something from the safe."

Once they hurried out of the room, she went over to the closet. Inside, was Conroy's case. She opened that and found a package with a bold red cross identifying it as a medical kit. She returned clutching it, her chest full of gratitude, and knelt beside Conroy. "Thank you for this."

He nodded. With that gesture he ostensibly gave her permission to leave with her family and Morgan.

So, after his night of confinement, Conroy must have decided to allow her mother to go on this mission. Phoebe easily guessed why. He wanted Brenda to remember what it was like to work a case, and he was willing to sacrifice his pride to give her a chance to do so.

Conroy still had hopes Brenda would return to him one day. Whether she would or not, Phoebe was grateful for his co-operation. By gifting her with this medical kit, he might have just saved Matt's life.

She scribbled a note about where her partner was being held and tucked it into his pocket. With a contented smile, she kissed Conroy on his cheek before heading for the door. "I promise, if you're still here, I’ll release you on our return."

If they returned. In either case, she was confident Conroy would free himself by morning. However, in case something went wrong on her end, she was glad she’d left him that note about their directions.

When she arrived in the parking lot, her family was already settled in her open-air jeep parked out back, with Morgan in the front passenger seat and her parents in the back. She dropped the medical kit on her father's lap before getting into the driver's seat.

Their destination, the city of Kandy, was located in Sri Lanka’s central hill country.

Once they were on their way, she asked the question that worried at her like an unreachable itch. “How’s Lenny?”

Her mother sighed. A bad sign. “He and Randy are missing,” her mother said. “Worse than that, Lenny took Molly with him. Rose is frantic, though her psychic friend Sage insists that Molly's fine, for now. We couldn’t locate Lenny at any of his usual haunts. His parole officer is on the lookout for him, as is Rose's husband, Detective Bryant. I tried to convince the parole officer that Lenny had simply gone on an urgent family errand but I doubt he believed me.”

Her father looked up from examining the contents of the medical kit. “If Lenny doesn’t show up by this weekend,” he said, “there’ll be a warrant out on him by Monday. I don’t understand that boy. He grew up with the same privileges as my sons, yet, you couldn’t get a more different character.”

“You taught us by example, Dad,” Phoebe said. She wasn't so sure Lenny's father had set as good an example as her father.

In all the years she had known Lenny, her cousin rarely spoke about his parents, Phoebe's father's stepsister and husband. Their two families didn't socialize much together. That was, until the day Molly was born. Then, she and Johnny couldn't shut Lenny up about his adorable baby sister. Sometimes Phoebe wondered if it was to stay near Molly that Lenny decided to return to school after dropping out. He seemed to turn his life around after that.

She was the one who threw a wrench into Lenny's life by leaving him after Johnny died, and then again now, for the second time. She was also the one who sent her partner sniffing after Ashoka, so it was her fault Matt was in his current predicament. She sighed and Morgan took her hand from the steering wheel and squeezed it in sympathy.

She gave him a quick glance and then shook off her maudlin regrets and changed the subject. Time her family and Morgan were brought up to speed on her and Matt’s assignment. “We came to Sri Lanka in search of the Trincomalee Eye.”

“What’s that?” her father asked from the back seat.

“Last Christmas, someone stole a priceless ancient sapphire from the Indian government. Our job was to tap into the conversations of local terrorist factions to discover which one might be responsible for the jewel’s theft. Whoever it is, they’re now trying to sell it to western backers.”

“You and Matt picked up on the local dialects?” her mother asked.

“We were learning,” Phoebe said. “It was slow going, until the Company sent us a translator.”

She sped through a narrow ravine and a deep valley. Time was not her friend. The only saving grace was that her jeep’s headlights were in good working order and there was a full moon out.

At one point, she screeched to a halt at a respectable distance from a herd of elephants that were crossing the road, and then she was grateful for its good brakes, too.

A side glance at Morgan showed he observed the herd with fascination. “It’s rare to find them moving around at this time of night.” She tapped impatiently on the steering wheel.

A baby raised its trunk and bellowed at her in response.

Finally, the road was clear and she could continue on. After they entered Kandy, Morgan checked out the tall Mara trees lining both sides of the street. They passed the city’s famous octagonal Buddhist temple, the Dalada Maligawa, a star attraction for visitors. The temple was surrounded by old world shops, markets and hotels.

One day, she promised him silently, I’ll take you to the most exquisite site in Sri Lanka. There, she’d seen colorful exotic birds call out in strident voices through lush greenery, and monkeys swing along branches as if they were competing for awards in a public gymnasium.

They were now close to the home where Matt was being held, so Phoebe continued with what she’d learned since returning to Sri Lanka. “Our translator, Ashoka, had said a family who lives in this city may be linked to the stolen jewel we sought. Matt and I checked their home out and found nothing suspicious except for a piece of paper hidden in a loft. It was written in Tamil, which was the language of the terrorist faction we were trailing. When Aunt Helen called me back to HB, our last solid lead had dried up. We were at a standstill. So, I took the note with me, hoping to translate it while I was away.”

“Why didn’t you hand it over to Matt?” her mother asked.

“If I’d done that, Matt, whose specialty was the Sinhalese language spoken predominantly in this country, might have given it to Conroy, who might have been tempted to leak it to the Indian government before it was translated. The Indians have been hounding Conroy on our progress for months. I worried that action might imperil the Tamil family. I wanted to make sure of what was in the note first. Then, once I'd finished the translation and decided to leave the Company, I told Matt about my find. It was just a love letter, Mom. I thought it odd that we’d been sent to that house for nothing, so I urged Matt to check up on Ashoka’s background. To find out if he might have had an ulterior motive for sending us to that particular house.”

“Ashoka lied,” her mother guessed.

Phoebe nodded. “Ashoka had stolen the Eye and was using the jewel to implicate this family. Why he did that, I still don’t know. He’s holding Matt and the family prisoner in their home.”

“If the family had nothing to do with the stolen jewel, why did Matt even go back there?” her mother asked. “Or don’t we know that either?”

“I found an encrypted journal in his tablet that he'd left in a safe deposit box in his hotel room,” Phoebe said. “That’s how I knew where he was headed. According to his notes, Matt confronted Ashoka about the suspicion I’d raised. The man panicked and ran. Matt informed Conroy and came to Kandy to speak to this family. He wanted to find out what connection they had with our translator. I suspect Ashoka beat him here.”

“Why hasn’t this Ashoka killed Matt yet?” her father.

Phoebe glanced at him in surprise.

He shrugged. “I watch television. I know how criminals think. Matt’s a witness.”

She nodded. “Yes, he is. The whole family is now. Ashoka must want something from them to still keep them all alive. That’s the only advantage we have. We need to rescue Matt before Ashoka gets whatever he’s after.”

“Only Matt?” Morgan asked. “What about this family? They’re obviously in trouble, too.”

Phoebe met her mother’s knowing gaze in the rear-view mirror. She understood the difficult choice Phoebe had made about who she would rescue. This was why she hadn’t wanted her daughter to become a spy. These were the decisions her mother warned would scorch Phoebe’s soul if she stayed in the business.

“What’s your plan?” her mother asked.
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Chapter 15
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“Our priority is Matt.” Phoebe flicked her glance toward Morgan, who looked concerned. “As for the Tamil family, if they are connected to Ashoka and we try to rescue them, we could end up with a handful of scorpions. I’ve cased this house and know the layout. Matt’s in a back bedroom watched by one man. The two other men spend most of the time in the kitchen grilling members of the family. The husband’s been badly beaten.”

“It sounds like both the father and Matt need medical attention,” her father said.

“Our focus has to be Matt, Dad. Once we get him out of the house, you’ll have to tend to him until we can get him to Colombo. I have a contact in a hospital there who won't ask too many questions.”

“What’s likely to happen to the rest of the Tamil family?” Morgan asked.

Phoebe hesitated. She wanted to save them all but couldn’t jeopardize Matt’s rescue. If they took the time to save the kids and parents, they might all get caught, as Matt had on her last rescue attempt. Besides, she wasn’t ruling out the possibility this time that the wife or husband was involved with those criminals.

It hurt her to say it but she did. “Our priority is to get Matt out. I’m one agent, not a commando unit. What I deal with is securing information, not raiding criminal hideouts.”

Her mother gave her a hard glance. Phoebe looked away first. Leaving those children at the mercy of enemy combatants was not something Phoebe could allow herself to think about.

By hiding the love letter, she thought she could keep the family safe. Instead, she’d risked their safety by telling Matt about the love letter and sending him sniffing after Ashoka. It was best to stick to what she was trained to do and not allow her heart to interfere this time. The kids weren't in immediate danger. Matt was.

Phoebe parked as close as she dared from the house where her partner was being held prisoner. The moon hid behind clouds and darkness cloaked their quick movements as they crept down the street toward their target.

She led the way with Morgan’s hand clasped tightly in hers. Her parents followed close behind.

There was one good thing about tonight. Morgan said he came to Sri Lanka to tell her he loved her. Every time she thought of that, she feared her heart would burst from sheer joy. His actions more than mirrored his words. He’d put his life on the line to find her and now he did the same to save Matt. Her love for this man had grown overwhelming. She curled their fingers together and he gave her a heart-stopping smile.

She called a halt at the bottom of a rise. Situated at the top was a tiled roof house surrounded by coconut trees and flowering bushes. Even with most of the blooms closed, the night breezes filled the air with their sweet scents.

“Ashoka has two accomplices,” Phoebe said.

The yard was silent. No barking. A large white mongrel had chased after Matt once. Dino, the little girl had called her pet. These intruders had probably dealt more stringently with the dog than she and Matt had.

“Mom and I will go in alone,” Phoebe said. “Morgan, keep an eye on the kitchen and if you see either of the men leave there, warn us. Can you do a bird call?”

He nodded.

“Dad,” she said, “watch the entrance and roadway. If anyone else comes, give Morgan a warning call. Ready?”

Everyone nodded. The moon took that inopportune moment to come out from behind clouds. Her father sprinting off to the left to hide behind bushes by the entrance was as clear as in daylight. She hoped no one had looked out the windows, for they surely would have spotted him. When no sound came from the house, she deemed it safe to signal Morgan to move toward a tree near the kitchen window. From there he should also be able to see her father easily.

Phoebe then sent her mother toward the back bedroom where Matt was held, while she hugged the shadows until she reached the adjacent room. One minute from now, she would distract the guard so her mother could sneak in and rescue Matt.

She entered the room and checked her watch. Thirty seconds. She ran her flashlight low to the floor to ensure she didn’t trip on anything. This was another bedroom. Framed photographs of the children were positioned on a dresser. The walls were painted in muted colors and there was a large canopied bed, suggesting this was the parents’ room. The door was ajar. With luck she could slide through without opening it further.

She settled her light on her watch. Twenty seconds. No one in the corridor. Voices argued in the kitchen. The little girl was crying. Phoebe flicked off her flashlight, forcefully shoving aside those heart-wrenching whimpers. Ten seconds and her back settled against the cool corridor wall between the two rooms. That door was open, too. From inside, the guard’s breaths sounded as if he stood right beside her. A breeze from a ceiling fan brushed by, cooling her hot forehead.

Five seconds. A call. A blue jay? Were there any in Sri Lanka? She’d never seen one. She whipped out her gun and pointed it at the guard’s forehead. “One sound and you’ll miss the next temple meeting,” she whispered in broken Tamil.

The guard raised his hands and remained silent. Brenda was inside the room before Phoebe finished speaking.

Phoebe plucked the weapon out of her prisoner’s hand and motioned him to face the inside wall. From the corner of her eye, she noted her mother leading a limping Matt to the window. Brenda’s backward glance said she, too, had heard the warning bird call. They were out of time.

Phoebe struck her prisoner on the back of his head with the confiscated weapon. Catching him before he fell, she silently laid him on the floor. She holstered her weapons and followed her mother to the window. Morgan ran to help Brenda when the barrel of a gun poked at Phoebe’s side, forcing her to pause with one foot over the sill.

She froze in shock and checked over her shoulder. The one she'd struck was still down, so this man must have come from the kitchen.

He ordered her in Tamil to back away from the window.

Rough voices shouted and footsteps ran, drawing her attention outside.

Her mother, too, hesitated.

Go, Mom, Phoebe urged her on, her heart pounding in terror for her family and friends. Take Matt and get away.

Instead, her mother dropped Matt into Morgan’s arms and ran in the opposite direction. Two men immediately gave chase. Her mother was drawing them away from Matt and Morgan. Brenda sprinted around the side of the house and fear clogged Phoebe's throat as she prayed for her mother to get away.

"Hurry up," the man behind her shouted.

Phoebe made a production of getting her foot back inside the house. Her goal: hide Morgan and Matt from her captor's view. She did a quick mental calculation. One man unconscious, one holding her prisoner and two after her mother. This was the warning her father or Morgan tried to give with the jay’s call. Ashoka had a third accomplice who must have just returned to the house.

Morgan wisely stayed ducked behind the bushes with Matt, keeping them both out of sight. Would he and her dad know to get Matt out of here before the search for them began?

* * *
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WITH MATT SLUMPED IN his arms, there wasn’t a thing Morgan could do to help Phoebe. He wanted to scream in frustration as Brenda took off with two armed men chasing her. The two women he loved most were in danger and all he could do was cower in order to save the life of the man Phoebe considered her friend and partner.

David joined him when the men went around the corner after Brenda. He looked a broken man facing his worst nightmare as he checked on Matt.

“We have to help Phoebe and Brenda,” Morgan said in a fierce whisper.

“Matt’s pulse is rapid and he looks like he’s lost a lot of blood,” David said. “This bandage on his leg is soaked and filthy. I have to see to his wound right now. We need to get him back to the jeep where I left the medical kit.” His voice was ragged with the horror of suggesting they leave his wife and daughter behind. “Come on, I can’t carry him alone.”

Every step of the way, Morgan was torn and had to fight his instinct to rush back and help Phoebe as he and David half carried and dragged Matt to the jeep. Just as they got Matt inside the back seat of the jeep, someone came running down the driveway.

"Get us out of here!" David shouted.

Heart pounding in terror, Morgan jumped into the driver’s seat, wheels screeching, he backed the vehicle down the road, swung the jeep around and then sped away.

In the rear-view, he saw the gunman waving his rifle in the air until Morgan drove around a corner and lost sight of him. He drove in a daze, he turned down one street after another, checking to make sure no one followed him. At a grunt from David, Morgan slowed down on the next turn, so the doctor could tend to Matt’s leg wound without being jarred.

Had they really believed they could help Phoebe with this assignment? He glanced over his shoulder. David was bent over his patient, working swiftly and professionally. The doctor was in.

Before they left, they hadn’t heard any shots fired. What else could they have done? Those men were armed and out-numbered them. Phoebe would want them to save Matt and get out of this city. As must Brenda, or she wouldn’t have drawn those armed men away from Morgan’s position.

Morgan knew he had to get Matt to a hospital, but the thought of Phoebe and Brenda at the mercy of terrorists was unbearable. They needed Conroy's help but time was against them.

“We’re not leaving Kandy,” David said, his voice hard and set.

His patient groaned.

“I think he’s coming around,” David said.

Morgan concentrated on driving and let the doctor care for his patient.

“What...happened?” Matt asked.

“Phoebe and Brenda were captured,” David said.

He heard Matt struggle to sit up.

“You’re in no shape to go after them.” David gently pushed him down.

“Must rescue,” Matt said. “Go back.”

Morgan was onside with Matt on that plan. He glanced around trying to get his bearings.

“You’ve lost a lot of blood,” David said. “Any delay getting you medical help could mean your life. You can barely stay conscious long enough to string a sentence together.”

“Little girl. Doesn’t know what she’s done.”

“What are you talking about?” Morgan asked.

“The child. Has jewel.” He lurched up and grabbed David’s collar. “She found it. Hid it. Ashoka will kill her.”

David pushed him back and forced him to stay still. “That’s enough. Here, have a sip of water and swallow this pill.”

Matt did as ordered and then slumped back, as if that small action had exhausted him.

“He can barely keep his eyes open,” David said to Morgan. “What are we going to do?”

“Listen,” Matt gasped. “Ashoka wants husband in trouble. He planted jewel for us to find. Set him up.”

“Why?” David asked.

Matt didn’t reply.

“Great,” David said. “He’s out. Probably for the best. He’s stable. I’ve given him something for the pain and patched up the wound better. If no one’s following us, let's pull over and decide what to do next.”

Morgan agreed and brought the jeep to a stop. They were on a side road lined with shops. All were closed at this time of night. “I’m checking the GPS Phoebe had me load onto my phone.”

“Does it show where we are?” David asked.

“Yup. Working nicely. If Matt’s right,” he added quietly, as he scanned the map, “more than just Phoebe and Brenda need help in that house.”

“We can’t rescue everyone, including the children,” David muttered. “Can we?”

Morgan glanced over his shoulder. His thundering heartbeat had slowed but only a little. “What do you suppose this is all about?”

“Love or money,” David said. “Probably both. It’s what motivates most people.”

“You’re right,” his patient whispered. "Ashoka was in love with the wife but she rejected him. Now, he wants revenge on the husband."

“You’re awake again,” David said, sounding pleased.

Matt nodded. “Listen carefully, I don’t know how long I can hang on. Ashoka’s been in jail for years on terrorism charges. A few months ago, he broke out to take his revenge.”

“How did he get involved with you and Phoebe?” Morgan asked, unable to keep quiet.

Matt closed his eyes for so long, Morgan wondered if the agent had become unconscious again. The man looked ashen. By flashlight, he appeared sweaty and his face was wreathed in pain. He didn’t need David to tell him that if they hadn’t got Matt out of that house when they did, the agent might have died by morning.

Phoebe’s action in trying to rescue her partner had indeed saved his life, but at what sacrifice?

“Ashoka and his accomplices watched the embassies,” Matt said, speaking in a whispery voice. That must have taken a lot out of him.

He was about to suggest Matt save his strength when the agent continued speaking. “He guessed the Indian Government would send someone or ask an ally to help recover the jewel. They concentrated on the Indians and Americans. By chance, Phoebe and I were spotted.”

“How did he become your translator?” David asked.

“Once Ashoka figured out we were after the Eye, he killed the translator Conroy assigned us and took his place. He tried to steer us to this house and implicate the husband. He was frustrated when we returned without the jewel because he’d hidden the Eye inside that house. When I confronted Ashoka about his work that implicated the Tamil family, he ran and came here looking for the stone. He thinks the husband has it, but it was the little girl. The child found it and hid it somewhere. It’s just a matter of time before he figures that out. You must save that little girl.”

“How do we do that?” David asked. “We’re not capable of taking on four armed men.”

With a sigh, Matt lay back.

“Matt?” David said, and then sighed. “He’s out again.”

“Will he be okay?” Morgan asked, concerned.

“I’ve done what I can for him,” David said. “He’ll be better after a few hours' rest. If we’re going back on another rescue mission, what do we do with him? Leave him in this jeep?”

“No,” Morgan said, instantly thinking of that hawk he’d seen killing and eating the gecko on the rooftop. He badly wanted to return but was certain it wouldn't be safe to leave Matt in this jeep. “Sri Lanka seems is of wild birds and animals. The jeep has open windows. What if a predator smells his blood and finds him while we’re busy elsewhere? We need a safe place to stash him.”

“We can’t take him to a hospital or hotel,” David said. “If anyone spots the state Matt’s in, they’d call the police.”

“Would that be so bad?” Morgan asked. “The police might help us rescue Phoebe and Brenda.”

“Or get that family or mine killed if they start a shootout with those terrorists,” David said.

Morgan let out a loud sigh. He doubted Phoebe would want them getting the police involved in her espionage case. He checked the GPS map again. “There’s a spot on here that she’s highlighted with a check mark and star. Maybe it’s her safe house. Or a trusted friend’s place? It doesn’t look too far away.”

“Let’s go,” David said.

Five minutes outside town, the map directed Morgan off the paved road and into the jungle. The little bit of moonlight they’d enjoyed disappeared behind the foliage leaving him in a tunnel outlined solely by the jeep’s headlights.

He glanced in the rear-view and encountered David’s worried glance. No wonder. They were in a foreign country, with a wounded man in their care and likely stuck on a one-way road to nowhere.

The dirt track wound around the mountain. There was greenery everywhere. Occasionally, the squeal of monkeys or the growl of a predator interrupted the sound of the jeep’s wheels turning over on the muddy ground. From the distance, the rush of water vibrated Morgan’s eardrums.

What an adventure this would have been.

With a guide.

In daylight.

Tonight, it was more like a nightmare. He slapped his arm where something bit him. Probably a mosquito. The ointment he’d slathered on last night must have worn off.

Least of his worries. Morgan wanted to turn around but the road was too narrow. If he tried, he might get the jeep stuck in one of the deep watery ditches on either side. Who would look for them if they didn’t return?

He and David might never rescue Phoebe and Brenda. Or the innocent little girl who’d hidden the stolen jewel the Indian government and those terrorists were after.

The rescue part had seemed improbable but getting themselves out of this jungle felt worse. Coming this way had been a colossal mistake.

Morgan slammed on the brakes as the road abruptly ended at the base of an immense waterfall. With the headlights trained on the water, he nodded to David before getting out to check their surroundings. Where the water cascaded into a large pool, mist rose eerily in plumes. The top of the falls was so high, it was hidden from sight.

“Now what?” David shouted above the water’s roar.

Morgan shrugged. “Don’t know,” he mumbled, then realized David couldn’t hear him over the noisy waterfall. He shouted, “We should head back.”

Once he spoke the words, other worries surfaced.

“It’s probably too late,” he murmured to himself, gazing at their deserted surroundings in dejection. “We should have stayed at the house to make sure Ashoka and his men weren’t leaving. What if we return to find the entire place empty? How will we find Phoebe and Brenda then?”

“We’ll find them,” David replied from beside him, and Morgan jumped, startled. He hadn’t heard him get out of the jeep.

Ever since he saw that man’s shadow come up behind Phoebe, his heart had gone numb with fear and his nerves were shredded. “We definitely can’t leave Matt here,” Morgan said. “There are wild things about. I heard them on the drive over. He can’t defend himself. He’d be eaten before we returned.”

“Morgan,” David said, “if we’d stayed near that house, we would have been caught. That wouldn’t have helped us save my wife and daughter. We did what we had to.”

David was right about one thing. They’d made their choice, now they must live with it. Phoebe is alive. He repeated the new mantra much as he’d done the one in the hotel room waiting for her to return. He looked around, half hoping to find her behind him. They were very much alone.
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Chapter 16
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Morgan ran his flashlight along both sides of the water’s edge and noticed a faint pathway. “This might lead somewhere.”

“Maybe,” David said. “Which way do we go?”

To the right, the path led off into the jungle, and to the left, it wound uphill around the pool and toward the waterfall. “I’ll check over there,” Morgan said. “It seems safer and shorter. You’d better stay and watch Matt. I won’t be long.”

This was an odd location for Phoebe to pinpoint with stars, unless it was a rendezvous spot. There certainly wasn’t a safe house nearby. Then again, what did he know about espionage?

The path meandered around the pool and to the base of the falls, where carved steps led upward. With his flashlight as a guide, he climbed. Half way up, he was soaked and ready to call it quits, when an opening drew his attention.

The entry was wide and led him into a cave behind the falls. Several openings led off into deeper chambers. A quick search suggested that a couple of rooms had been in recent use. Once he spotted a wooden gate leaning against the outside wall of a room, he knew he’d found the best place to leave Matt. This space even had a rolled-up mattress and carved-out stone shelves lined with canned food. Excited, he hurried back.

In no time, Matt was asleep on the mattress with a bottle of water, an energy bar, and pain pills beside him. They shut and secured the gate in place to keep out predators. Then, Morgan and David were back on their way to the house in Kandy. David used the GPS on Morgan’s cell phone to guide them.

The horizon was lighter when they exited the jungle. Sunrise wouldn’t be far off. It was a little after four in the morning. Soon, this busy city of farmers, shopkeepers and tourists would be awakening. With the cover of darkness gone, their last chance to take the assailants by surprise was also lost. Then again, Morgan hadn’t thought they would ever find a safe space to leave Matt and get out of that jungle before morning. Yet, here they were, with only a few mosquito bites to mar the gripping experience.

He parked and they ransacked the jeep for drier clothing and anything else useful, but precious little surfaced. Some tape, rope, but no weapons or break-in tools. Not that they’d have known how to use the latter. There were a couple of hand-held radios but they left that behind, worried the noise might give them away.

They approached on foot, skirting behind bushes. Morgan’s heart pounded louder than the falls. He was so scared he could barely formulate a plan. He might lose Phoebe tonight, get caught or watch his loved ones die. Then he remembered something Phoebe once said.

Fear can be your greatest ally.

At the time, he’d thought she was out of her mind. Now he understood. His fear had his adrenaline charging through his veins and he was ready to act quicker and more forcibly than at any other moment in his life.

The women he loved counted on him to rescue them. No, that was untrue. They both probably hoped he and David were miles away with Matt. Too bad. He didn’t care what they hoped for. They were going to get rescued.

Two men carrying rifles paced the perimeter of the property. That meant the women were still here and maybe alive. He muttered a silent thank you to God and turned to David. His friend wore a grim expression but he saw relief in David’s eyes, too.

Why were these men still here? Whatever the reason, Morgan couldn’t imagine them staying past daylight, or if they did, they would shut all the curtains and bring everyone in to allay the neighbors’ suspicions about armed guards patrolling the grounds. Probably why they also seemed wary to keep gunshots to a minimum. They didn’t want to attract the attention of the neighbors or the police.

Neither he nor David had any weapons. To take down two trained combatants carrying guns would require confidence or foolhardiness. He tried to muster both.

David headed for the one near the back of the house. Morgan rose up behind the one closest to him and jabbed a snapped-off branch into his back. “Drop your weapon.”

The man didn’t comply. Morgan drove the branch into his back until he dropped the rifle. He pushed him to the ground and twisted his captive’s wrist behind his back. With a knee to keep him in place, Morgan dropped his stick and tied the man’s arms and gagged him. Then he sprinted to help David. He arrived in time to see his friend whack the second man on the back of the head with a hefty branch, and then as swiftly shine his flashlight into the man’s face and check his victim’s pulse and pupils. Always the doctor.

“Save the bedside manner,” Morgan whispered.

Together they approached the house. Through the kitchen window, they spotted Phoebe and Brenda tied up but alive. The remaining two terrorists were also there. One sat on a chair, a bandage around his head. He looked half asleep.

“Likely has a concussion,” David whispered.

The other was pacing, holding the wife to his side, taking her with him wherever he went. That was probably Ashoka. The body on the floor was probably the husband since the two children hovered beside him, crying. He was either unconscious or dead.

He and David checked windows and doors but all were secured. Phoebe’s skill at breaking into places would have sure come in handy. If they tried it, they’d make too much noise.

Morgan heard a sound. Were the two prisoners they took alerting their cohorts? He motioned David to keep watch on the kitchen and sprinted back to check. Both men were immobile. One was still unconscious.

He still heard an odd noise. Paying close attention this time, instead of assuming where it was likely coming from, he headed to where the sound originated. A nearby shed at the side of the house had its door shut with a wedge holding it closed. The sound definitely came from inside. A whimper. Had those criminals left a prisoner in here? Whoever this was, might be of help. Maybe balance the odds in their favor.

He undid the wedge and quietly pried open the door. Using his flashlight, he scanned the inside. Nothing but tools and supplies. The sound lured him to the back of the shed. Something was moving beneath a large cloth. With an apprehensive heart, Morgan held up the flashlight with his right hand to act as a weapon, and slowly drew back the cloth.

A large white dog was muzzled and tied up. Its eyes looked a little glazed and Morgan suspected it must have been drugged and was just now recovering. It whined and stared at him with a pitiful expression. Lowering his arm, he considered his options. If he untied the dog, it might be more of a problem than a help. If it started to bark, it might give them away to the men inside the house. Yet, he couldn’t bring himself to leave it like this.

First, he undid the bindings around its feet. The dog sat up, a little unsteady but happy at gaining its freedom. It made a beeline to leave the shed but Morgan held it back by its collar and spoke in soothing tones. He doubted the dog understood a word he said. It probably obeyed commands in a different language but it seemed to appreciate his intent and recognized him as a friend.

The dog sat and looked at him as if waiting for orders. Morgan untied the muzzle, half afraid he was going to lose his hand. When the last rope was loose, the dog reached up and licked Morgan’s face.

“Want to help rescue your family?” Morgan asked.

The dog wagged its tail and licked him again.

David raised a surprised eyebrow when Morgan returned with their new ally at heel.

“We need all the help we can get,” Morgan explained.

“Not arguing,” David said. “Just wondering if our luck has turned for good or worse. We need a way inside.”

Morgan nodded. He’d been thinking about that problem and had come up with a plan. He now outlined it briefly.

David didn’t reply for the longest time. Morgan wondered if he thought it was a lame idea or if he was actually considering it. The only way they could get in was if someone from inside opened the door.

Finally, David said, “That might work, as long as the lunatics inside don’t start shooting.”

“I agree this plan has more pot holes than the road to the waterfall,” Morgan said, “but I’m game if you are.”

They went back to retrieve one of their prisoners. David then stood on the front pathway, holding his captive with the man’s back facing the door so no one would see his bound hands and gagged mouth. Morgan crouched behind bushes by the front door, one hand on the dog’s collar and the other on his muzzle to keep him quiet.

David began shouting in what sounded like Latin at the man he held, while shaking him and gesturing.

Clever. Many in Sri Lanka seemed to understand English. Latin would prove more of a challenge.

Lights went on inside and someone called out. Morgan waited, poised. Directly above him, a window was pushed out and a man leaned out, the one with a possible concussion. He shouted in a foreign language. Facing David, he didn’t spot Morgan crouched beneath him. The dog squirmed in Morgan’s hold and he held him tight praying the dog would stay quiet.

David continued to make a royal ruckus as he yelled what sounded like a diagnosis and gestured with a fist.

The window slammed shut and a few seconds later the front door opened and concussed-man strode out with a rifle. The door stood wide open. Morgan was free to run in, but he couldn’t bring himself to leave David with a weapon aimed at him. So, he released the dog and leaped onto the gunman’s back.

* * *
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PHOEBE HEARD THE COMMOTION outside and suspected that Morgan and her father had returned. Her heart trembled. Didn’t they realize who they were dealing with? How dare Morgan risk his life and bring her father? That was definitely Dr. David Clay’s voice shouting. She’d recognize his Latin anywhere. Her quiet, unassuming, father was threatening a terrorist with the pox, or pustulis correptus.

She took a deep calming breath and swallowed a hysterical laugh. Morgan and her father did this because they loved her. She understood now how Morgan must have felt when she said she was returning here for Matt. Luckily, Phoebe was ready for this foolish rescue.

She’d been working on the knots holding her captive and had in fact been free for close to an hour. Since Phoebe then passed her mother the hidden blade from her sleeve, her mother, too, was free. Neither of them had acted yet, though.

Brenda was waiting for Phoebe’s signal.

To take the two men she and her mother had to co-ordinate their moves. However, they had no opportunity to speak. Too much eye contact and Ashoka would get suspicious.

Phoebe also hesitated because the beating the father took had traumatized the children. Now Ashoka held their terrorized mother close, with his gun jammed into her stomach. The little girl was also broken-hearted about her dog, which Ashoka told her he’d killed.

If the kids witnessed their mother getting shot, they may never recover. So, Phoebe waited, hoping the gunman would release the woman for even a moment. Then the commotion started outside.

Ashoka raised his gun to the woman’s head and kicked his cohort dozing in a chair beside Phoebe. “Go see what’s happening outside,” he said in Tamil.

The guy stumbled over to a window and looked out. “Some stranger’s started a fight with Rajan.”

“Go check on them,” Ashoka replied. “Take the rifle. It might be that spy come back to get his women.”

“It isn’t Matt,” Phoebe said.

Ashoka turned to her in surprise. No wonder. They were the first words she’d spoken all night. He’d given her several bruises on her face to attest to his anger at her continued silence.

“Who is it then?” he asked.

“It’s her husband.” Phoebe shrugged toward Brenda who was to her left. Ashoka moved away from the corridor and approached her as his friend opened the front door.

“Hers?” he asked, absently gesturing with his gun.

Phoebe leaped for the wife and rolled her to the side. From the corner of her eye she spotted her mother grab Ashoka’s arm and wrestle for the gun. Then a white hairy projectile landed on the man with vicious growls and barks. Her mother rolled out of the way as the dog fought with his enemy, his vicious attack aimed at the man’s throat. It was a short battle.

By the time Phoebe ran over to help her mother, Ashoka lay still, hands falling to his side, blood gushing down his neck, dead eyes holding a look of utter surprise.

Screaming, the wife ran to the kids and her husband.

The little girl pushed away. “Dino’s alive,” she said in delight, pointing to the dog still hovering over his victim. “He dropped the bad man, Mommy. Look. He’s a hero.”

Phoebe sighed in relief as the child’s attention focused on her dog’s heroism. She would be okay once this was over. Dino was licking himself clean, with one eye still focused on the body.

With Ashoka’s gun in hand, Brenda ran out of the kitchen. Phoebe followed her mother.

At the front door, everything was still dark outside. Phoebe ran her hand along the wall for a switch and turned it on. The porch light flashed over the front yard. Her parents were hugging each other, but her father kept his foot on a bound man’s chest, securing him in place. What a romantic.

Morgan knelt on the ground beside another of Ashoka’s men. He was confining his prisoner’s arms behind his back, being careful not to hurt the man’s bandaged head. He then squinted up in her direction. “Phoebe?”

She nodded, looking around. There was one more terrorist to be accounted for.

“He’s by the road,” Morgan said, accurately reading her concern. “We ran out of ropes to tie this one up,” he pointed to his prisoner, as if he brought down criminals every day of the year. “Used them on the other two. Matt’s okay, by the way. We left him in a safe place.”

Too stunned to say a word, Phoebe silently handed him her spare handcuffs. Her Morgan, the prim-and-proper, “don’t break the law” attorney, had taken down armed terrorists.

“Brenda said you took care of Ashoka inside. All okay in there now?” Morgan asked.

“The dog brought him down,” Phoebe said. “Permanently.”

He nodded. “He’s a good dog.” He cuffed his man and sat abruptly on the ground beside him.

She rushed closer. “Are you okay?”

He nodded. “Suddenly needed to sit down, that’s all.”

She hid her smile. “That’s quite the capture you and Dad made. Three armed men. How did you know about the dog?”

“I found him tied up in the shed,” he said. “Drugged.”

“And you released him?” She knelt to be at eye level. “He just killed a man in there, Morgan. He could have killed you.”

He gently brushed her cheekbone where a bruise was throbbing and must be coloring up. “I like dogs,” he said. “After we’re married, we should get one.”

She kissed his fingers and gave him a mock serious look. “The Clay women always have cats.”

“No cats,” he said. “Absolutely no cats.” He waited for her to argue and when she didn’t respond, he added, “Since you’re not contradicting the married part, is it safe to assume you plan to marry me?”

“Oh, kiss the man and put him out of his misery,” her mother said.

“Mom,” she said, “can’t you let me do anything alone?”

A man cleared his throat. Phoebe twisted around to find the Sri Lankan family watching them. The husband appeared shaky and bruised, with a swollen lip and some missing teeth. His wife supported him. Her smile on her tear-streaked face suggested she didn’t care how many teeth he was missing, she loved him unconditionally. Their children stood in front of them, with the dog leaning against the little girl’s legs.

“I believe this is what you all came here to find,” the husband said in perfect English but with a noticeable lisp through his cracked teeth and swollen lips. He touched his daughter’s head.

The child ran to a nearby flower bed and began digging.

“She wanted to give it to the bad men but I told her not to or they would kill us all,” he added.

The child ran back with her prize. In the dim porch light, a magnificent sea of blue spanned her tiny palms. Phoebe’s breath caught as she reached out and the large flawless sapphire dropped into her hands, cold and heavy.

The Trincomalee Eye. A symbol of peace and friendship between two countries.

She held it out for Morgan and her parents to see.

“You’ve completed your assignment.” With a proud smile, Morgan ran a finger over the gigantic jewel’s surface.

Phoebe was overjoyed at recovering this beauty. Yet, she’d almost lost Morgan and her parents retrieving it.

Morgan stood and held his hand out, pulling her close and holding her tight. He pressed a kiss on her forehead. “Everything’s going to be okay.”

His words brought back a memory of when she’d listened with envy to similar words spoken by this Tamil father to his family. Back then, Phoebe thought no one would ever hold her safe and speak such loving words. It also reminded her of something else.

She gave the Eye to Morgan to hold and fished out the love letter she’d been carrying for so long. She held it out to the Tamil father. “I think this belongs to you, sir.”

He took it with a bruised and bloody hand, shifting closer to the porch light to read. Then he smiled wide, uncaring about how many holes he flashed, while his eyes misted. “I’d wondered where I’d lost this.”

“I found the letter in your loft, stuck between bags of rice,” Phoebe said.

“What is it?” his wife asked.

He showed her. “The note you sent me before we married. I always carry it with me. Must have fallen out when I was unloading stores. I’ve been heartbroken for weeks that I’d lost this.” He came over and gave Phoebe a formal bow. “Thank you. This note is more precious than any jewel.”

“For me, too.” His wife gave him a big hug.

The children ran over, not wanting to be left out, while the dog barked playfully, tail wagging.
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Epilogue
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Morgan, who was in the jeep’s passenger seat checking the GPS on his cell phone, directed Phoebe to the waterfall where he and her father had left Matt. Her parents were in the back seat. It warmed Phoebe’s heart to notice that they hadn’t stopped holding hands.

Once she learned about the location Morgan had chosen to leave Matt, Phoebe couldn't help smiling with pleasure. It was exactly where she’d been thinking of bringing him one day. A perfect spot for their honeymoon.

At the waterfall, while the men went to retrieve Matt, Phoebe held her mother back. “May we talk?”

“Sure.” Brenda turned to her in surprise. “I hope you’re not going to scold me for following you to Sri Lanka?”

“I’m glad you came and brought both of them. No, I wanted to talk about my new business.”

“What about it?” Brenda asked.

“What did you think about the office? You never said.”

“That’s what you want to talk about? Now?”

“Did you like it?” Phoebe asked. “Do you think you could picture yourself working there?”

“Me?” Brenda asked, in shock.

“You’ve proven you are way more than just a stay-at-home mother. I know you said you retired from your old life, but you liked some of this excitement, didn’t you?”

Her mother nodded. “It took me back to my youth. If I must be honest, I did enjoy myself. Never tell Conroy that!”

“I won’t, I promise,” Phoebe said. “However, I could use your help, with organizing my business and case research. You’d be great at that, leaving me free to do the leg work. What do you say? I think Dad would love to know that you have something to do that’s comparable to what you’d given up for a life with him.”

Brenda glanced up to where Morgan and David were helping Matt down the pathway. “He might at that.” She turned around and hugged Phoebe. “I’d love to join Missing You, Inc. Thank you for asking.”

“Yay!” Phoebe said as her world shifted into place.

* * *
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ON THE FLIGHT HOME, Morgan asked Phoebe, “Now that you’ve rescued Matt, do you feel better about what happened with Johnny?”

“I’ll never feel okay about that.” At his concerned gaze, she added, “I’ll always miss him, Morgan. Johnny was my best friend. I do understand, now, that his death was out of my control. My being there may have made no difference at all. The shooter’s bullets might still have fatefully hit Johnny or their intended target.”

As she spoke those words, a weight lifted off her shoulders. Recent experience had proven that people were capable of taking care of themselves. Look at how Morgan and her father had fared, despite being on their own, in a foreign country, and facing armed men. They hadn’t needed her to rescue them. They’d rescued her. That realization made her see her worries about Lenny’s predicaments in a whole new light. Her cousin was an adult, and the choices he made were his own, along with their consequences.

Phoebe knew she’d come to the right conclusion, when they arrived at her parent’s home and Morgan helped her out of the Uber. The first thing she spotted was Lenny and Molly exiting the front door, onto the porch. Both of them were perfectly fine. The little girl was holding a cat food dish with both hands. Lenny grinned and waved a cheerful welcome as Molly set the dish before a black-and-white cat.

“Fur-Phoebe’s home!” Delighted to see her aunt’s cat on the porch, Phoebe ran over to kneel and pet the feline’s soft fur. “When...how...?”

“The day after Aunt Helen called to say she and Tucker Harrington were engaged,” Lenny said, “her cat just showed up in the back yard.”

“Told you that old geezer was tricky,” Randy said as he stepped out of the house and slammed the front door shut.

“Tucker had him all along?” Phoebe flashed Morgan an I-told-you-so glare over her shoulder.

He shrugged his innocence and asked, “Did Gramps admit to taking her?”

“Nope,” Lenny said. “We knew it must have been him, though. Cat smelled like his cologne when it showed up.”

“Since Ms. Helen already checked out his cottage and came up empty,” Randy added, “we were all set to raid the stable where he keeps his horses. Then the cat returned. We were on the case, weren’t we, Lenny?”

“Case?” Phoebe asked. We?

“Got our papers, we’re official.” Randy gave her a two-thumbs-up gesture. “We’re in the PI business.”

“Shut up,” Lenny said. “I haven’t told her yet."

“Us?” Her vocabulary seemed to have reduced to one-word sentences. Morgan chuckled behind her.

“Yeah,” Lenny said, “I was going to explain about that. While you were gone, I figured we should have another employee in our business, in case you get called away again and leave us shorthanded. So, I hired Randy.”

“We haven’t even started our business and you’re hiring staff?” Phoebe asked, and realized she’d done the same thing, hiring her mother. Thank heavens she had, though, and that Brenda had agreed to oversee the office. Her mother would have her hands full with Randy on the payroll.

“We’re in business, Cuz,” A big grin spread across Lenny’s face. “We still have to get our personal PI licenses, of course, but, early this morning, Randy and I were sitting in our office trying to figure out what to do when this package arrived from Langley, Virginia. It had our business permits and papers and everything. It even had a pardon from the governor for both of your and Aunt Helen’s Break-and-Enter charges.” Lenny fished out a folded piece of paper from his back pocket. “Here’s the letter the documents came with.” 

Phoebe sent Morgan a surprised glance. He shrugged and read the note over her shoulder. It was short and succinct.

Phoebe, the Indian government wanted to reward you for finding their lost property, but couldn’t since you’re still officially on our government’s payroll. They sent a check to the Sri Lankan family instead. However, they were so impressed by your team’s work, they asked me to give you a head’s up that if they run into another troublesome issue, they’ll be asking me to give you a call. Be good now.

Conroy’s bold signature was outlined below.

“He’s letting you go,” Morgan said. “That must be what this means.”

She nodded. Conroy had many faults but, once he admitted defeat, he knew how to end their relationship graciously. After all, he’d scored a victory by returning to headquarters with that jewel in hand, the hero of the day. Yet, it must have tasted a bit of sour. He’d accomplished his task but lost the woman he loved and the daughter he’d wanted.

His loss was her family’s gain. The Clay women were free at last.

“I’m home for good,” she whispered and kissed Morgan to seal that promise.

THE END

* * *
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BOOK 1 IN THE HARRINGTON Mystery series, Sage It Out, is currently available: https://www.shereenvedam.com/cozy-mystery/

Sign up to Shereen’s Newsletter to learn about her new releases:
http://www.subscribepage.com/c9u7e6
Thank you for reading!
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