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PROLOGUE
Andrea sat up in bed, her struggle for sleep futile. She pushed back the heavy fall of hair from her face. A strange glow came from the small antique box on top of the dresser. What in the world...? Drawn by the light in the otherwise dark room, she slid out of bed to approach the wooden box.
Staying at arm’s length with trembling hands, Andrea touched the ill-fitting lid of the box with the tip of one finger. The soft blue glow escaped from the cracks around the lid changing to an intense yellow as her finger connected with the wood. Wanting to run, yet oddly driven, she quickly flipped the box open. She gasped and drew back. A blinding white beam filled the room with light.
Her eyes closed then blinked rapidly in response to the intense light. As they adjusted and she could see again, she crept closer. Andrea stared at the delicate, hand-tooled, silver ring lying on the blood-red interior of the box. The odd blue stone, so plain when she first discovered the ring, emitted a brilliant light. A beam stronger than any flashlight emanated from the stone and streaked to the ceiling, lighting the entire room. She fought a losing battle against the urge welling up within her to touch the ring.
Slowly she touched the edge of the ring. The metal felt warm, even inviting. Andrea jerked her finger away. Nothing changed. The stone in the ring continued to glow; the blinding white light stayed the same. The need to touch the ring grew even more compelling. At last she gave in to the demand, cautiously lifting the ring from the box. She slid it onto her left index finger.
Once settled on her finger the light from the ring changed. It swirled around her in an amazing display of rainbow-like colors. Andrea watched the dancing, swirling light show with a wondrous sense of awe and disbelief. Surely I’m dreaming. This is not real. It’s just not possible.
She sank to her knees on the floor, her legs refusing to support her any longer. The lights slowed then suddenly disappeared into the stone of the ring. The room grew dark.
Andrea was unprepared for the whispers. They sounded eerily like a soft wind blowing through the room. The whispers grew louder then became several voices talking excitedly over each other. The stone in the ring pulsed with a deep blue glow.
“No, oh God, no,” she whimpered. Terrified, she struggled to jerk the ring from her finger, but one voice became separate and clearer than the others.
“Nay, my Lady. You must trust in your heritage. Trust in the ring and heed our voices. We will guide you in times of trouble. Keep us with you always. Let Destiny guide your path.” The gentle, but firm, female voice faded back into the unintelligible whispers then they stopped.
The glow faded and the ring once again held a plain blue stone in a dark silver setting.
Andrea found the sudden quiet and the darkness unnerving. Still kneeling on the floor, she shook her head trying to wake from the dream she felt trapped within. The pinch she gave herself hurt but didn’t help at all. Rising on shaky legs, she walked to the bedroom door and reached for the light switch.
Light filled the room from the elaborate overhead fixture. Andie leaned weakly against the wall and took deep breaths in an effort to calm down. For the hundredth time, she wished her grandmother hadn’t left her anything. Even though the house seemed grand, the furnishings mostly antiques, and the town inviting, she began to think the gift came with a price she might not be willing to pay.
Chapter 1
Andrea Duncan, the newest resident in town, was quite a looker from what he heard. As acting sheriff and because of his friendship with the late Mrs. Duncan, he really should stop by and pay his respects. He put off the visit because Miss Duncan never once visited or contacted her grandmother, and never bothered to show up for the funeral. But she lost no time in coming to claim the property and whatever else was left.
The elderly Mrs. Duncan might have been a little strange at times, but he felt she still deserved better treatment from her remaining relatives. Mason decided he needed more facts before condemning the granddaughter, innocent until proven guilty and all that. He drove into his reserved space at the front of City Hall and went inside to start another work day.
“Morning, Sheriff,” Freda West greeted him as he passed her desk.
“Morning, Freda.” The plump, perky redhead always beat everyone to the office to tidy up, make coffee, and get them off to a good start. A widow with three children, she was hard working, organized, and capable of dealing with most situations. Freda turned out to be the best secretary the town council ever hired. Supporting three kids wasn’t easy, but she seemed to be doing okay. Mason felt proud of the way she took hold and got on with her life after her husband’s death.
Mason Keeler didn’t see the need to make many changes to the staff he inherited from the previous sheriff, Robert Whitner. Due to a serious heart attack, Sheriff Whitner left the position on disability ten months before his term would have been up. The town council asked Mason to fill in until a replacement could be found. They still hadn’t found anyone qualified and he doubted if they actually looked. The elections were coming up in three months and even though the battle for Town Council and the School Board seats raged, so far Mason’s name was all alone on the ballot for sheriff. It seemed a foregone conclusion he would be sheriff for four more years.
Therein lay the problem. He really didn’t want the job. Mason had plans of his own. He looked up as Freda brought coffee and the report from the night before into his office at the rear of the main room. “Thanks, Freda. How are the kids?” he asked accepting the paper and leaning back in his chair.
“Good. But they’re not looking forward to school starting back next week half as much as I am. Things will calm down some once all of these rascals get back to a regular schedule with earlier bedtimes.”
“Yeah, I guess so,” he agreed as he read over the night officer’s report. Deputy Howard Dawkins answered two calls for more of the vandalism, trespassing, and similar incidents seeming to plague the town this summer. He detained the various teens involved then released them into their parents’ custody with stern warnings.
“Does seem like the kids have been a little rowdy,” he told Freda as he tossed the report onto his desk and lifted his coffee cup.
“That’s like saying rain’s a little wet,” she laughed. Freda headed back to her own desk when the phone began to ring.
Mason sipped the strong black coffee before turning to the computer to check for bulletins and advisories. A car stolen in the next county with all law enforcement agencies asked to be on the lookout was all that concerned his office. He tapped save and print for the ‘BOLO’ then pushed back from the desk. After retrieving the page, he dropped it by Freda’s desk on his way out.
“That needs to be passed on to Joe. Would you also post it on the board for Ed and Howard? I think I’ll go by to speak to Rose Duncan’s granddaughter then make the usual rounds,” Mason told her. “Call if you need me.”
“Haven’t you been out to see her yet?” Freda raised her eyebrows in surprise. “I think every other single man in town has gone at least once already. They say she’s a doll, but she hasn’t accepted any invitations to go out that I know of. I hope she’s not going to be as anti-social as Rose was.”
“Maybe she’s married or engaged or just not interested in our class of men. Anyway, that’s up to her. I owe it to Rose to go by and see if she needs anything. I’ll be back in plenty of time to cover the office for your lunch break,” Mason assured her and left the building.
He drove to the end of Main Street and turned right onto Old Fort Road. Farther from downtown, the houses looked larger and the lots more spacious. Even farther out huge parcels of land made up the ranches and farms forming the backbone of this part of Texas. Fort Myers was just one of the small towns scattered through the northeast section of the state managing to stay economically sound by catering to the needs of the ranchers, farmers, and their families.
Rose Duncan’s lifelong home resembled a two-story antebellum mansion from the old south. Once a beautiful home, it looked run-down and neglected in comparison to its better-kept neighbors. In several places the dingy white paint peeled from the wood while the once black shutters faded to a dark, nondescript gray, he couldn’t help but notice as he pulled into the drive. The concrete drive and sidewalk were stained and cracked. But the huge oak trees standing guard around the house cast a welcome shade in the August heat.
Mason climbed out of the patrol car and walked to the front door. He knocked and waited. Several moments later the door opened. An exquisite blond in faded jeans and a hot pink tee shirt covered in glittery stars greeted him through the screen-door.
“Hello,” Andrea felt the man’s gaze move over her as she stood in the doorway. She had received similar reactions from a horde of men since arriving here. “May I help you?” she prompted when the man didn’t say anything.
Mason mentally pulled himself together, reeling in his tongue while wondering if drool ran down his chin. “Are you Rose’s granddaughter?” he managed to ask. Only fourteen the last time a pretty girl left him totally speechless, he struggled for control. Her gentle blue eyes, doll-like features, and perfect pink Cupid’s bow of a mouth combined with a traffic-stopping figure left him dumb. She also wiped every rational thought but one from his male mind.
“Yes, I’m Andrea Duncan. And you are?” the blond vision raised her finely arched brows inquiringly.
“I’m Sheriff Mason Keeler. I’ve been meaning to stop by to say I’m sorry about your loss and see if you need anything,” he explained as he extended his right hand toward her.
Andrea pushed open the screen door extending her right hand, “It’s nice to meet you, Sheriff.” Catching a quick glimpse of the stone in the ring on her index finger, she saw it begin to glow just before her small hand became engulfed by his large one. She heard the whispers begin. Closing her eyes, she silently prayed for them to stop. Instead, they grew louder and she actually understood what they said.
A gruff male voice said, “He is a valiant knight.”
“He will help you meet your destiny,” whispered a husky voice sounding neither male nor female, but somewhere in between.
“You shall trust him with your life. He will be important to us all,” said the female voice Andrea remembered from the night before.
Andrea jerked her hand free of the sheriff’s and grabbed the door facing in an effort to steady her trembling body. Taking several deep breaths, she wished she was anywhere but here.
“Miss Duncan,” Mason quickly reached inside the open screen and took her arm to help her as she swayed slightly. He saw her eyes were closed. “Are you all right? You’ve gone awfully pale.”
“Did… Did you hear something?” Andrea asked softly.
“It was probably the wind, ma’am. It sounds sort of strange around here blowing through the trees sometimes,” the sheriff answered while continuing to hold onto her arm. He watched the expressions change on her lovely face.
Nodding her head, Andie opened her eyes. She looked up into the face partially shaded by his hat. “I’m okay, I think. I... I haven’t been sleeping well—you know—a strange place and all.” Shrugging gracefully, she went on, “Did you know my Grandmother Rose well?”
The sheriff let her go and drew back slightly since she looked better. “I counted her as a friend. I came to check on her several mornings a week. I was the one who…I found her after her stroke.” He shifted to his other foot wondering if she would care.
Shaking her head, Andrea pushed the screen farther open. “I’m so sorry. Where are my manners? Won’t you come in and have some coffee or something? Maybe you could tell me a little about her,” she suggested, horrified at her previous lack of hospitality. The glowing ring and the voices temporarily drove everything else out of her head, but he had no way of knowing that.
Andrea really wanted to learn all she could about Rose Duncan. Several visitors dropped by to see her since she arrived in town, mostly male, but none gave her any information other than the fact her grandmother was quite the recluse. In spite of that, they all spoke well of the elderly lady because of her donations and support of charitable causes in the area.
Most of Andrea’s visitors seemed more interested in getting to know her than in discussing a deceased hermit. She received invitations, propositions, and one proposal of marriage. All of which she declined with excuses ranging from having to wash her hair to being too busy settling the estate. Some of the men were discouraged easily while others were impossible to get rid of.
Somehow, Andrea knew this man was different. Even though he definitely gave her the once over first thing at the door, she took no offense. At around six feet tall, he exuded a self-confident air of being able to take on the world. She found him attractive in a rugged, macho sort of way. His face looked interesting with serious green eyes, thick brown eyebrows, a strong chin, lean cheeks, and a brown moustache under a nose that looked to have been broken at least once. Brown, longish hair brushed his collar under the pale gray Stetson he wore. A tan cotton work shirt covered his broad shoulders and muscular biceps. Lean hips and thighs encased in faded denim ending at scuffed cowboy boots finished the picture of the rugged Texas sheriff. The ring definitely approved of him, whatever that meant.
Smiling slightly while the girl in front of him finished her appraisal, Mason decided to take her up on her offer. “Coffee sounds good, but I can’t stay too long. I’ve got a couple of things to check on.” He removed his hat and entered as she motioned him inside. Following her through the dimly lit living room and down the short dark hall, they came to the room he liked best and the one where he felt the most comfortable.
The kitchen was the brightest, most recently remodeled room in the entire house. Andie spent most of her time here. Butter-colored walls, white cabinets, colorful potholders, and several green plants made the space cheerful. The breeze wafting through the open kitchen windows continuously stirred by the large ceiling fan kept the room bearable most of the day in the absence of air conditioning.
“Please have a seat,” Andie gestured to one of the chairs at the table near one of the windows. “I hope you don’t mind sitting in here. The rest of the house is… Well, it’s sort of…” she let the sentence trail off as she turned to start the coffeemaker trying to think of the appropriate word to use.
“Depressing?” Mason supplied. “I kept nagging Rose to lighten the place up and do some repairs. But she would laugh and say her ghosts liked it this way.” He leaned back in the straight-backed chair at the old oak table as he had done many times before. But he watched a different hostess set out the cups for the coffee.
“I made some blueberry squares last night. They should go well with the coffee,” Andie told him. She transferred several to a serving plate before bringing them to the table. “Do you think she really believed that? About the ghosts, I mean?” She gripped the back of a chair tightly, waiting for his answer.
“Well, Rose was a little different,” he explained with a slight smile. “She stayed to herself a lot and she talked to…” Mason paused to think of a tactful way to put it.
“People who weren’t there?” Andrea asked.
“Yeah, not that she acted—crazy or anything, you understand. It’s just that we would be talking like you and me, then she would turn her head and speak to—someone I couldn’t see.” As the beautiful young woman brought cups, small plates, and forks to the table, he went on, “I tried not to let it bother me, what with her age and everything. A lot of elderly people suffer from delusions or have imaginary friends, almost like children, I’ve found.”
Andrea brought cream and sugar and, finally, the fresh pot of coffee before sitting down in the chair across from the sheriff. “Help yourself,” she offered passing him the blueberry squares before pouring coffee into both cups. Taking a pastry then adding cream and sugar to her coffee, Andie asked, “Did she have any close friends in town, other than you of course? I would like to find out all I can about her.”
After a sip of the best coffee he ever tasted, Mason told her, “Like I said, Rose stayed pretty much to herself most of the time. She did have a lot of correspondence with pen pals some years ago, but not recently. I think her eyes were failing so she just let it go. The local grocery delivered for her. Whatever else she needed she either ordered from catalogs or I picked up. Several people used to visit her from time to time, from the different churches in town, but I think she got to where she discouraged their visits. I don’t really think Rose considered any of them close friends. Didn’t you know her at all?” Mason finally asked the question eating at him as he helped himself to another of the scrumptious blueberry squares. Not only was this girl a looker, but she made great coffee and pastries. If the other men in town found out about it, she would never see a minute’s peace.
“Sad to say, I never met her. I didn’t even know my father had any living relatives until the attorney for her estate contacted me. I was sure there was some sort of mistake. It still doesn’t seem real,” Andrea answered. She refilled their coffee cups.
“Rose never talked about any family. She wrote down how she wanted her final things done. She even prepaid her funeral expenses at the mortuary. We all thought she must be the last of her line, since no family showed up for the funeral, plus the way she took care of things. I’ll show you where she’s buried sometime, if you want” the sheriff offered.
“I think I’d like that,” Andrea agreed with a sad little smile. “My father couldn’t have known she was alive or he would have told me. Come to think of it, I don’t remember ever seeing a picture of his mother in any of his things. Something awful surely happened for them to be ignorant of each other’s existence.” She reached up with her right hand to push her long blond hair back from her face.
Mason immediately noticed the ring on her finger. “I see you found Rose’s ring. I never saw her without it on her finger. It’s very unusual, isn’t it?”
“Yes, very unusual,” she agreed. You don’t know the half of it.
“It looks good on you.” He knew he should leave to get back to work, but Mason was enjoying this visit with Andrea.
“It makes me feel closer to her, somehow. Silly isn’t it?”
“I don’t think so. Rose called that piece of jewelry her antique mood ring. The stone really looked as if it changed colors. She wore it on the ring finger of her left hand, I think.” Mason drained his cup, but regretfully shook his head when she offered to pour more. He couldn’t help thinking how the unusual filigree ring suited her slender finger. The stone in the center could be a reflection of her blue eyes.
“I’ve seen the stone change colors. It’s too large for my ring finger. I didn’t want to have it sized so I settled on wearing it here.” She waggled her index finger then stared at the ring. “Did my… Did she suffer? Was anyone with her when…?” Andie blinked back the moisture building in her eyes at the thought of her grandmother dying alone, possibly in pain.
Mason watched her fight the tears hoping she wouldn’t cry. He never knew how to handle crying. He’d rather face down an armed criminal than deal with a weepy female. “I don’t think Rose suffered. I found her in here on the floor about nine-thirty in the morning. She couldn’t have been there long before I got here. The breakfast dishes were washed and she was already dressed. I called the ambulance right away. We took her to the hospital in Pampa. Your grandmother seemed to know me. She held my hand all the way there. The doctors diagnosed the stroke then started her on medications to prevent another one. But about two in the afternoon, she reached for my hand, squeezed it then slipped away. She never seemed to be in pain, even at the end.”
Andrea reached out, laying her hand on his arm. “I’m glad you were with her. Thank you for telling me what happened. I wasn’t able to get many details from Mr. Ellerton, her attorney. He said he only met my grandmother twice as they did most of her business through the mail or over the phone.” She took her hand away then took a drink from her cup.
Deciding to change the subject, Mason asked, “Will you be staying a while or do you have a job to get back to?”
“I hope to stay for a while. I have to sort out all of this,” she gestured around her. “I’m between jobs at the moment. I need to decide if I’m going to sell the house. I also want to find out more about Grandmother Rose while I’m here.”
Mason reluctantly pushed his chair back and stood up. “If I can help, I’ll be glad to, but for now I need to get going. When you get ready to visit the cemetery, let me know.” He reached into his shirt pocket, pulling out a card. “This has the office number and my home number on it. Call anytime.”
Andrea stood too and accepted the card. At least his offer sounded sincere and didn’t seem to contain hidden connotations. “Thank you, Sheriff Keeler. You will come back soon to tell me more about Rose, won’t you?”
Her sad blue eyes got to him. As he ushered her toward the front door ahead of him he answered, “Sure. How about same time in the morning? Or is that too soon?”
“No, I would really like that,” Andrea agreed. She walked out onto the porch with him.
“Then I’ll see you about nine-thirty or so tomorrow. Thanks for the coffee.”
“You’re welcome.” She watched him slide into the brown and white Fort Myers police car before going back inside the screen door. She saw him wave, smiling at her as he started the car.
The inside of the house seemed especially lonely with him gone. Andrea cleaned the kitchen then forced herself to go into the study to start sorting through the huge jumble of clutter on her Grandmother’s large desk. Even after switching on both the overhead light and the desk lamp in order to see, the dark browns and greens of the furnishings combined with the thick draperies absorbed most of the light. The air hung thick and musty as if the windows had not been opened for a very long time. Mahogany paneling, dull with age, did nothing to brighten the room. The rows of books and even the artwork were all dark, somber colors. Andie shivered in spite of the heat but went to work.
As the morning wore on, the room became hotter. Although she took several breaks to sit by the window in the kitchen to breathe, Andrea made good progress. Three neat piles emerged from the clutter on the desk. She also filled a large, yard-size trash bag with junk mail.
Andrea started on the desk drawers after a quick lunch. Following the same system, she soon sorted those out as well. The center drawer over the knee space was filled with various, fairly new office supplies so she left it alone for now. The heat of the afternoon became unbearable in the closed, dark room.
Deciding to work in the cooler, more cheerful kitchen, she carried the thick stack of bills and receipts to the table by the window. Not knowing exactly how far back she should save receipts, Andie sorted them out by year. Some were almost thirty years old. She found a few recent bills, carefully setting them aside to send to Mr. Ellerton to be settled.
Tax and property related receipts were kept separate in case she needed them at the estate closing. Finally, she reached the bottom of the last stack. She made labeled bundles which she carried to the study to store in the large bottom drawer in the desk. Then she felt free to deal with the personal papers. But first she wanted a long soak in the tub before dinner.
Gathering up all of the letters and hand-written notes, Andie carried them upstairs to the bedroom. She dumped the papers on her bed before continuing into the adjoining bathroom.
Her soak in the huge, claw-footed tub would be much more relaxing if the sickly, institutional green, wall tiles didn’t make her feel a bit nauseous. The warm water, scented with honeysuckle bubbles, enticed her to stay longer than intended. Wrapped in a large fluffy towel, she returned to the bedroom to slip into gray gym shorts and the soft tank top she preferred to wear for sleeping.
Andrea sat down at the antique cherry vanity on the matching cushioned bench to brush out her hair. Watching her hand in the mirror, she pulled the brush through the long golden strands. Andrea saw the stone in the ring begin to glow again.
She went absolutely still as the glow became brighter. The whispers started with a jumble of hisses. Dropping the brush, she placed her hands over her ears. “Stop! Please stop!” she begged. “I can’t understand you. What do you want from me?”
Closing her eyes when the whispers only grew louder, Andie took a deep breath fighting for control. The voices slowed and became separate as she forced the panic away.
“He is on the hunt,” the familiar female voice sighed.
“Yes, he is watching,” from a different voice.
A frantic, high-pitched female voice almost shrieked, “Bolt the doors. Pull down the shades. Do not let him see.”
“Who? Who are you talking about?” Andie asked out loud. “Who is he watching? Me? Is it me?”
“He is inside now. It is too late to stop him,” the lead female voice said sadly.
“Run! Run!” shrieked the high-pitched voice.
“No time. His hands are around her throat… Large, strong hands. She cannot escape. They never do.” This was said by the husky voice Andrea couldn’t discern as male or female.
“They never do,” the voices chanted over and over and then they faded altogether.
Andrea slowly opened her eyes. She watched the last of the light leave the stone in the ring on her index finger. She quickly yanked the ring off. Rising slowly on trembling legs, she carried it to the small wooden box. Placing it on the red velvet lining, she slammed the lid then stuffed it into the top drawer beneath her undies.
“I am through with you, ring, whoever and whatever you are. Do you hear me?” She almost screamed. Andie took several deep breaths determined not to panic. “I can’t do this. I don’t even believe this is possible.” Realizing what she was doing, she laughed at herself in disgust. “And now I’m talking to—what? A house? Or ghosts? Oh, Grandmother Rose, I trust you meant well, but what have you done to me?” Folding her arms protectively across her middle, Andrea sat down on the bed wondering what she did to deserve all of this.
* * * * *
This entire year so far had been the absolute pits. Andie had left her home in North Carolina just after New Years Day to relocate for her job. In mid-January she wrecked her well-used, but heavily financed car on snowy roads as she tried to get to work. Her auto insurance barely paid off the car loan and left her without enough money to pay down on another car. Riding the bus to work with people who should have been at home in the bed, she caught the flu then missed two weeks of work. She’d only built up enough sick days to get paid for half that time.
When March blew in, her roommate eloped without leaving her share of the past month’s bills or rent. Then, the ex-roommate moved her belongings out of the apartment while Andrea was at work taking several of Andrea’s best outfits along with her.
The month of April brought a severe ice storm to Denver. It shut down the buses and most of the taxis for a week, which caused her to miss another week of work without pay. Several ads in the paper didn’t attract another suitable roommate to share expenses. She was forced to move to a cheaper apartment at the end of the month. The second week in May her laptop computer, television, stereo, microwave, and the few good pieces of jewelry that had been gifts from her father over the years were stolen by a burglar.
A very good-looking police officer came out to take her report. Andie actually thought things were looking up when he asked her out. They started to date. In mid-June, just when she thought the relationship might get serious, he let it slip he was married. Naturally, she refused to see him again.
Still moping over him at the end of June, she received an office memo stating vacation days the employees would have off for Fourth of July. Along with her memo, Andie received a pink slip. Due to downsizing, the company eliminated her position as accounting assistant. There were no other locations with jobs currently available. She wasn’t to report back after the holiday.
Jobs proved scarce. She couldn’t find one during the next few weeks. By using her meager savings she’d stuck back for a car, along with her unemployment checks, she squeaked by until she received the letter from Mr. Ellerton. Positive there was a mistake, she contacted his office immediately. She discovered Rosalyn Renee Wainwright Duncan was actually her father’s mother. Andrea immediately traveled to Austin, Texas, to meet with the attorney.
Following the meeting, she flew back to Denver long enough to pack, give away what wouldn’t fit in her cases, and settling the few debts she owed. It seemed like a dream come true to inherit a furnished house, a monthly allotment to care for the property, plus a modest cash sum to support her until she decided what to do with the property.
Then shortly after arriving in the house, she discovered the ring among her grandmother’s personal items. Innocently tossed in a plastic bag bearing a hospital name, it lay on the kitchen table. Andie thought the ring beautiful. She tried it on every finger before deciding she liked it best on her index finger. She wore it as she went upstairs to decide where to sleep.
While exploring, Andrea found the antique, wooden box on the nightstand in her grandmother’s bedroom. The dark impression on the velvet matched the shape of the ring exactly telling her they belonged together. The ring seemed to agree appearing to change colors. Unsure what to make of it, Andie tugged it off and stored it in the box for safekeeping.
Every time she passed Rose’s bedroom door, she fought the urge to go in to slip the ring on. Then it began drawing her into the other room at night. Finally, she carried the box to the bedroom she chose to sleep in. She placed it on the dresser to keep an eye on it.
The ring’s silent call grew more insistent during the week until it finally culminated in the light show with the voices the night before. No one would believe what happened in a million years. Andrea experienced it, more than once now, but she still didn’t want to believe it.
* * * * *
Realizing she hadn’t eaten, Andrea wandered downstairs to the kitchen where she half-heartedly made a salad for dinner. Topping it with chunks of baked chicken and her special homemade dressing she sat down to eat her solitary meal. There wasn’t even a television to keep her company.
After tidying up, she returned upstairs to sit on the bed to read some of Rose’s letters and notes. When darkness fell the room grew dark, but she switched on the bedside lamp as she continued to read.
Most of the letters were from various pen pals around the country and contained gossipy news about the writers and their lives. They were all at least two years old. Andie decided she would make a list of the regular pen pals and write to them to let them know of her grandmother’s death. They also might be able to provide some details of Rose’s life. She made a neat stack on the bedside table to deal with later.
The hand-written notes were harder to read. They seemed to be a testament to Rose’s deteriorating health. What Andrea took to be the most recent writings became less legible and the words and phrases more jumbled together. Some looked like grocery lists. Andie discarded those. Others were reminders to take care of things around the house. She threw those out also. But some of the notes were very confusing.
Her grandmother wrote down dates and times along with words like tall, hand, dark, strong, gloves, smell, and several other words she couldn’t decipher. A few of the notes were totally incoherent. Andrea saved all of the notes with dates in one stack and put the ones she couldn’t read in another. By eleven o’clock her disturbed sleep of the night before caught up with her, she decided to go to bed. Andrea placed the notes into an empty shoe box then slid it under the bed before she switched off the light.
The sounds of the old house settling for the night had worried her the first few nights, but quickly became familiar, even comforting. Creaks and groans along with the occasional soft pop helped lull Andrea into a deep, dreamless sleep.
Just after daylight, she jolted awake. Sirens screamed in the distance. The sounds grew louder as they neared the house then gradually faded away as the emergency vehicles continued along the highway. Deciding there must be a traffic accident Andrea snuggled back down for a little more sleep.
At seven-thirty she woke again. She switched on the clock radio beside the bed. The local station always told the news highlights and weather on the half-hour. Andie wanted to find out about the accident and listen to the weather report. She was just in time to catch the beginning of a special bulletin about Fort Myers.
A reporter was on the scene at a home on Old Fort Road, approximately five miles from town, for an on-site update.
“We’ve just learned that the victim, Mrs. Abigail Gaston, was found murdered in the kitchen of her home. Samuel Gaston, the victim’s husband, apparently discovered his wife’s body as he returned home from the late shift at work. Police and the coroner have been at the scene since around five forty-five this morning. According to Sheriff Mason Keeler, the exact cause of death will not be released until the coroner has completed the autopsy. But an unofficial source said the death appeared to be caused by strangulation. Also, the same source told us there were no apparent signs of forced entry and Mr. Gaston will be questioned at the sheriff’s office in Fort Myers. Sheriff Keeler is requesting that anyone who may have seen something or have any information concerning this case to contact his office. We will be bringing you more details on this story as they become available. Back to you, Stan.”
The station disc jockey came on with the numbers to call with any information and then hurried through the other news headlines and the weather before returning to the station’s country music programming. Andrea didn’t hear the rest of the news or weather as she stared at the ceiling. She remembered what the voices said to her the night before. They described someone being strangled.
Andrea rushed downstairs to the only phone in the house. It sat on an end table in the dark gloomy living room. She stopped, her hand clutching the receiver. How can I call Sheriff Keeler and tell him voices from a ring told me about the murder? He would have me carted off to the funny farm. He might accept Rose talking to her ghosts because of her age, but he definitely wouldn’t give me the same consideration.
Slowly, Andrea withdrew her hand from the phone then went into the kitchen to start a pot of coffee and mull over her options. She really couldn’t tell the police anything they didn’t already know. They knew a woman died. They were actually way ahead because they knew her identity. They would surely also realize the strangler had large, strong hands from whatever marks he left and the tests the coroner would do. The only part the sheriff wouldn’t know was that the murderer watched the woman before the crime. And about the voices from the ring. Shaking her head, she poured a large mug of coffee. Andrea decided to keep quiet. Who would believe me anyway?
Chapter 2
Returning to the study, Andrea climbed onto a straight chair to pull down the heavy, dust-laden drapes. She needed light and some air. If the ghosts don’t like it, they can get out.
Coughing, she opened the huge double windows looking out over the front porch and the single window behind the desk. The breeze cooled the room, the musty smell dissipated almost immediately. Andie piled the heavy, old-fashioned drapes in a corner until she could decide if they deserved saving. She went straight to work sorting and cleaning.
Constant traffic buzzed by on the highway out front. Occasionally stopping to look, she watched news vans, police cars, and a steady flow of traffic going by in both directions as the morning wore on. Understandably, the sheriff didn’t show up for coffee.
More of Grandmother Rose’s odd notes, grocery lists, and correspondence filled a small filing cabinet that looked like an end table. Knowing it would take longer than one day to sort and decipher all those papers, Andie closed it to save for another time. Instead, she moved on to the rows and rows of books in the built in bookcases lining the two interior walls. As she examined some of the books, she found many were bound in real leather hidden under years of grunge and dust.
With patience and care, Andrea cleaned and rubbed to find beautifully colored covers and several first editions probably worth a great deal of money. Inside the front covers of several were inscriptions, dates, and personal notes indicating Rose received them as gifts.
Andrea worked steadily until she cleaned as high as she could reach. It would be necessary to find a stepladder in order to reach the rest. Standing back, she felt pleased by how much better the books and the shelves looked after her efforts. She loved making things clean, neat, and homey. ‘A born nester,’ her father had often teased her before his death.
Finally noticing the time, Andrea went to the kitchen for a much needed break. It was mid-afternoon and she unwittingly worked right through lunch in her enthusiasm to find out how the next book would look after it was cleaned.
She was pouring sweet tea over ice in a tall glass when she heard someone knocking on the front door. Sheriff Keeler removed his Stetson as she opened the door.
“Miss Duncan, how are you? I came by to see that you’re all right and to apologize for not showing up this morning. I was heading back into town and decided to stop instead of calling. I hope that’s not a problem.”
Andrea noticed how tired he looked as he smiled at her. “No need to apologize, Sheriff. I heard what happened on the radio. Won’t you come in? I was just pouring iced tea and I have plenty.”
“That sounds good, if it wouldn’t be too much trouble,” he agreed. Mason followed her to the kitchen while admiring her slim, tanned legs revealed by the white cut-offs she wore. He tossed his hat onto a counter by the kitchen door, tiredly running his hand through his hair.
“Why don’t you sit down?” Andie offered as she took another glass from the cabinet, added ice, and poured tea.
“Thanks. It’s been a rough morning,” he told her as he accepted the glass then sat down at the table.
“I can’t even imagine what it’s like. I’m sure it’s been hard on all of you,” Andrea sympathized. She brought her glass to the table to join him.
“Yeah, it has.” Mason took a long drink of tea and sat back with a deep breath. “Just what I needed. I burned out on coffee a few hours ago.”
Andrea ventured a question, “How is Mr. Gaston?”
“Devastated. As soon as we determined he wasn’t involved, I let him get some of his clothes and he’s going to stay with his daughter and son-in-law for a while. He said he couldn’t stay in the house even if we would let him. I can’t blame him.”
“Poor man. How old is he?”
“Mid forties. Abigail was only forty-three. Their daughter, Angela, lives on the other side of town and they have a son who lives in Amarillo. Angela’s expecting her first baby.” Mason played with the beads of moisture forming on the outside of his tea glass.
Andrea could see how much the case bothered him. “I’m so sorry for them. Is there anything I can do to help? Take over some food or…”
“Not that I know of. People from their church have already started taking in food and helping out. The funeral arrangements will have to be put off until the autopsy is done. Just be careful here by yourself. Be sure to lock the doors and the windows. It wouldn’t hurt for you to get a dog. Sam kept going on about how if he had replaced their dog that died last year, this might not have happened. Most dogs will guard their home territory and a barking dog will usually discourage a criminal. They draw too much attention,” the sheriff explained.
“Has this sort of thing ever happened around here before?” she asked quietly as she watched his long-fingered hand holding the glass.
“Only once that I know of. About two years ago, a young woman was found in a parking lot. She’d been strangled and left there sometime during the night. Turned out, she was a prostitute from Amarillo. We never found any clues as to who did it, but we figured he was from Amarillo, too. I think there were several cases of women disappearing from there. But that was the first time it got close to us. I’m sorry,” Mason realized he was probably scaring her even more. “I shouldn’t have told you all that. I’ll have you afraid to go to sleep tonight. Just take some extra precautions until we catch the guy. In a small town like this, that shouldn’t take very long.”
“You mean because everyone knows all about his or her neighbor’s business?” Andrea smiled to try to lighten his mood.
“Something like that. One thing about a small town is that strangers and people up to something are quickly noticed. In a case like this, it works in our favor. Now, what all have you been up to?” Mason was glad to change the subject. He’d discussed the murder all morning until he was sick of it. But he hadn’t really minded telling Andrea, he realized. She seemed the type of person he could tell anything.
“I’m still sorting and cleaning in the study, or maybe she called it the library. I started there because that’s where her bills and personal papers were. I don’t think it will look half bad once I finish with it.”
“Rose had a thing for old books. She showed me a first edition from the eighteen hundreds in mint condition. Said a friend sent it to her for Christmas a long time ago.”
“I’ve already found several books a collector would probably go crazy over. I hope I get the chance to read some of them.”
“So you haven’t made up your mind about staying yet? I hope what happened won’t put you off. Kids painting on walls or stealing road signs are about the most serious crimes we usually have. That, plus some toilet-papered trees on Halloween. And Fort Myers definitely has a shortage of pretty single ladies,” he pointed out with a smile.
“Well, there definitely seems to be an abundance of single men. I’ve had to be really rude to get some of them to leave,” Andie laughed softly. “I thought one was going to camp out under the trees out there.”
“My secretary, Freda West, said most of them have been by at least once. You really do need a big, mean dog,” Mason actually grinned at her this time.
Andie was very impressed with the sheriff’s high voltage grin. “Is there a shelter or a pound where I can get a dog, if I decide to stay a while? I haven’t made up my mind what I want to do. I sort of want to stay, but I have to check into the job market to see if I can find something and… Well, there is something else I have to consider,” Andie explained vaguely, thinking about the problem of the ring.
“You let me know when and I’ll find you a good dog. As for the job, there’s an opening for a hardware clerk, a server at the steakhouse, or a part-time home economics teacher at the school. If I were you, I’d probably take a shot at the teaching job. I can personally vouch for you on the basis of your coffee and those blueberry things I ate yesterday.”
“Be serious, Sheriff. The teaching job sounds interesting, but I don’t have the right type of degree,” she told him.
“I don’t think they’ll push specifics too much right now. School starts next week and they don’t have anyone for the job. Why don’t you give the principal a call and see what he says? It couldn’t hurt to ask,” Mason suggested. He would like to give her every reason to stay in town so he could get to know her better. He hated to admit it, but he was more than a little smitten with Rose’s granddaughter. Of course, from what Freda said so were half of the men in town.
“All right, I’ll give him a call. I love cooking and I can clean, I even know the basics of sewing. I guess it couldn’t hurt,” she agreed.
“Good. His name is Eugene Adler. If you’ve got a piece of paper, I’ll jot down his numbers for you. His wife’s name is Myra. If you get her, she can tell you where he is. Tell him I said to call.”
Andie handed him a notepad and pen. He wrote down the information for her, including the number for the steakhouse. “Just in case,” Mason told her.
“I haven’t eaten lunch yet. I was going to make sandwiches. Would you like some? I bet you haven’t taken time to eat, either.” Not waiting for an answer, she stood up.
“You don’t have to do that,” he protested half-heartedly. He hadn’t eaten. There’s no way he could face food earlier after seeing Mrs. Gaston’s body. It would definitely be nice to hide here a while longer. Might also give me a chance to get to know Andrea better. But I've got work to do. “I probably need to get going. I’m sure the phone at the office is ringing off the hook,” Mason finished. He rubbed his face and started to get up to go.
“You stay right there,” Andie ordered. “I’m sure your secretary and deputies can answer the phone for a while. They know where you are, don’t they?”
“Yeah, Freda knows where to reach me. I never had a chance to grab breakfast this morning. The call about Abigail came in right at daylight. Once I saw her...” The sheriff relaxed back into his chair watching her move efficiently around the large kitchen.
“I heard the sirens. I thought there was a traffic accident. Do you like mayo or mustard?” Andie sliced the cold baked chicken, washed and sliced a fresh tomato, peeled a Texas sweet onion, then pulled lettuce leaves from a head.
“Both would be good.”
Smiling, she spread both on the bread after it popped up from the toaster. “Me too. Do you like lasagna? I was going to cook tonight, but I hate to just for me. Maybe whichever of your men are on duty would like some too. When I make it, I always make a huge dish. Then I have to eat it for days or give it away. I don’t like it after it’s been frozen.”
“You know if you start feeding us, you’ll never get rid of us,” he told her, only partly joking.
“How could a girl feel safer than with the sheriff and his deputies coming and going?” Andie teased back. She placed a plate containing two thick, quartered sandwiches, chips, and a pickle spear on the table in front of him. After refilling his tea glass, she brought her plate to sit down across from him. “Besides, it’s lonely since I haven’t had a chance to make any friends here, yet. I hate eating alone all the time.”
“Okay, you talked me into it. I’ve got three men and Freda who will be on duty all evening. The Texas State Crime Unit is sending two advisors to help us sort out the evidence. That makes seven to feed, counting me. I didn’t realize there would be that many,” he said between bites as he hungrily wolfed down the food.
“That won’t be too many. Will you all come at once or…?” she licked a spot of mayonnaise off her finger.
Mason swallowed hard watching the movement of her tongue against her lucky finger. “I think it would be better if we came in shifts, unless it’s too much trouble. I hate to leave the office empty tonight, even long enough to eat. Maybe Freda and three of the men could come then the rest of us when they get back,” he suggested.
“Okay, however you want to work it,” she agreed easily.
“These sandwiches are terrific. What did you do to make a chicken sandwich taste so good?” Mason wanted to know as he started on his second one.
“Spices, some herbs, and I marinated the chicken before I baked it. I like to mix flavors.” She watched as he enjoyed the last morsel of the second sandwich.
“It works. If the lasagna is half as good, my people are in for a real treat. Are you sure you want to do this? Cooking for all of us then cleaning up will be an awful lot of work.” The sheriff gave her another chance to back out.
“Believe me, Sheriff Keeler, I can handle it. It will be a good chance for me to meet some people while helping you out at the same time. If the first group could be here around seven or so, I’ll have everything ready.”
“I think that will work out fine. If not I’ll call when I get back to the office.” Mason pushed back from the table. He sipped on the cold iced tea. Watching her nibble on the last of her sandwich, he wondered how her luscious pink mouth would taste.
“Is something wrong?” Andie began to feel self-conscious as he continued to watch her. She wiped the corners of her mouth thinking she must have a gob of mayo or mustard there.
“No. I was just thinking you really don’t look like Rose, but you remind me of her.” Mason had to think fast and he did have that thought earlier. “She would never let me leave without feeding me or sending food home with me. You have some mannerisms that make me think of her.”
“Do you know how old she was?”
“Not exactly. In her early eighties, I would guess.”
“My father was sixty-three when he died, so that’s probably about right. How long did you know her?” Andie was very curious about both her grandmother and this man who looked after her. A very sexy man, one she could definitely get used to having around.
“I came here from Houston about eight years ago. I accepted a job as deputy to get away from big city life. Rose rented me a room for a few months. She was real kind to me,” Mason remembered with a slight smile.
“And you never forgot it.” Putting her hand over his, she continued, “Thank you so much for being here for her. I wish I could have known her.”
He turned his hand over, taking hold of her fingers. “Things have a habit of working out the way they’re supposed to. As much as I hate to, I have to get going. Thanks for letting me hide out with you.” Mason let go of her hand and stood up. He retrieved his hat from the counter as he passed on his way out.
Andie followed him down the hall to the front door. “If I don’t hear from you, I’ll expect the first hungry group around seven.”
Facing her with his hand on the doorknob, he stood still for a minute. Then, making up his mind, he let go of the door telling her quietly, “There’s just one more thing before I go. I’ve been wondering this since I met you yesterday.”
“What’s that, Sheriff?” she curiously looked up at him.
“How you taste,” he told her. Mason bent down to sample her lips. They parted as she let out a surprised gasp. Warm, soft, and giving… Everything he thought they would be.
Mason’s mouth, hot, firm, and demanding on hers, took her breath. Stunned, she just stood there when he lifted his head to smile down at her, his green eyes warm and devilish.
“After that I think you should call me Mason. You taste like strawberries, wild honey, and a touch of spice,” he whispered hoarsely. “See you tonight.”
“See you tonight, Mason,” she echoed as he opened the door and left.
Andrea finally recovered her senses enough to return to the kitchen where she started work on her special sauce for the lasagna. Whatever else Sheriff Keeler could do, he could certainly kiss, she thought as she skimmed the peels that rose from the Roma tomatoes boiling on the stove. Then she added her premixed spices and fresh herbs, covered the pot then left it to simmer.
Deciding there was no time like the present, she went to the phone in the living room and dialed the first number Mason gave her to see about a job.
“Hello,” answered a pleasant sounding woman on the third ring at the home number.
“Hi. I’m Andrea Duncan. Is this Mrs. Adler?”
“Yes. I’m Myra Adler. You must be Rosalyn Duncan’s granddaughter.”
“Yes, I am. Sheriff Keeler said I should speak with Mr. Adler about the Home Economics teaching job. I hope this isn’t a bad time.”
“Not at all, Miss Duncan. Gene came in just a few minutes ago. I’ll get him for you. Good luck with the job.”
“Thank you,” Andie told her then heard voices in the background as the woman called her husband to the phone.
“Hello, Miss Duncan. So Sheriff Keeler told you to call?” a booming, jovial voice asked.
“Yes sir, he thought I might fill the position of Home Economics teacher for the school. But to be honest, I don’t have a degree in that area. I majored in business and minored in accounting.”
“Well there has to be a reason Mason thinks you could do it. Do you cook?”
“I do. I believe that’s what prompted him to tell me about the job. He ate some of my blueberry squares yesterday and some of my baked chicken today. The sheriff really seemed to enjoy it.”
“Uh-oh, you’ve fed him. Now you’ll never be rid of him,” Mr. Adler laughed heartily at his own joke.
“That’s what he said. Anyway, I worked at restaurants to help with expenses in college plus I clean and sew. I’m sure I can follow a curriculum and I usually get along very well with young people.”
“Have you ever handled a class before?”
“Not exactly, but I have organized and presided over meetings containing from ten to fifty people. I’m a very quick learner,” Andie finished.
“All right, Miss Duncan. Why don’t you come by my office at the school at ten in the morning and we’ll talk about it further? Maybe we can work something out.”
“Thank you, Mr. Adler. I’ll be there.”
“See you then. Goodbye.”
Andrea dashed into the kitchen to stir her sauce. As it continued to simmer, she added sliced mushrooms, chopped red and green bell peppers with diced sweet onions. Italian Crème Parfaits would be an excellent dessert, she decided. They could start the meal with Caesar salad. She mixed the ingredients for her homemade Caesar dressing, put it in the fridge to chill then created her dessert in individual sundae glasses she found in a cabinet. The phone rang as she layered the cooked pasta, freshly grated cheeses alternately with her sauce in a large baking dish.
“If that’s the sheriff saying they’re not coming, I’ll shoot him,” she muttered as she wiped her hands and hurried to get it.
“Hello.”
“Miss Duncan, this is Mason.”
“Please don’t tell me plans have changed. I’ve got all this food…”
“We’re still coming, but I called to tell you we have a couple more than I told you. I just wanted to see if it’s a problem,” he explained.
Andie could hear the hum of voices and phones ringing in the background. “I’ve made plenty. It sounds like there’s a lot going on there.”
“Yeah, we’re pretty busy. Every woman who’s by herself is hearing noises and seeing strange things. Reporters are calling or coming by for information we don’t have yet. The state sent four men instead of two. Seems they think our case might tie in to some other similar ones. Are you doing okay?”
“I’m fine. I talked to Mr. Adler. I have an interview in the morning. Thanks for telling me about the job, Sheriff.”
“You’re supposed to be calling me Mason,” he insisted in a low, husky tone.
“Okay, Mason. But only if you call me Andie.”
“All right, Andie. I’m glad you’re thinking about staying. Hold on a minute,” Mason paused to listen as someone called to him. “I have to go, but there will be five of us there at seven and then four of us when they get back. Is there anything I should take care of for you? Ice, drinks, or anything?”
“No, nothing I can think of. I’m not serving wine because all of you are on duty. I’ll see you when you get here.”
Andie quickly finished assembling her dish of lasagna. After sliding it into the oven, she checked on her parfaits. There were ten of them, so there was no problem with dessert, but she had made only eight salads. She would have to locate two more salad bowls then skimp on the portions to have enough to go around. Since there would be more than enough lasagna, maybe no one would notice smaller salads.
She set the large table in the dining room then changed her mind. Moving the plates and silverware back to the table in the center of the kitchen, Andie liked the atmosphere much better. The dark, dreary dining room would probably ruin everyone’s appetite. By pulling in a couple of extra chairs there should be sufficient room. She would just serve from the counter. The last thing she did before heading to the shower was to slice a loaf of Italian bread, spreading it thick with garlic butter.
After a quick shower, Andie dressed in her favorite pair of jeans topped by a sky-blue cotton sweater. She finished with her makeup before hurrying downstairs to take the lasagna out of the oven while shoving in the garlic bread.
* * * * *
Freda West arrived with the first group at a quarter after seven, made the introductions, and set the tone for the meal with a joke about her and Andie having four men all to themselves. The meal was a mixture of office talk, funny stories, and appreciation for the food being consumed. By the time Andie served dessert, she and Freda were on their way to becoming friends. The men seemed a lot less tense than when they arrived.
“How would you feel about doing some catering?” Freda asked as she hurried the four men toward the door.
“I might be able to do that. What are we talking about catering, for how many?”
“I handle the arrangements for all the town admin meetings. There are usually ten to fifteen people to feed. You’d have to take the food to them, but I didn’t see anything here that wouldn’t be portable. It wouldn’t be too often, but I would be glad to give you a call if you’re interested,” the plump, friendly redhead offered.
“Well, I don’t even have a car yet, but I’d like a chance at it. It sounds like something I might enjoy doing.”
Freda laughed, “Better you than me. I have enough trouble just feeding my kids.”
Each of the men shook her hand, thanking her for a delicious meal. One of the deputies held her hand a little longer than necessary while saying he would like to return the invitation. He was darkly handsome and asked if he could call her to set up a time.
Andie politely refused then hastily held her hand out to the last man.
“The sheriff and his bunch should be here in about twenty minutes,” Freda told her as she shook Andie’s hand. Rolling her eyes, she whispered, “You have to watch Joe. He’s a real wolf.” Freda followed the men out the front door.
Andie cleared the last of the dishes from the table, scraped them then piled them into the dishwasher. After putting out clean place settings, she slid another pan of garlic bread into the oven and started another pot of coffee. Thankfully, her grandmother spared no expense when she remodeled the kitchen. The rest of the house might be filled with ancient furniture and fixtures, but the appliances in the kitchen were top of the line. The pantry was well stocked with basic necessities. Andie thought maybe her love of cooking came from Rose.
A knock at the door announced the arrival of the next group of hungry men. Mason introduced them before leading the way into the kitchen. This time Andie joined the men at the table to eat after she served the salad and lasagna. Mason helped by pouring water and iced tea for them then seated her before taking his own chair.
Compliments flowed as the food disappeared. The talk inevitably turned to the recent murder and the string of similar ones stretching from Austin into the edge of Oklahoma. As the men mentioned dates going as far back as ten years, something in Andie’s memory tugged at her. But time for dessert shifted her thoughts onto other things.
Mason lagged behind to have a word with her once the others headed to the car. “Andie, this was great. We all thought the others were exaggerating when they came back talking about how good everything tasted. I should have known better. You’ve done a world of good for our morale tonight. After a break like this, we should be able to go back to work and get a better perspective on things. I hate to leave you with all the cleaning up to do, but I have to get back to it.”
“I know. I’m glad everyone enjoyed it. I was happy for the company. Before you go, could you tell me which bus I can take to get to my meeting at the school in the morning? I’m going to have to get a car, eventually.”
“Why don’t I pick you up at a quarter ‘til ten and drop you off? Then you can call me when you finish.”
“I don’t expect you to be my personal taxi service. Surely there’s a bus or a taxi…” Andie trailed off as she saw him shake his head.
“I’m afraid not. Fort Myers has never seen the need for public transportation. Besides,” he moved a step closer and reached for her hand, “it gives me the chance to see you.”
Andie blushed as she smiled up at him. “Those men are going to wonder what’s keeping you.”
“Probably. I’ll see you in the morning.” He leaned forward to lightly kiss her lips. “Thanks again for all your hard work.”
“You’re welcome. See you tomorrow,” she called softly. She watched him take long strides across the porch before closing the door.
Andie cleaned the kitchen then checked the locks on the doors and windows before going upstairs. Pleasantly tired, she looked forward to a good night’s sleep. She took her hair down, changed clothes, and sat at the dressing table to brush her hair.
She decided everything went well during her first try at entertaining. She thought Freda would quickly become a good friend. Deputy Howard Dawkins seemed very nice. He said his wife wanted her to come over to lunch sometime. She enjoyed looking at the photos of his wife and their three-month old son.
It must be really wonderful to have a family, someone to share things with, to go home to when work was done. A huge yawn prompted her to cut the lights out and slip into bed. She wanted to be fresh for her appointment with the principal in the morning. Maybe things are going to work out here after all, in spite of the ring. She smiled as she thought of the sheriff’s very obvious interest in her then dreamed of his kisses during the night.
* * * * *
Mason arrived right on time the next morning. Miraculously, Andrea appeared at the door ready to go. He approved of the pale pink summer sweater and the white skirt covered with pink flowers she wore. It looked nice, but not too big town. Her white low-heeled sandals, lightly applied makeup, and hair in some kind of twist on the back of her head finished a cool attractive look. Of course, she was one of those women who would look good in a feed sack or, better yet, nothing at all. Her skin carried a light golden tan. He wondered if she would be that shade all over. Shaking his head as she buckled up, he tried to concentrate on what she said.
“I’m sorry, Andie. Could you repeat that? My mind wandered,” he apologized. Mason turned the car around smoothly, heading for town.
“That’s okay. I know you’ve got a lot going on. I just said I hope arriving in a police car doesn’t give the wrong first impression.”
“Gene will be stuck back in his office waist deep in last minute schedules and paperwork. He probably won’t even see us drive up. But I’ll vouch for you if there’s a problem,” Mason smiled.
“Well, thank you, Sheriff. Since you suggested I try to get this job in the first place, I’m listing you as a reference,” she told him.
He pulled to a stop in front of the combination junior high, high school.
“Wish me luck,” Andie requested. She opened the door to slide out.
“You don’t need luck when you’re good,” Mason teased with a broad grin. Just seeing her brightened his otherwise stressful day. “Call me at the office. I’ll come get you when you’re through.”
“Okay, thanks for everything, Mason.” She closed the door then waved as he drove away.
The interview went well. Despite her lack of experience and teaching degree, Mr. Adler wanted her to try the job for at least one semester. They held similar views on dealing with kids, but differed in the area of discipline. Once she assured him she would bow to his greater experience in that area, he signed her up for the position.
Andrea walked on cloud nine when Mason returned to pick her up. Carrying a textbook, a lesson planning guide, and last year’s lesson plans, she had a hard time getting in. He reached to take some of the stuff from her hands. She laughed aloud while almost falling into the car.
“You got the job,” he guessed, looking into her happy face.
“Yes. I’ll have four different classes of about twenty-five students each on Monday and Thursday from eight-thirty until about one-thirty. Mr. Adler said we’ll try one semester then see what happens. Without the proper credentials, he feels it’s the only way he can sell it to the school board. So, I’m here for at least nine more weeks, providing my references check out.”
“Do you think I should get you that dog?”
“Looks like. I want one I can bring in the house with me, definitely a female. Oh, Mason,” she gasped, grabbing his arm. “I have to find a car right away. Who should I see about that? I start next Thursday, but I have to be at orientation on Wednesday.”
He grinned at her enthusiasm. Mason drove into his parking space at the old brick City Hall. “Can you come in for a few minutes? There’s something I need to check. If you wouldn’t mind a small, older model pick-up, Freda might be able to help you with your transportation problem.”
“Okay. I hadn’t considered a truck, but I guess it could work. I’ll talk to Freda while you take care of whatever.”
Between phone calls and frequent interruptions, the secretary told Andie about the small truck her husband bought new several years before. Freda seldom used it. Finally, she felt ready to get rid of the extra expense and upkeep on the pickup her husband had been crazy about. Her kids could use some new things for school and her house insurance was due. Selling the truck would provide the money she needed for those things. It would also be an important part of moving forward with her life. They agreed on a time for Andie to see the truck on Saturday. Freda offered to drive it over to Andie’s house so she wouldn’t have to beg a ride.
As Howard passed Andie on his way out, he stopped to tell her again how much he enjoyed the food. He wrote his home number down and asked if she would give his wife, Peggy, a call. It seemed his wife felt a little shy about bothering her, but Howard insisted Peggy would be glad to hear from Andrea.
Andie sat at the front of the office alternately glancing out the large windows then watching Freda and the men take care of business. In an empty back office she spied a portion of a chalkboard covered in numbers. To stretch and being curious, she wandered to the door of the office to look closer at the figures on the board. It turned out they were a series of dates. Several seemed oddly familiar. They spanned a period of ten years, with some years appearing more than once and others skipped entirely.
Leaning against the doorjamb, chewing on the end of her fingernail Andie concentrated on the numbers. Where have I seen those before? She didn’t hear Mason walk up behind her.
“Andie?” Even though he spoke quietly, she jumped. “Is something wrong?”
“I’m sure I’ve seen some of these dates. I just can’t remember…” she told him, wrinkling her brow in thought. “Oh my, Mason, yes I do. They’re in my Grandmother’s notes,” she whispered. Andie put her hand on her chest to remind herself to breathe as she remembered. She read those very dates along with some strange phrases when she sorted through Rose’s papers.
“Those exact dates?” Mason wanted to know.
“Yes… Yes, I’m pretty sure,” her voice quivered.
“Can you show me? It could be very important or I wouldn’t ask,” he assured her.
“I know. I put them in a shoebox under my bed. Some of them are barely legible, but you can see them. I had no idea what they were…”
“And still don’t,” he cautioned her. “Rose could have jotted the dates down from the radio or the newspaper for whatever reason. It could be a coincidence,” Mason tried to reassure her.
“Maybe, but I don’t think so,” Andie shook her head. A really bad feeling fluttered in her stomach.
* * * * *
Andie unlocked the front door with trembling hands. Please don’t let this be anything. Please just be a coincidence. But she already knew better. She rushed upstairs to grab the shoebox then carried it to the kitchen table where Mason waited. Wordlessly, Andie handed it to him then turned away to start a pot of coffee. Changing her mind due to the heat, she took glasses from the cabinet, pouring sweet tea instead.
Mason frowned as he read and reread each note. The spidery, almost unreadable scrawl was definitely Rose’s writing. He’d deciphered enough of her shopping lists to know.
Andie placed a glass of tea near him. She quietly waited for him to go through the papers.
Many of the dates matched those on the chalkboard exactly. Others were different by a day or two and some Rose wrote weren’t listed on the board. The things bothering Mason the most were the words beside the dates on the notes. Descriptive words of a man with large strong hands, long fingers, and yellow-stained nails. On a couple was the question, ‘same man?’ and on a few of the last ones the word, ‘watching’ appeared several times among otherwise unreadable phrases. The last one he took from the box contained the date of Rose’s death. The words were totally unreadable and especially disturbing when he couldn’t make out anything other than the date. Finally, he sat back to enjoy a long swallow from his glass of tea.
“Well?” Andie asked when he didn’t say anything.
“I don’t know, Andie. Maybe Rose enjoyed playing detective. I’d like to take these down to the office and copy them. I’ll bring the originals back to you. If we find just one clue, it might help us catch the guy. My real concerns are the dates she’s written that we don’t have.” Mason drained the tea glass.
Andie refilled it for him. He watched her put the notes back into the box and slide it over. Her smile disappeared and her gentle, blue eyes now looked worried.
“Can I fix you some lunch?” she offered.
“I meant to take you out to lunch to celebrate your new job.” He glanced at his watch. “We still have time if we go now.”
“I don’t think so, Mason, but thanks for the thought. Could we make it another time? I should probably go through some more of her things to see if there’s anything else referring to those dates. I’ll be glad to make you something, if you’ll stay.” Andie would like to go out to lunch, but somehow didn’t feel up to it at the moment.
“I can’t stay. I’ll have Freda pick me up something. Don’t let this upset you, Andie.” He cupped her shoulder with his hand. “Can I call you?”
“I’d like that. If I find something else you might want to see, I’ll call you.”
“Okay,” Mason tucked the shoebox under his arm. “I’ll take very good care of these. Congratulations on the new job.”
“Thank you. I’ll see you later.” Andie saw him out then closed and locked the front door.
Upstairs she changed into khaki shorts and an old navy blue tee shirt. Her mind kept going back to the voices she heard the night before Mrs. Gaston died. Did Grandmother Rose write down those dates and phrases from what the voices told her? Had the voices been the ghosts she mentioned to Mason?
Carefully, Andie opened the top drawer taking out the wooden box holding the ring. Carrying it to the bed, she sat down. She studied the box several minutes then slowly opened the lid. A very pretty, handmade, filigree silver ring with an unusual blue stone lay on the red velvet lining. At this particular moment, there was nothing scary or mysterious about it. No glowing lights, no voices, no eerie summons to touch it. It seemed to be waiting—almost holding its breath, if that were possible.
Andie picked up the ring. She examined it from every angle. There were seven faint marks inside, but she couldn’t tell what they were. She slid the ring onto her index finger and waited. The stone seemed to become a lighter blue, but nothing else happened.
“Grandma Rose, please tell me what’s going on,” she whispered. “I want to understand. Every time I think things are getting better, something else happens. What am I supposed to do?” She waited for a while, but finally gave up.
Sighing deeply, she removed the ring. As soon as she laid it in the box, the stone began to glow. Andie felt it drawing her to it. Sliding it back onto her finger, she watched the glow leave the stone. Again, she slipped it from her finger to return it to the box. The stone began to glow. She once again felt the eerie summons to touch it. When she returned it to her finger this time, the stone glowed then became brighter.
A female voice whispered, “Accept, my Lady. You must accept your Destiny.” The glow faded but the stone remained a light blue color.
“Okay,” Andie agreed. She touched the stone and spoke out loud, “I guess I’m supposed to keep the ring on. I’m really trying to accept this, but it’s hard to believe something so weird. Grandmother, please send me some kind of guidance. An instruction book would be nice.”
Feeling a desire to connect with her unknown relative, Andie went into her grandmother's bedroom. Moving to the large, canopied, four-poster bed, she ran her hand across the handmade Texas Star quilt. Crocheted doilies protected the tops of the heavy wooden furnishings in the room. Andie went from piece to piece, touching and admiring the things from Rose’s life.
Instead of helping, it made her feel empty and more alone. Since her dad died, she didn’t have any family left. Then to find out her grandmother was alive until recently and she missed knowing her was depressing.
Determined not to get sad or overly introspective, Andie returned downstairs to the study. Opening the top drawer of the small filing cabinet, she grabbed up an armful of papers and carried them to the kitchen table. Reading, sorting, and tossing papers filled her afternoon. She didn’t understand how so many papers could fit in one drawer.
There weren’t any more of the handwritten notes with dates, but she found some very old letters bundled up with a faded red ribbon. Putting them aside to read later, she kept only the papers that referred to the property, warranties for the appliances, and Rose’s personal correspondence she wanted to read later.
After stretching to ease the muscles in her back and neck, Andie pulled the pins from her hair and let it fall. A knock at the door startled her. She hurried to find out who was there.
Mason stood on the porch. Beside his leg sat a very large, very ugly dog at the end of a leash. Andrea slowly opened the door and stared at the huge creature. The slightly shaggy white fur had large gold-brown splotches scattered over it. A square head with droopy ears, a wrinkled nose, and very visible long white fangs did nothing to help the animal’s appearance in Andie’s eyes. The feet were massive, the tail short and stubby, and the dog looked like a mix of the worst features of several breeds, one of them possibly being a horse.
Staying safely behind the closed screen door, Andie folded her arms and asked, “You’re kidding right?”
“Andie, meet Heidi. I wanted you to meet her to see if you might be interested in giving her a home. If not, she’ll have to go to the pound next week,” he explained.
“Like I said, you’re kidding aren’t you?”
“Come on out and give her a chance,” Mason urged. “I really think you might like each other. She meets all of the criteria you gave me for a dog; female, house-broken, and spayed. Best of all, no one in their right mind would mess with you with her around.”
“She doesn’t bite does she?” Andie was thinking much smaller, definitely cuter, and a lot less menacing when she said she wanted a dog.
“Just dog food and biscuits. I’ll hold her while you two get acquainted,” Mason promised.
“Are you sure you can?” Andie laughed but slowly pushed open the screen to step out onto the porch. She held her hand out, palm up, to let Heidi sniff.
The dog stayed seated, but wriggled all over and the longest tongue Andie ever saw wrapped around her hand and wrist before disappearing into a cavernous mouth. Curious eyes, one brown, one blue, watched Andie. Then a strange whining groan came from deep in the dog’s chest.
“She wants you to pet her,” Mason laughed. “I think she likes you.”
“I hope so. I wouldn’t want her for an enemy.” Andie reached out carefully scratching behind one floppy ear. The wriggling increased. A look of such delight appeared on the dog’s ugly face Andie couldn’t resist dropping to her knees to rub with both hands. Heidi immediately flopped down, rolled over onto her back, and stuck all four legs into the air for a tummy rub.
“Well, Heidi,” Andie giggled at the dog’s antics. “What kind of dog are you, besides friendly that is?”
“Her mother was mostly Saint Bernard and her father was part golden retriever. No one knows what else. Mr. Cooper can’t keep her much longer. He’ll have to take her to the pound next week if no one will take her, so I told him I would try to help him find her a good home. She’s about two years old, past the gnawing puppy stage, but young enough to learn. Mr. Cooper kept her in the house with him at night and in a fenced yard during the day. She seems fairly intelligent. He said she’s easy to bathe, in spite of her size. I’d take her myself, but with my long hours she’d be closed up in my apartment too much. I don’t think that would be good for her.”
“Why, other than the food bill, does he want to get rid of her?” Andie busily scratched the soft pink stomach of the huge animal with one hand while playing with a paw the size of a grapefruit with the other one.
Heidi made noises almost like a cat’s purr deep in her throat as she enjoyed the attention, her stubby tail beating rhythmically against the porch floor all the while.
“He really doesn’t want to, but he’s moving to an assisted living apartment in Austin to be near his son and grandchildren. He’s not in very good health anymore.” Mason dropped the leash and sat down on the floor of the porch with his back against the wall.
“I can see how that wouldn’t work for Heidi. What does she eat?”
“Whatever she wants,” Mason teased, glad when she laughed again. She looked sad and distant when he left her earlier. It had been worth the extra effort to push to leave the office in time to pick up Heidi. “Since she’s stopped growing, she probably doesn’t eat as much as you would think. Fifty pounds of high protein chunks lasts her about three weeks.”
“That long?” She smiled at him. “You were right. I do like her and she’ll be a lot of company. But she doesn’t seem to be much of a watchdog.” Heidi snored gently while Andie continued to stroke her fur.
“I think that will change once she gets attached to you. She always made a lot of noise when anyone came in Mr. Cooper’s yard. Dogs usually get protective of their home territory. Then again, just her appearance will keep most of your visitors in line.”
“That’s true,” Andie agreed. “It seems like I’m always thanking you.”
“Well, that’s part of my plan, ma’am. You’ll be so overcome with gratitude that you’ll do whatever I say,” he joked with a wide grin.
“I’d rather just say thank you and feed you now and then if you’re good.” They sat quietly a few minutes, listening to Heidi’s rumbling snores while watching the sporadic traffic go by on the highway. “I went through some more of my grandmother’s papers. I didn’t find any more notes you would want to see.”
“The state guys are still going through the ones you let me take. I haven’t told them where they came from, yet. I don’t want them bothering you, unnecessarily.”
She nodded then turned her face toward the evening breeze. It would be dark before long. The air already felt cooler. Relaxing with Mason seemed an especially nice way to end the day.
“Can you stay for dinner? I haven’t cooked, but it won’t take long to put something together. I’d really like for you to stay,” Andie added when it looked like he was going to refuse. She liked having this man around. Easy to be with, he didn’t make her feel pressured to be anyone but herself.
“I’ll have to call in and let the office know where to reach me,” Mason stood up. He held his hand out to help her up. Heidi got to her feet and shook before sitting down to watch them.
Andie put her hand in Mason’s letting him pull her up. Keeping hold of his hand and calling for Heidi to follow, she led him into the house.
“You know where the phone is, don’t you?” At his nod, she turned to Heidi. “Now Heidi girl, this is home.” She unhooked the trailing leash and laid it on the lamp table near the door. The dog moved carefully around the room, sniffing and looking, learning the contents of her new home. “I need to freshen up while you make your call. I’ll be right down.”
“Andie,” he stopped her as she started up the stairs with Heidi on her heels.
“Yes?” she looked back over her shoulder.
“Don’t do anything to your hair. It looks beautiful just like that,” he told her softly.
She smiled shyly but nodded before going up to her room. Heidi checked out the length of the hall before returning to wait at the bathroom door until Andie came out. Resisting the urge to pet the large head, Andie spoke gently instead.
Mason insisted on helping when they settled on omelets. He grated cheese then sliced mushrooms. With toast and fresh sliced tomatoes, the hot, fluffy omelets were a delicious supper. During the meal, Heidi lay beside Andie’s chair. The dog looked from one to the other as they talked. They enjoyed getting to know each other better.
“I’ve got Heidi’s stuff out in the car. I brought it just in case you wanted her,” Mason told her while they cleaned the kitchen together.
“Yeah, you were just sure I couldn’t say no to her dopey face,” she laughingly argued and wiped the table off. Heidi immediately sniffed out every tiny crumb falling to the floor.
Mason caught Andie by the waist and turned her to look at him. “What about this dopey face, Andie? Any chance you could fall for it?” His eyes, direct and serious, searched her face for an answer.
“There’s a chance. Maybe a good chance,” she replied. “But I don’t want to rush anything. The last man I went out with turned out to be totally different than he first seemed. I’m not sure I can trust myself to—well, to—see a man for who he really is. So far, you’ve been almost too good to be true,” she ended with a sigh.
Mason saw that her eyes looked sad again. “Oh, I promise I’m for real. And,” he spread his arms out to each side, “what you see is pretty much what you get.” He put his hands gently on each side of her waist. “I’m just a hard-working man who sees a woman he wants to get to know better with maybe a long-term relationship in mind. I’m not in any hurry either, but I did want to know what my chances are,” he explained.
Smiling, she reached up to touch the shadowy stubble on his chin. “Don’t want to waste your time, huh?” The idea of a long-term relationship with this man fascinated her. She couldn’t help flirting a little.
“Don’t want to pester you and have you call the law,” Mason took her fingers and kissed them gently. “Or sic your mean dog on me.” Then he pressed her open hand to the side of his face. “I’d better get Heidi’s stuff out of the car and go,” he whispered, but didn’t move.
She liked his soft green eyes, filled with warmth. “Not yet,” Andie whispered and pulled his head down to hers. She melted at the first touch of his warm firm mouth on hers. Her lips parted and she wanted more. He slipped his tongue past her lips and teased hers. As Mason drew her to him, she leaned against his strong, lean body. She heard a small sound of approval and he deepened the kiss. Andie slid her hands behind his neck and played with the longish hair at the nape of his neck. Finally, she had to come up for air, but stayed close to lay her head on his shoulder.
He stroked her soft blond hair trying to catch his breath. “Wow, Andie,” he whispered into her ear after a few minutes.
“Me, too,” she agreed in a shaky voice. She pulled back, stepping a safe distance away. “I’ll make coffee while you get Heidi’s things.”
“Okay. I’ll take her with me then you won’t have to take her out after I’m gone,” Mason offered and called the dog as he left the room.
“So much for not rushing things,” Andie said out loud. She spooned her special mix of coffee into the filter in the basket. Noticing the ring on her index finger, she saw the stone was now a deep, navy blue. “That’s interesting. Maybe you really are a mood ring,” she mused, absently stroking the stone.
Heidi bounded into the kitchen ahead of Mason. He carried a half-full bag of premium chunks and a large paper sack.
“Where do you want me to put this?”
“Can you put the dog food in the broom closet?” She opened the small door for him and he slid the dog food bag inside. “I’ll take this,” Andie took the brown bag from him placing it on the table.
A clean stainless steel bowl sat on top. Next were several toys and a brush. A box of super-size dog biscuits, a bottle of doggie shampoo, heartworm tablets, and a folded well-washed throw rug were the last items in the sack.
Seeing the box of biscuits, Heidi sat down woofing softly.
“I assume she wants one of these,” Andie guessed. She took a biscuit from the box.
“Toss it to her,” Mason suggested.
Andie did as he said and Heidi grabbed it out of the air. Following a couple of loud chomps, she licked her lips. The biscuit was gone. Andie found a large plastic bowl in the cabinet and rinsed it before filling it with water. She placed it and the food bowl in an unoccupied space near the back door.
“Mr. Cooper always fed her a bowl full of chunks every morning. The biscuits he used as treats during the day. If you spread the rug out, she’ll sleep wherever you put it. It’s been her bed since she was a puppy. She knows basic commands, but you’ll have to watch the first few times you let her out to make sure she doesn’t wander off. She gets the heartworm medicine the first of every month and it also helps keep fleas away. Mr. Cooper took her to the vet about six months ago for shots and a check-up. She only goes once a year unless there’s a problem. I think that’s everything I was supposed to tell you,” Mason reported with a grin as he sat down.
“There’s a lot to having a dog isn’t there?” Andie asked. She carefully washed her hands before pouring their coffee. The phone rang and she left him to answer it.
“Mason, it’s for you,” she called.
He made a face, but went to the living room. Quickly returning, Mason retrieved his hat from the counter.
“I have to go. There’s another prowler report. Thanks for supper. Lock up after me,” he gave her a quick kiss at the front door. “If you have any problems, call me okay?”
“I will, Mason. Be careful,” Andie warned as he went out.
“Always,” he waved and jogged to his car.
The curious dog watched Andie lock the door. “Okay, Heidi. It’s just us girls. What do you want to do now?”
As if in answer, Heidi trotted ahead of her then grabbed an old rag doll from her toys on the table. Shaking it while growling softly, she carried the doll to Andie.
“I guess this means you want to play,” Andie laughed.
At the word ‘play,’ Heidi lowered her front half to the floor leaving her well-rounded rump and stumpy tail sticking in the air. Andie gently tossed the doll across the tiled floor. The eager dog bounded to get it. They played for a while until Andie decided it was bedtime.
Andie switched off all the lights except one small lamp. She picked up Heidi’s rug along with several stuffed toys. She went upstairs, Heidi close on her heels. After placing the rug beside the nightstand near the head of her bed, Andie patted the large dog. “This is where you’ll sleep, Heidi. Be a good girl while I take a shower.”
Heidi lay sprawled on her rug but raised her head to watch as Andie sat down at the vanity for her nightly routine. By the time her hair dried, Heidi slept peacefully. Andie climbed into bed with the packet of old letters shed found earlier.
From the dates on the postmarks, she saw they were written almost sixty years ago. They had no return addresses but had all been mailed from Dallas. She chose the oldest to start reading, unfolding it carefully. The paper stayed in one piece, though yellowed and brittle. Andie read the letter quickly then reread it slower in disbelief.
Her grandfather wrote to tell Rose he and Andrew were safe. He apologized for leaving the way he did, but explained he could not deal with the ring being in their lives any longer. Fearing for their son’s safety and his own sanity, he explained, drove him to take such a drastic step.
Andrea stared at the ring on her finger. It had to be the same ring from the letter. She hurriedly opened the next letter. Briefer than the first, it contained details about Andrew and how he was doing. At the end, her grandfather stated he missed Rose. Then he asked her to give up the ring for the sake of their family. He gave a post office box number in Dallas where she could send a letter if she agreed.
The next postmark from six months later began with Rose’s husband assuming, since he did not hear from her, she chose the ring over her husband and son. A few brief sentences about Andrew followed. The tone of the letter felt much colder than the previous ones. The rest of the letters averaged twice a year. Each became shorter. They contained brief, concise reports on Andrew.
The last letter was the longest. Andrew, Sr. wrote that Andrew started school. To avoid questions and unwanted problems, he told their son along with the school officials his mother was deceased. He also coldly stated there would be no more letters and she was free to seek a divorce if she preferred. Leaving a letter with his attorney in the event something happened to him, he also explained a copy would be given to Andrew on his twenty-first birthday. At that time he would be free to seek out Rose. The letter ended with, ‘Goodbye. Enjoy your Destiny.’
Andie wiped away the tears trickling down her cheeks. Her grandmother must surely have been devastated. She lost not only her husband but her son because of the ring. Or had it been because of Rose’s refusal to put family first? It sounded like Andrew, Sr. believed the latter to be the case. She desperately wanted to hear her Grandmother’s version of what happened. There had to be a reason a woman would let her child and the man in her life leave. Andie knew there was more to the story. But where could she look for the answers? She retied the letters with the old ribbon and put them on the nightstand before switching off the lamp.
* * * * *
Andie rose early following a restless night. She fed Heidi, remembering to put fresh water in the plastic bowl. Heidi ate then explored the backyard while Andie watched. She stood in the back door sipping her coffee, still thinking about the letters. Andie finally called in the playful giant. They went into the study so Andie could look through more papers.
Mid-morning the phone rang. Andie was glad to hear Mason’s voice.
“I just called to see how you and Heidi are getting along,” he explained. They talked for a few minutes. Then after several interruptions he told her, “It’s awfully busy here. I need to go. How about going out with me tomorrow night?”
“Sounds like fun.” Then they were interrupted again and Mason hung up.
Andrea needed a change from sorting papers. Instead she took out the text and planning guide for the classes she would be teaching. Unable to settle down to that either, she called Howard’s wife.
Peggy Dawkins sounded friendly. She seemed lonely too. After a few awkward moments in the beginning, Peggy opened up when Andie asked about baby Steven. She wanted to hear about Andrea’s new job at the school then talked of how she hated to go back to work, but in another way looked forward to it.
“Come over for a late Sunday lunch. Please, I would love to meet you,” Peggy insisted. ”I won’t take no for an answer.”
Andie laughed. ”Okay, but only if you let me bring dessert.”
The baby started crying in the background. ‘Oops, got to go. See you Sunday,” Peggy said and was gone.
Attaching Heidi’s leash to the collar, Andie led the dog around the edge of the two-acre lot to familiarize her with the new boundaries. Hot, humid, August air surrounded them. Within minutes Andie’s clothes felt damp and clingy. It definitely felt like a storm might be brewing. Probably the reason she couldn’t settle down to anything, she thought. She stopped to sit beneath a large shady oak. Unclipping the leash from Heidi’s collar, she stared at the old two-story home her Grandmother Rose left her. Several repairs needed to be made before winter.
Heidi flopped down, panting, beside her. Andie unconsciously stroked the large head and talked to the dog. By noon it grew too hot for them to stay outside even in the shade. The two of them returned to the house. While washing up, Andie heard the phone ring. She hurried downstairs.
“Hello,” she answered, a little out of breath from her rush downstairs.
“Andrea, this is Freda. Are you all right?”
“Yes. I had to come from upstairs. My very next purchase will be a cordless phone. How are you, Freda?”
“Fine, thanks. I told you I’d call about the catering. Is now a good time or would you like to call me back later?”
“Now’s fine. What do you need and for how many?” Andie sat down on the camelback sofa extending a sneaker clad foot to scratch Heidi.
“I need something buffet style for fifteen next Friday evening here at City Hall. My budget is only ten dollars a head. I know that’s not a lot so if you don’t want to...”
“No, Freda, that’s fine,” Andie interrupted. “Hopefully I can serve something nice without eating up all the profit.” They both laughed. “If I want to do this, I need to start somewhere. Could I get a menu together for you to look over tomorrow? You are still coming?”
“If you don’t mind my kids tagging along. I try to spend Saturday and Sunday with them because of my long hours during the week,” Freda explained.
“That sounds like fun. I’d love to meet them. I’ll even make lunch for all of us. How old are your kids and what do they like to eat?” Andie felt better at the prospect of company. The idea of making money from her cooking also appealed to her.
“I don’t think you know what you’re letting yourself in for,” Freda laughed. “Clay is eight, Anna’s six, and Laura’s five. They’re pretty typical kids. If it’s junk food, they’ll eat it and if it’s green and good for them, they won’t. Seriously, they like pizza, burgers, tacos, and almost any kind of chicken. I’ll bring them for lunch if you promise not to go to a lot of trouble.”
“I won’t have time to go to a lot of trouble. I have a date tomorrow night,” Andie confessed.
“With Mason?” the smart redhead asked.
“How did you know?”
“It’s all over town you two are an item. Your neighbor, Mrs. Tremont, is a terrible gossip.”
“Is that the lady in the house next door with the beautiful rose bushes?” Andie wanted to make sure they were talking about the same neighbor.
“She’s the one. If you want to know about anyone in town, she can tell you. I guess she’s lonely since her husband passed away and she keeps up with everybody’s business to give her something to do. Lord, I hope I don’t get like that.”
“I haven’t actually met her yet. Maybe I should go over to introduce myself.”
“She definitely knows who you are. She knows every time the sheriff’s car has been in your drive. With the distance between your houses, she must be using binoculars or have eyes like a hawk. She told her friends at breakfast this morning about Mason having dinner with you last night,” Freda warned.
“She’s right, he did. But I guess if talk bothered Mason, he would be more careful about coming over. I don’t really like the idea of being watched or gossiped about, though.”
“In a small town like this, you learn to live with it or you move,” Freda laughed. “Everybody knows everybody else’s business. Of course, that can be nice when you’re going through tough times or there’s meanness going on,” Freda added. “Oh gosh, I have to go. I still have a sandwich to eat before my lunch is over. I’ve kept you longer than I meant to.”
Andie put the phone down and crossed the living room to pull back the heavy drapes covering the window. Looking toward Mrs. Tremont’s house, she couldn’t see the lower floor for the overgrown shrubs along the property line between them. The old lady must be upstairs with binoculars or a spyglass to be able to see Andie’s driveway. It must be awful to be that lonely or that nosey.
Rearranging the drapes to cover the windows, Andie reconsidered the type of window treatments she wanted to put up later. If Mrs. Tremont could see the drive, then she could look into an uncovered window just as easily. Andie wasn’t a prude, but she did expect a certain amount of privacy within her own home.
She prepared a quick sandwich for lunch and tossed a doggie biscuit to Heidi. Then Andie started playing with ideas for the buffet menu. Much more energized since Freda’s call, she also planned her first lesson for class plus an overall plan for the semester. When that was done, Andie waded through the rest of the papers in the large filing cabinet in the study.
Rising humidity forced the temperature to soar as the afternoon wore on. After several yawns, Andie finally went upstairs to stretch out on the bed. Heidi lay on her rug and they both napped.
Whispering voices followed by a sharp bark from Heidi woke Andie from a sound sleep. The stone in the ring glowed brightly.
“He is watching, he is watching,” they whispered.
“He has chosen the next one.”
“What will she do? Oh, what shall we do?”
“She will die like the rest. We can do nothing for her,” the low male voice said.
“But my Lady can help,” the firm, female voice argued. “She can warn her. This one must not die.”
“No, no, no,” was repeated over and over until the voices faded away. The glow left the ring once the whispers stopped.
Heidi stood beside the bed tilting her head from side to side trying to understand what was going on. Knowing Andie was disturbed, she whined low in her throat. Her new mistress slid from the bed to wrap her arms around the animal’s neck. It helped comfort the two of them.
“It’s okay, Heidi. At least, I think it is,” Andie soothed. “We’ll get used to these ghosts or whatever they are,” she whispered into the soft fur of Heidi’s neck. Heidi gave a soft woof of agreement.
* * * * *
Mason called late in the evening to make sure she was okay and locked in for the night. They talked about his day and then hers.
“I talked to Freda today. I’m catering a buffet next Friday evening. Oh, yeah, does it bother you for us to be an item?” Andie decided to ask.
“On the buffet?” Mason asked, bewildered.
“No, silly,” she laughed. “You know, the two of us being an item? Freda said it’s all over town that we’re seeing each other.”
Chuckling softly, he told her, “Not at all. Does it bother you?”
“No, I don’t think so. Definitely not enough for me to stop seeing you,” she assured him. “I just wanted to make sure it wasn’t a problem for you, with your job and all.”
“Good. My job doesn’t have anything to do with it unless you’re secretly an escaped convict or something. Just don’t pay any attention to what people say. They’ll soon move on to other things. Is Freda still bringing the truck by tomorrow?”
“Yes. She and her kids are coming for lunch. Then, we’ll take the truck for a test drive. Does Heidi like kids or should I put her in the bedroom while they’re here?”
“Heidi loves kids. She already knows Freda’s mob. I think Freda would have taken her if they didn’t already have two cats. They should have a good time playing,” he paused when thunder rumbled in the distance. “Sounds like the storm that’s threatened us all day is here.”
A flash of lightning followed the thunder, the phone crackled.
“Sounds like,” she answered absently. The flash of the lightning reminded her of the glow of the ring. She thought of what the voices said.
“Andie, are you still there?”
“Sorry. I got distracted. Mason, what would you say if I told you…” she swallowed, took a deep breath, and went on, “I think the killer picked his next victim. He’s watching her.”
“Andie, it’s just the storm. You wouldn’t believe how many calls—” he tried to reassure her, but she cut him off.
“No, Mason. Please listen. I can’t really explain, but I know this. You have to believe me.”
He was silent for so long Andie began to wonder if he hung up. “Mason?” she whispered unsteadily. Was this relationship going to end before it ever really got started?
“I’m here, Andie. Just thinking. Do you want to tell me about it?”
“Yes and no. I want to, but I don’t know if I can—or should. I can’t explain what I don’t understand myself,” she told him in a soft, unsteady, voice. “I do have reason to believe the killer is watching his next victim.” She waited. When he didn’t say anything, she whispered, “I knew about the last murder the night before it happened.” Andie shocked herself. She never meant to let the admission slip out.
“I’m coming over,” Mason told her.
“No, wait…” but the line was already dead.
“I’ve done it now, Heidi,” she told her four-legged friend. Andie slowly replaced the receiver and sat on the sofa. Thunder rumbled closer. Heidi put her head in Andie’s lap, softly whining.
Chapter 3
Less than ten minutes later Heidi growled a warning. The sheriff banged on Andrea’s front door. When Andie opened the door the wind pushed it in but the screen flew back toward the outer wall.
Mason grabbed the screen door closing it firmly as he entered. He reached down to pet Heidi as she pushed against his legs. Then he removed his Stetson nervously handling the brim.
For the first time since she met him, Andie saw Mason wearing a shoulder holster and gun. It reminded her better than anything else could have exactly who he was. But she started this and she needed to go through with it. The situation was too serious and immediate to play around with. If he labeled her a nut and didn’t want to see her again, better to find out now than later.
“Do you want coffee?” she finally broke the silence then turned toward the kitchen. She had made a pot to keep her hands busy while she waited for him to arrive.
“No, Andie. We need to talk, right now. Come sit by me.” He stopped at the end of the sofa and waited for her to walk back to join him. After she took a seat, he placed his hat on the end table then sat down. He angled his body toward her so he could see her face before he asked, “Why didn’t you tell me?”
“I am telling you,” she answered quietly.
Mason took a deep breath. He rubbed his hand over his hair as thunder from directly overhead vibrated through the house. Thoroughly aggravated at the lack of progress with the case, now he had to deal with this. “Why didn’t you tell me before now?” he asked slowly and distinctly.
Andie saw the muscles in his jaw clench. She knew he was upset and on edge. “I was afraid you wouldn’t believe me. Or that you’d think I’m crazy. Mason, I didn’t really believe it myself at first. I thought it was a dream the night it first happened,” she explained.
Getting to her feet, she paced the living room floor. She stopped to face him, arms protectively folded across her midriff. “Then I thought I was losing my mind. Finally, I just rejected the whole thing and refused to deal with it. My Grandmother Rose lost her family over what’s happening to me, right now. I don’t know all the details yet, but I know it cost her seeing her child grow up and her husband. What will it cost me? Maybe your friendship and whatever might have been between us? Is it going to turn me into a recluse? Leave me all alone as I get older as it obviously did Rose?” She impatiently brushed away the tears as she waited for his answer.
“Andie, I’m sorry about Rose’s problems. If you knew me better, I don’t think you would have to ask me if whatever’s going on would make me stay away from you. Until you explain, I don’t know what it has to do with anything.” He stood up then braced his hands on his hips.
“Unless her ‘ghosts’ are telling you things now?” Mason joked. But at the look on her face he stepped over to her then grabbed her arms. “Oh crap, Andie. That’s it, isn’t it? You believe the ghosts are talking to you, now? You hear them telling you things.” Mason stared down into her eyes. He swallowed hard when he saw his answer there. The thunder rumbled ominously, the wind howled through the trees, rain began to pelt the windows.
“Sort of,” Andie muttered hoarsely. His grip on her upper arms was firm, but not painful, she realized. She hurried on before she could back out. “You commented on the ring when you saw me wearing it. Somehow it… Well, it opens a channel or something for these voices. The stone glows then there are lights from it sometimes.” Andie held her hand up between them to draw his attention to the age-tarnished silver ring with the odd blue stone.
“Rose’s antique mood ring?” Mason shook his head. He loosened his hold on her arms, but didn’t turn loose. “Andie, it’s just a ring with a stone that changes depending on your body temperature.”
She emphatically shook her head causing her thick cloud of blond hair to brush his hands. “It’s more than that. When I take it off, it draws me back to it. At first, I couldn’t understand the voices. They were all jumbled up, mostly just whispers. They sounded like bees in a swarm or the way a distant crowd sounds talking all at once. You were there the second time it happened. When we shook hands, I understood what they said to me. I was so surprised I almost fainted. I thought surely you could hear them, too. You caught hold of me, remember? You told me it must be the wind?” Andie desperately wanted him to accept what she said. Her eyes pleaded with him to believe her.
“I remember,” he agreed softly. Mason could see she was very serious about this. He felt torn between believing her outright and his duty to get to the bottom of what was going on. Mason knew she could see the uncertainty in his face. It probably ruined whatever chances he might have to get closer to her.
Andie let him steer her back to sit on the sofa before she went on. “That night, after we met, the voices told me he was watching her. But I didn’t know who she was until the next morning. I swear I would have told you, if I knew it was real or who it meant. The voices said he had his large, strong hands on her neck and that it was too late.” A tear ran down Andie’s left cheek, but she seemed totally unaware of it. “When I heard the news that a woman died, that she’d been strangled, I almost lost it. I didn’t know what to do, Mason. I almost called. I had the phone in my hand.” She looked down at the ring she twisted round on her finger. “I decided you wouldn’t believe me. I hid the ring in a drawer not wanting anything else to do with it. Then at your office, I connected those dates to the ones I saw on Grandmother Rose’s notes and I—I put the ring back on.” Andie reached up to swipe at the tears.
“These voices from the ring told you he’s chosen his next victim?”
“Yes. He’s watching her. I’m so afraid that—I’ll know he’s going to kill her but I won’t be able to do anything about it.” Her tears fell faster. She was thankful when Mason pulled her close. He rubbed her back then she felt him push her hair away from her face.
This was definitely one of the wildest stories Mason ever heard, but he believed Andie was being truthful with him. As he thought about it, some of Rose’s odd behavior and special insights made more sense. Several times over the years, she told him where to start looking for lost kids, stolen items, or even vandals. When he asked her how she knew, she always laughed and told him her ghosts told her. Figuring it was tips she picked up from some sort of senior network or street gossip she heard, he finally stopped asking and checked out the leads. She had usually been right or very, very close.
Andie pulled herself together and stood up. “I could really use a cup of coffee now. What about you?”
“A double shot of something stronger sounds better, but I’ll settle for the coffee,” he answered. Shrugging one shoulder to slide out of his holster, he laid it on the counter by the kitchen door. His head pounded as he tried to analyze and assess everything she told him.
“That’s good, because all I have is some old cooking sherry and a half bottle of red wine.” Andie poured their coffee then carried the cups to the table with shaking hands. “Can I get you something to go with it?” When he shook his head, she sat down.
Mason pulled a chair around beside her and reached for her hand. He touched the ring on her index finger. “You know this does explain a lot. Rose always fed me bits and pieces of information, even when I first got here. I didn’t believe her when she said the ghosts were telling her things. I hate it that it hurt her. The son she lost—he really was your father?”
“Yes, Andrew was my father. I found some old letters her husband wrote to her. When my father was only a couple of years old, Andrew Sr. took him to Dallas. He told Rose it was because of the ring.” She went on to tell him more of what she’d learned in the letters. Andie clenched his hand tighter as she told him about the last one.
“I don’t know all of the circumstances, of course, but I don’t think Andrew Sr. had much of a backbone if he let a ring or anything else chase him away. It sounds like he gave his wife an impossible choice then used it to bail out on her instead of supporting and helping her,” Mason said calmly. “Knowing Rose, I know she wouldn’t have made that choice unless it was the only one. She never divorced him, did she?”
“No, there was no divorce. The attorney would have known or I would have found something in her papers by now.”
“Where did the ring come from originally?”
“I don’t know. There are some markings inside, but I can’t tell what they are. The letters are the only things I found that refer to it so far. But, I’ve still got several rooms to go through.” She refilled their cups.
“Are you sure you want to keep wearing the ring? It might lose whatever power it has if you lock it away in a safety deposit box at the bank or put it away somewhere out of the house.”
“I wanted to, at first. But now I don’t think I could live with myself if—if I hide it away and someone else dies. If I can get a hint of who he is—or something about him that might help, I have to wear it. I know this will sound even crazier, but the voices said the ring is my destiny. And I can’t help but think Grandma Rose would want me to do this. She must have been trying to figure out who the killer was when she made those notes.”
“Probably,” Mason agreed. “Sure sounds like Rose. But are you positive you want to do this? That you want to put yourself through it?”
Andie moved around the kitchen, restlessly. When nervous she couldn’t deal with inactivity. She stopped behind her chair and ran her fingers over the top of it. Finally, making up her mind, she looked at Mason.
“I think I have to. If—if you don’t want to see me aside from business, I’ll understand. I know all of this is unbelievable and… Well, just plain weird.”
He stood up to reach for her. Drawing her slowly into his arms as if she were the most precious thing he ever held, Mason hugged her to him. He rested his cheek against her hair. “I agree all of this is strange. No wonder you didn’t want to tell anybody. It must be a terrible thing to try to deal with alone. I won’t lie to you, Andie. It will create some problems, no way around it. But whether we get closer or have any kind of relationship from here on is not going to be based on that ring. It’s going to be about how we feel and how we get along.” Mason eased his hold then tilted her face up with a finger under her chin. “Okay?”
Through a watery smile, Andie murmured, “Okay. You are a really nice man, Mason Keeler.”
“I’m glad you noticed,” he teased. Then he kissed her. As the kiss deepened, he let her feel how much he desired her for the first time when he instinctively pulled her lower body closer to his.
She moaned in her throat snuggling into him. The storm that raged outside was now raging through her veins. The man she felt terrified of losing still wanted her. In spite of all the baggage that came with her, he still desired her. Their tongues touched and played as the kiss went on and on. Neither of them wanted it to end. Mason’s hands roamed her body while hers stroked his back as they sought to get closer.
Finally, he could stand it no longer. Mason needed to touch her bare skin. His hands moved under the edge of the pale yellow tank top she wore. His fingertips slid across the warm, smooth skin of her sides and back. He heard her sigh in appreciation of his touch, felt her shiver with desire.
Andie fought the urge to lead him upstairs. She was on the verge of giving into the desire completely when the phone rang. Reluctantly drawing back, she whispered, “I guess I have to get that.” By the time she reached the living room, she could say hello coherently.
“This is Deputy Howard Dawkins, Miss Duncan. Is the sheriff there, by any chance?”
“He’s here. I’ll get him.” She turned to see Mason already coming into the living room.
Accepting the receiver with one hand, he pulled her to him with the other one as he talked to the deputy. “He hasn’t hurt her, has he?” Mason asked then frowned while he listened.
“All right, keep him talking. I’m on my way. I’ll be there in less than ten minutes.” Mason put down the receiver and quickly kissed Andie. He groaned then stepped back.
Watching as he slipped into the straps of his shoulder holster, Andie told him, “I know, you have to go.”
“Afraid so. It’s a domestic dispute, the guy will only talk to me,” he explained.
She smiled thinking of all she laid on him this evening. “I can understand that. You shouldn’t be so easy to talk to.”
Rain poured down. Thunder could be heard in the distance when the sheriff stood in the open front door. “I’ll see you tomorrow night about seven. Sleep well.” He kissed her again then hurried out to his car.
Locking the door behind him, Andie leaned against it and sighed loudly. “At least Mrs. Tremont won’t be able to report his car stayed here all night. But I think it would have been worth the gossip, Heidi.”
The large dog followed Andie up to bed. The rain fell sporadically throughout the night. At times the wind blew fiercely. Thunder rumbled as lightning lit up the bedroom. Andie tossed restlessly. She finally gave up trying to sleep around four. Heading downstairs, she was followed by a sleepy, but curious, Heidi.
After mixing a batch of brownies and putting them in the oven to bake, Andie washed and prepared celery, carrots, and broccoli florets to put on a raw veggie tray. The meats she ordered the day before from the meat market would be delivered between nine and ten this morning. That would give her time to skin, de-bone, and slice the chicken breasts to make chicken fingers.
The brownies smelled heavenly as she took them from the oven and left them to cool on top of the stove. She slid the tray of veggies into the fridge then whipped up her special ranch-style dressing to go with them as a dip.
Heidi snored peacefully against the back door. Andie moved around the kitchen doing what she loved. Deciding to prepare a dish of twice-baked potatoes, she scrubbed the potatoes, oiled them, and put them in the oven. After setting the oven timer, she cleaned up her mess. Finally she called Heidi to go back upstairs with her. Relaxed from the cooking, she felt sleepy at last.
* * * * *
Not waking until eight-thirty, Andie felt much better once she showered. She dressed in a royal blue tank top and white shorts. Then she and Heidi ran downstairs together.
Watching the large dog race around the back yard, Andie noticed several limbs were down. The grass was soaked but with the sun out it would dry quickly. The air felt cooler and less humid, it promised to be a pleasant day.
Wondering who usually took care of the yard work, Andie called Heidi to her. The dog obediently sat on the small square of concrete that served as a back porch while Andie grabbed paper towels to dry off the huge paws. Heidi thought it was a game, rolling over on her back to wave her paws in the air.
“You goofy mutt,” laughed Andie. She obligingly rubbed the soft tummy before going back inside. She gave the dog a bowl of food and fresh water.
Heidi barked loudly then ran for the front door. A knock sounded a minute later to announce the arrival of the delivery boy with Andie’s meat order. She kept him waiting while she searched for her checkbook. Including a tip for the teenager, she thanked him for his trouble. Heidi watched carefully as Andie dealt with the stranger. After pushing the door closed, Andie praised the dog. Heidi wagged all over before returning to her food in the kitchen.
Once she scrubbed her hands, Andie unpacked and dealt with the meats then began preparing her chicken. The phone rang forcing her to wipe her hands as she hurried to get it.
“Hello.”
“Hey Andie. Mason here. Did you get any sleep?”
“Hi, Mason. Yes, I slept some. How about you?” Andie feared he was calling to cancel their date after thinking about what she revealed last night.
“It was a rough night. The weather was bad, we had several calls, and I wanted to be back there with you,” his voice softened on the last words.
Andie smiled in relief. “That sounds nice. The being with me part, I mean.”
“About tonight—”
“Oh, no. You have to cancel?” she anticipated with a groan.
“Not if you don’t mind eating later. I need to pick you up at eight instead of seven. Joe’s supposed to cover for me, but he has this family thing for his mother that’s not over ‘til seven. If we can wait an hour later, we won’t be interrupted except in an extreme emergency.”
“That will be fine, then. What sort of place are we going? A girl needs to know how to dress,” she laughed cheerfully now that he explained.
Mason wanted to tell her to skip dressing altogether, but decided he better slow down a little. Things could get out of hand in a hurry with this woman if he let them. “Wear something sexy,” he told her instead. “I thought I’d introduce you to our local steakhouse. It’s built like a saloon, but the food’s good. There’s even dancing on the weekend. Is that okay?”
“Sounds great. How did the domestic dispute turn out?”
“I gave him the choice of a week at a motel or two weeks in jail to give them a cooling off period. He took the week at the motel. He hasn’t hit her, but I’m afraid he’s on the edge. Maybe this will make him appreciate all she does for him at home.”
“I hope it works. Couples have enough to fight out in the world without fighting each other.”
“Yeah, I know. I guess you’re busy cooking lunch. I’d better get back to the grind. I’ll see you tonight.”
“See you tonight,” she agreed.
Mason couldn’t believe how attracted he felt to Rose’s granddaughter. Something about her drew him from the start. He wanted to be with her so much last night he could have punched Howard in the nose for interrupting them. At only thirty-three, he had plenty of time before he settled down, but he couldn’t seem to stay away from Andie.
Even her odd revelations about the ring didn’t turn him off. In fact, her determination to deal with it added to the attraction. Intelligence, friendliness, and courage were characteristics seldom combined with long blond hair, heavenly blue eyes, and a sexy body. Just thinking about her made him need another cold shower.
* * * * *
He reluctantly spruced up his apartment and took care of his laundry Saturday morning. If he happened to bring Andie by tonight, Mason didn’t want it to look like a pig sty. He would be covering Howard’s shift this afternoon. Howard was a changed man since the baby came along. Mason smiled as he thought of all the baby pictures of little Steven he’d looked at. Ed was covering calls on Sunday. Mason thought he and Andie might spend the day together if all went well.
Andie scraped the baked potatoes out of the peels. She added cream, garlic, chives, butter, and spices before whipping them. The square baking dish of potatoes went into the oven and would be ready at noon. The chicken fingers fried up a crisp, golden brown. She made cherry flavored lemonade for the kids.
Heidi barked at five minutes ‘til twelve and Andie followed her to the front door. Freda hustled three kids out of a very clean, small, red pickup. Andie and Heidi went out to greet them. As soon as the children said hello they wanted to go play with the excited dog. Their mom ordered them to stay in the yard then let them go when Andie said it was okay with her.
“I’m glad you took Heidi,” Freda told her as they walked into the house. “She’s such a sweet animal. I hated the thought of her going to the pound. I doubt anyone would have adopted her.”
“It’s working out well for both of us. She’s smart and a lot of company. She already lets me know when there’s anyone around.”
They talked like old friends while they set the table then put the food out on the counter. Freda was impressed with the simple, but appetizing dishes Andie prepared.
“The kids will love this. Who am I kidding? I’m going to love it, too,” Freda laughed. “Shall I call in the hungry horde and get them washed up?”
“I think so,” Andie agreed. She showed them to the bathrooms when they all ran in at Freda’s yell.
Lunch turned into a noisy affair with the kids chattering and Freda trying to talk over them, but Andie was delighted. The food quickly disappeared. The kids made a game of sneaking bits to Heidi after their mom said not to. Freda finally caught on, threatening them with no dessert. Then she burst into giggles when the kids caught her doing it too. Andie could tell they were a close family and she enjoyed being with them.
After piling the dirty dishes into the dishwasher, they went out to let Andie take the truck for a test drive. Freda sat in the passenger seat while Heidi and the kids rode in the bed. Andie slid in behind the wheel.
It only took a few jerky tries for Andie to get the feel of the clutch and the stick shift in the floor. The kids squealed and laughed, wanting her to do it again. For its age the little truck didn’t have many miles on it. Andie liked it as she drove slowly down the road. When she and Freda talked price, she liked it even more.
Andrea mentally calculated her funds. With the promise of her teaching income and what she could make catering, she felt okay to dip into the bit of money she inherited from her grandmother. Back at the house, Andie wrote Freda a check and Freda signed over the title while the kids and Heidi played outside.
“I hate to see it go, but I’m glad you’re getting it. My husband took good care of it,” the redhead blinked back the moisture forming in her eyes. “You would think, after more than a year without him, I wouldn’t do this anymore. He was so sick at the end, I hated seeing him suffer.”
“What happened to him? If you can’t talk about it I understand,” Andie assured her as she slid an arm around Freda’s shoulder.
“I don’t mind as long as you don’t mind the tears. He had an inoperable brain tumor. The last six months he lived were really hard on everyone. Chuck was a good provider and a wonderful father. It devastated the kids when he forgot who they were and couldn’t play with them or even talk to them anymore. I really miss him, but life goes on.” The pretty, slightly plump woman took a deep breath, regained her composure then held up the check. “This will pay our house insurance for an entire year and let me buy the kids more clothes for school than they were going to get.”
They talked for a while about what Andie would be serving at the Friday night buffet and how best to set it up. Then Freda laughed as she reminded Andie her troupe needed a ride home.
Andie was glad to drive them in her new truck. She let Heidi ride in the back with the kids as she drove slowly along once again.
On the way back from the West house, Heidi rode up front happily hanging her head out the passenger side window. A siren and a flash of lights made Andie pull over onto the side of the road just inside the edge of town.
Mason, wearing a Stetson, aviator’s glasses, the usual jeans and a black tee shirt walked up to the side of the truck. He grinned at her. “You bought it.”
“Yes, I really like it. I got used to the stick right away. Freda gave me a terrific price. What are you up to?” She opened the door and slid out then leaned back against the side of the truck.
“Trying to keep the citizens of Fort Myers safe from the bad guys, ma’am.” He touched the brim of his hat. “Are you headed home?” Mason tucked a strand of blond hair behind her ear. Letting his fingers caress her cheek as he slowly drew his hand back, Mason fought kissing her. It was tough remembering he was on duty and on the side of a public road. “How did you get along with Freda’s kids?”
“Great, what little I saw of them. They spent most of their time outside playing with Heidi.”
At the sound of her name, the huge dog poked her head out the driver’s side window and woofed softly. Mason stepped closer to pull on her ears. “Are you two still getting along?”
“She’s perfect for me. Heidi’s already barking when someone comes to the house. Will it hurt anything to let her roam the house while we’re out tonight?”
“I wouldn’t think so. Close the doors if there are rooms you don’t want her in and make sure she’s been outside before we leave.”
“Okay. I’d better go so you can get back to work.”
“I’ll be there about eight.” Mason took a quick look to make sure no one was coming. He pressed his lips gently to hers then added a quick second peck before walking to his car. With a jaunty wave followed by a grin he pulled out onto the road.
Andie arrived home in plenty of time to give herself a manicure, pedicure, and a facial. While she soaked in the tub, the ring lying on the counter glowed softly. She felt it pulling at her, demanding to be put back on her finger.
“As soon as I’ve finished,” she told the ring. “Gosh, can’t a girl even take a bath in peace?”
Heidi came to stand in the open bathroom door to see if Andie was talking to her. “It’s okay, Heidi girl. You can go lay down. This ring is just being a pain, as usual.” With the peaceful mood broken, Andie pulled the plug. After drying off, she sprinkled honeysuckle-scented body talc all over and dabbed on her favorite perfume. She finally slid the ring back onto her index finger. The stone stopped glowing and settled to a soft blue color.
Still undecided about what to wear, but wanting it to be feminine and sexy per Mason’s request, she went through her clothes several times. Andie chose her silky rose-colored dress with spaghetti straps. Leaving her hair loose on her shoulders, she dressed and was ready by seven-thirty.
She closed off the upstairs rooms except for her bedroom to protect Heidi from getting into anything harmful. The dog made the necessary trip outside while Andie prepared the coffeepot in case she and Mason wanted a cup later.
Andie felt unbelievably nervous over the coming date. The one important relationship in her past really didn’t end badly, it just faded with time. Since then she mostly went out with groups of friends. She’d only dated occasionally until the brief interlude with the married policeman. Then Mason knocked on her door and her heart. She liked him right off because of his friendship with her grandmother and his kind, easy going ways. Every time she saw him she thought he was sexier and even more special. How many men could—or would—want to go out with someone who heard voices from a ring?
Heidi barked and ran to the front door. Andie peeked out the front window and saw a strange car in the drive. She recognized Mason as he got out and headed for the house. Opening the door as he came onto the porch, she looked him over. He wore khaki slacks, a dark green western shirt with very narrow tan stripes, a dark brown belt, and shiny brown cowboy boots.
Mason drew his breath in sharply at the sight of the beautiful woman waiting in the doorway. He couldn’t believe such a vision actually agreed to go out with him. Her long wavy blond hair fell behind bare golden shoulders and the fitted top of the dress hugged her full breasts. The shapely curve of her waist and hips was outlined perfectly by the dress in a color he would call passionate pink. Her eyes appeared bluer than usual and her mouth looked moist and deep pink. He stared at her luscious mouth until she spoke.
“You look handsome,” she greeted him as she pushed open the screen.
He placed a hand on her waist, greeted by the sweet smell of honeysuckle when he entered. “You look wonderful,” he told her, giving her a gentle kiss. Afraid to linger for fear of ravishing her, he suggested they leave. As Andie grabbed her purse and a biscuit for Heidi, he stroked the dog’s head.
Andie told Heidi to sit near the front door then told her to guard the house before giving her the doggie treat. After locking the door, Andie walked beside Mason to the nearly new white car.
“I expected the patrol car. Heidi and I almost didn’t know who you were,” Andie told him as he opened the passenger door for her.
Mason admired the length of leg she displayed as she slid in. “I’ve got tonight and tomorrow off. Ed loaned me his car. He’s driving my patrol car.” Carefully closing the door, he hurried around to the other side and got in. With a grin he admitted, “I didn’t want to be easy to reach by having the radio in the car.”
“I can’t say I blame you. But they’ll be able to find you in case of an emergency, won’t they?”
“I’m afraid so. I have to carry a cell phone, but the reception isn’t great around here. We only have one tower on the edge of town. Let’s just hope there won’t be a reason for them to track me down. I’m ready for some fun and relaxation. Besides we never got to celebrate your new job.”
“That’s true. Now, tell me about this steakhouse,” she insisted as Mason drove through town.
* * * * *
Billy Bob’s Saloon was everything Mason said and more. Noisy, crowded, and tremendous fun, they joined right in. They ate tender grilled steaks and fluffy baked potatoes, danced to the country music blaring from the live band onstage, and generally got to know each other better.
Andie gracefully put up with people stopping by their table to speak with Mason about one county issue or another.
Mason smilingly accepted the constant male attention Andie drew like a magnet. It pleased him when she turned down various offers to dance while she ignored the inviting looks coming her way.
When the band played a slow dance, she fit perfectly in his arms. He asked, “Is it always this way when you go out?”
“Depends on where I go,” she smiled at him as he gently turned her. “How about you? Is it always this way when you go out?”
He laughed, “It won’t be this way for me once the election is over. Everyone just wants to get his issues known before I officially get elected in November.”
“What if your opponent wins?”
“Won’t happen,” he told her smugly.
“You are very sure of yourself, Mr. Keeler,” she kidded him.
“I should be. I’m the only one running. But I assure you it wasn’t my choice.” He put his cheek against her forehead as they swayed in time to the music.
“If you had a choice what would you rather do?” she asked softly. Andie knew what it was like to be trapped in a job you didn’t want or enjoy anymore.
“If you’re ready to go I’ll show you.”
“I’m ready,” Andie agreed. The crowd became rowdier and noisier as the evening progressed and drinks flowed around the room. She enjoyed it, but was ready for something quieter.
Mason escorted her back to their table. He left a tip while she collected her small purse. Keeping her close, he guided her between the tables to the exit. The night seemed extra peaceful compared to the noise they just left. The radio played low.
Andie admired Mason’s strong hands as he drove east from town. She shivered at the thought of his touch. Maybe he would kiss her again, soon.
Chapter 4
At the end of a dirt road in the middle of nowhere, Mason stopped the car and got out. He opened her door then took her hand to lead her to the front of the car.
“I come out here whenever I can. I can see the stars, breathe clean air, and dream about the future,” he told her as he leaned on the hood.
Now that her eyes adjusted to the darkness, Andie looked around at the large open field, some gently rolling hills, and the dark shape of trees off to the right. The stars were very bright overhead, the moon looked almost full. “It’s so beautiful out here. Where are we?” She slid backwards and up to sit on the front of the car with her feet on the bumper.
“We’re just west of a small place called Deer Creek about twenty miles east of Fort Myers. There are a lot of small ranches out here. A big spread was cut up into more manageable sized tracts several years ago. This acreage belongs to me.” He joined her on the front of the car. “Well, technically, to me and the bank.”
“And what do you dream of doing out here?”
“Running a small spread with a few horses, some cattle, maybe a goat or two, some chickens, and a dog. Of course there will have to be a house, a barn, a garden. Nothing fancy, just a place to call home, maybe raise a family.”
“Sounds like a very nice dream. You’re off to a good start with the land,” she told him. Andie entwined her arm through his.
“I’m getting behind on my timetable, though. If I hadn’t been asked to take the sheriff’s job, I’d have the place fenced in and a barn started already.”
“Can’t you work on that on your days off or hire it done?”
“I haven’t had many days off since I took this job. Hiring labor’s too expensive. If I hire the work done, I won’t have enough left to cover the cost of materials. What I should do is resign this job and make them find someone else,” he told her with a smile. Mason squeezed her arm against his side.
“If this is really what you want to do, then you should,” she leaned her head on his shoulder. “Why haven’t you?”
“It’s complicated. I only took the job to help out when there wasn’t anyone else to fill in for Sheriff Whitner. The Town Council was supposed to find someone by now. The extra money helped me save for the materials I need. Now I just can’t leave the town in a bad spot with a strangler in the area and nobody wanting to take on the job. People here don’t deserve that. They’ve been good to me.”
“What did you say happened to the first sheriff?”
“Robert Whitner? A serious heart attack last October. At first he thought he’d be able to come back, but the damage was worse than the doctors first thought. In February he retired on total disability. I served as his deputy for seven years. I was much happier when he was in charge. The pay wasn’t as good, but I had time off and a lot fewer worries.”
“Have you told the members of the Town Council how you feel? Are they going to look for someone else?”
“Sort of yes and no,” he answered quietly.
Andie laughed. “You’ll have to explain that one.”
“I’ve tried to tell them, but they don’t want to hear it. They tell me what a good job I’m doing, how much the townspeople are counting on me, that they can’t find anyone more qualified or better suited to take care of the people. But I didn’t bring you out here to listen to me complain. I’m sorry,” he whispered as he kissed her forehead and stroked her hair. Mason felt a little embarrassed at revealing so much of how he felt.
“You don’t have to be sorry. I’m glad you told me. Where is your apartment?”
“It’s downtown. An old store building was converted to apartments a long time ago. When one became available shortly after I came here, I left Rose’s house and moved there. She sort of cramped my style, if you know what I mean.”
“I can imagine it would have been a little difficult the morning after with Grandma Rose at the breakfast table.” She laughed at the thought.
“I respected her too much to even try it. Are you ready to drive back? This is probably not how you’re used to spending an evening out.”
“Not yet, please. I like this much better than most of the dates I’ve had believe me. It’s so peaceful, so quiet out here. The steakhouse was fun, but I like it being just the two of us.” She stared up at the stars twinkling all over the sky and nestled into his shoulder.
“Andie?”
“H-m-m?” Her head tilted back as she watched the moon rise higher among the stars.
“I think I’m going to kiss you now,” Mason murmured. He turned her face toward his. “I’ve waited as long as I can,” he whispered as he lowered his mouth to hers.
Andrea responded instantly inspiring Mason to deepen the kiss. His tongue found and stroked hers. He felt her gentle fingertips touch the side of his face. He nibbled, teased, and tasted her mouth. She seemed to enjoy every second. His fingertips ran across her bare shoulders and played lightly with her collarbone.
Shivering from the sensations, Andie didn’t object when he leaned her back on the hood of the car.
Mason kissed and nibbled his way down her throat, breathing in the warm honeysuckle scent of her. He continued to the soft rise of her breasts, barely revealed by the bodice of the dress she wore.
Andie jerked the top snaps of his western shirt open, sliding her hand inside to touch his chest. The hair covering the warm, taut skin she found there was slightly coarse and springy. She let her fingers roam. A rumble between a groan and a growl sounded deep under her fingers then she thrilled to Mason’s mouth moving quickly back to hers. This time his mouth felt hot and demanding with no more playfulness.
Need and passion pushed him now. His hand covered her breast then he stroked her with the tips of his fingers through the silky material. Mason groaned again as she pulled his shirt front completely open, placing both hands greedily inside it. Long, lingering caresses down his back by one hand and light feathery touches on male nipples with the other drove him quickly to the edge. Pulling away slightly, he looked down at the beautiful face lying among the wealth of golden blond hair fanned out on the surface of the car.
“Andie, unless you want me to make love to you right here, we’d better go,” Mason forced out in a voice hoarse with need.
“Okay,” she whispered. “I think my bed would be much more comfortable. Or yours, if you’d rather.”
Mason helped her sit up and whispered against her mouth, “Let’s go to your place. That way you won’t make me take you home to check on Heidi.” He lifted her down off the hood then assisted her into the car from the driver’s side. He wouldn’t let her slide over, but kept her in the middle of the seat, close enough to touch as he started the car.
Andie snuggled against Mason while he drove. She slid her hand into his open shirt to feel the warmth of his skin. She laughed when he placed one of his hands over hers to keep her from distracting him as he drove. But Andie needed the contact as reassurance that he was real and he wanted her. This wasn’t like her, but somehow she knew it was right. She knew deep inside this man would not mistreat her or ‘love her and leave her.’
Heidi greeted them at the front door, stubby tail wagging. Mason gave Andie a scant second to pat the huge dog, lock the door, and drop her purse before he pulled her into his arms.
Several long, hot kisses later, he followed her upstairs to her bedroom. Mason couldn’t believe she seemed to want him as much as he wanted her. He expected her to regain her senses any minute and send him away. But Andie was passionate, loving, and very responsive. Even though he tried to go slow she hurried him along. The first time was over much too quickly.
He became determined to make it up to her the next time. Kissing every inch of her sexy body, he had her begging before bringing them both to completion the second time. Several times during the night they woke each other with touches, kisses, or whispered words ending with them loving each other once again. Finally, in the early hours of the morning they were too tired for more. They slept wrapped in each other’s arms, sated and content.
* * * * *
Andie woke to the smell of coffee and the unusual sound of the shower running. Raising her head to look at the clock, she saw it was just after eight o’clock. As she stretched, her muscles complained from the unaccustomed exercise of the night before. Mason was an aggressive, energetic lover. He also used protection instead of taking it for granted she would take care of it. To her it proved just how caring and considerate he was. She pulled on a tee shirt with shorts then went downstairs to get a much-needed cup of coffee.
Heidi chomped her breakfast chunks. An empty coffee mug sat on the kitchen counter, a testament to Mason being down before her. Andie stood looking out the open back door into the early sunshine as she sipped from her cup. It suddenly occurred to her it was Sunday. She promised Peggy Dawkins to join them for lunch at one o’clock. She still needed to make a dessert. Groaning out loud, she moved to get out her book of dessert recipes before searching through the cupboards, checking for ingredients.
Mason enjoyed the feel of the hot water pouring over him in the old corner shower stall of Andie’s bathroom. Achy and stiff, but amazingly content, he couldn’t help but grin as he thought of the night just passed. He never made love with a woman like Andie before. She held nothing back and didn’t play games. Unashamed of wanting him and showing it, she took both his body and his heart during the night. After drying off and pulling on his slacks, he headed downstairs to see where she disappeared to.
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