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Stories of family and romance beneath the Big Sky!



“You lied to me,” Rachel said, her eyes hot and furious.

“You came here, acting all innocent, asked me about my family, our friends—and all the time you had all the answers.”

“As an investigator, it’s my job to get all the answers,” Jack replied. Then he did what any sane man would do to stop a woman out of control. He kissed her.

And not just a simple kiss, either. He pulled her into his arms, his mouth taking hers, fast and furious. Caught off guard, Rachel let out a small sound of protest, but he ground her mouth with his.

Rachel hardly realized when the hands that should have been pushing him away bunched in the soft leather of his jacket and drew him closer, when her groans of protest became moans of passion. She’d been kissed before, she was certain of it.

But never like this…
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Prologue



Where was the baby?

That was all Rachel Montgomery could think about.

In the few days since Rachel had learned that her sister Christina’s body had been found in a shallow grave, murdered after she’d given birth, Rachel had been obsessed with the baby. Christina’s baby. Her niece or nephew…still missing after three months.

It had taken the sheriff’s department all that time to locate her sister’s body. How long would it take them to find the tiny child? Rachel berated herself endlessly that she hadn’t made the time to reach out more to Christina; she wouldn’t make the same mistake with Christina’s child. That baby had Montgomery blood and it should have their name, too.


Which was why Rachel had taken Deputy Sloan Ravencrest’s advice and was on her way to see Winona Cobbs. Folks around Whitehorn believed that Winona, a bit eccentric, was also a psychic. Rachel had always liked her, though she wasn’t sure she believed in Winona’s powers as many did. But these were desperate times.

Taking a steadying breath, Rachel opened the door to the Hip Hop Café, where Winona was likely to be found. The two large picture windows were steamy and the heat most welcome as she walked in out of the late November cold and looked around. Though she’d been back to Whitehorn only a few times in the past nine years, Rachel had no trouble spotting her target at a back booth, wearing one of her signature long flowing dresses and a shawl.

Winona’s blue eyes twinkled in recognition as Rachel stopped at her booth. “Are you back for good this time, Rachel?” she asked in her high-pitched voice.

“No, Winona, just a visit.” In fact, this was her second visit in three months. The first had been in September when her father had called to say that Christina was missing. This second was a week’s vacation to help her family through the Thanksgiving holiday, which had passed in a cold, quiet, tasteless meal. And that was days before Deputy Ravencrest had called to say Christina had been found, murdered. “Actually,” she said to Winona, “I was hoping we could talk.”

“Sit, sit.” The old woman waved a hand toward the empty seat, several bracelets studded with polished stones and crystals jangling on each wrist. She studied the young woman sitting opposite her with shrewd eyes. “Soon now, I think, you’ll be giving it up.”

“Giving up what?” Rachel asked, slipping off her leather jacket.

“Living in that godforsaken Chicago. You belong here. Montana’s in your blood.” Winona adjusted a hairpin that held her long braid fastened neatly around her head.

This wasn’t what she wanted to discuss, nor did she wish to contradict the old woman. She changed the subject immediately. “Have you heard that they’ve found Christina?” She couldn’t bring herself to say Christina’s body.

“Yes, my dear.” Winona reached over to take Rachel’s hand in a comforting grip. “I’ve felt for some time that your sister wouldn’t be with us again.”

“Winona, they tell me Christina gave birth to a baby around the time she died. I—I hadn’t known she was pregnant. I feel so bad that we’d grown so far apart.” She blinked back a fresh rush of tears.

“Her pregnancy was no secret. I suppose your father thought it best to shield you. Never a good idea, hiding the truth.” The old woman sipped her coffee.

“Do you have any feelings about Christina’s death? I mean, can you tell who did this to her? And what about the baby? Where is the baby?” Rachel pushed back her long brown hair with a shaky hand. “I have so many questions.”

“I don’t have all the answers, child, but I can tell you one thing. That baby is alive and well.”


Hope flared in Rachel’s eyes. “Really? Are you sure?”

“As sure as I can be.”

“Where is the baby?”

Winona shook her head. “I can’t see that. But take comfort in knowing the baby’s being well taken care of.”

“But that baby belongs with us. With me.”

Winona rose from the booth. “Maybe in time, child.” She slipped out of the booth and left.

Rachel dabbed at her eyes. She so desperately wanted to believe that Christina’s child was being cared for, was well and happy…but how much of a psychic’s ramblings dare she believe?

“Thought I’d find you here.” Ellis Montgomery slipped into the seat Winona had vacated, his blue eyes darting around at the diners as he did so. The portly man in his late fifties was always conscious of his position as mayor of Whitehorn.

“Dad, why didn’t you tell me in September that Christina was pregnant?” Her eyes speared him with a look.

He shrugged. “It didn’t seem important.”

Rachel sat up taller. “Didn’t seem important? We’ve got to find that child. She’s our blood. And what of the father? Who is he? We need answers here. Which is why we need a private investigator.”

“Now, honey, we’ve got to be patient and leave these things to the sheriff.”

“That’s not what you said a few days ago.” Disgusted, she wiped at more tears, this time tears of anger. “Don’t you want to find the baby? He or she needs us.”

He frowned at her. “How do we even know the baby’s alive?”

“Winona just said so.”

Ellis waved a dismissive hand. “You’re listening to some wacko psychic now? Get hold of yourself, Rachel. You’re not thinking clearly.”

She was thinking clearly, all right. She was thinking she needed to take action on her own. And if her father—and her brother Max—didn’t approve, too bad. She’d been making her own decisions for years now, ever since she’d left Whitehorn for college nine years ago.

The mayor glanced toward the door. “I’ve got to go now. You get some rest.” He put on his hat and slid out of the booth.

Rachel didn’t bother to stop him. Instead she gazed out the window at a weak winter sun, feeling as bleak and cold as she knew the temperature to be. She could’ve predicted her father’s reaction. Ever the mayor, he lived his life as if he were on a campaign trail, eager to please his constituents and not at all caring about his own family. And her clone of a brother, Max, who’d taken over from their father as president of Whitehorn Savings and Loan, would go along with whatever Dad said.

Fine. She didn’t need anyone. She’d hire a private investigator on her own. There certainly weren’t any in this one-horse town, but she’d go to the library and look at the listings in Bozeman. Or…

“Pardon me,” a softly feminine voice interrupted her thoughts.

Rachel looked up to see a pregnant redheaded woman who’d been sitting at the table alongside her booth. “Yes?”

“I’m Gina Remmington. I saw you at the Hip Hop some months ago, but we were never introduced. I hope I’m not intruding—”

“Not at all. Please sit down.” Rachel glanced toward the table and saw the dark-haired man Gina had been with smile at her.

“That’s my husband Trent,” Gina explained, sitting in the booth somewhat awkwardly due to her advanced pregnancy. “I—I’m sorry. I wasn’t purposely eavesdropping on your conversation, but…well, I heard what you said to the mayor.” At Rachel’s inquisitive look, she went on. “If you’re looking for a private investigator—”

Rachel nodded. “I am.”

“Well, then, Rachel, I can help you.”








One



Rachel Montgomery sat by the fire in the house of her childhood, drying her hair, alone for the fifth night in a row. Her father had had a dinner meeting in town and hadn’t wandered home yet, which apparently was a pattern with Ellis. Where, she wondered, did he go every evening, especially on the Sunday night after Thanksgiving?

Actually, she didn’t mind. She enjoyed her solitude, even in Chicago in her apartment. Not for days or weeks on end, of course, for she had friends to go out with, to dinner, a movie. She interacted with lots of people in her role as assistant graphics designer at Kaleidoscope, so evenings alone were often welcome. Yet back here in Montana, they seemed more lonely.


Seeking familiar comfort perhaps, she’d taken a long hot bath and wrapped herself in her old chenille robe that she’d found in the back of her closet. Her feet in scruffy Garfield slippers lovingly saved from her teens, she’d come downstairs and made herself a pot of tea before curling up on the couch in front of the fire she’d built earlier. She no longer thought that fires were wasted on one person. In this house, she could shrivel up and blow away waiting for someone to share a fire with.

Since hearing the news that Christina had been found, she’d avoided giving in to the sorrow waiting in the wings to overcome her. While Ellis and Max turned from their memories, Rachel now invited them.

Sighing, she felt regret move through her. So many things to regret. That her father had always been more interested in politics and business than his family. That Max, who’d been a warm, loving brother when they’d been children, had grown into an arrogant workaholic much like their father. That their mother had died four years ago when Christina had been eighteen. Maybe if Mom had lived, Christina wouldn’t have become quite so flighty and irresponsible. However, the truth that Rachel had finally had to face was that Christina had been starved for affection and attention since she’d gotten very little from her family, so she’d turned to men and found an unending source.

Why couldn’t her family have been more average, more normal? Rachel wondered. The prerequisites had all been in place, the small Montana town where they’d grown up, a place where nearly everyone knew everyone else. Three children born to a fairly well-off family, all attractive and healthy. What had gone wrong? Why had there been so little love, so little communication, growing up in this big rambling house on Sunnyslope Drive? Or was she longing for the impossible dream?

It had probably begun with her parents’ marriage. Deidre Montgomery had been a refined woman from a socially prominent Montana family, one who’d enjoyed going to Bozeman to visit old friends, her library circle, her bridge club. What she hadn’t enjoyed was her husband.

Rachel sipped her tea, then returned to her hair brushing. She couldn’t help but think of Christina. Her sister had been the pretty one with beautiful, thick chestnut hair. She’d been only thirteen when Rachel had left Whitehorn, yet already beginning to develop very feminine curves.

Christina had been difficult, or so Mother had written to Rachel, but she’d been a good kid at heart. But Mother’s death had hit her hard and though Rachel had tried during her short visits home, she hadn’t been able to reach Christina.

She should’ve tried harder, Rachel thought now, tightening her lips to hold back a sob. Oh, God, Christina. Why hadn’t I reached out more to you? Why hadn’t I insisted you come live with me where I could have watched out for you? Would you be alive today, if I had?

The fire slowly dying, Rachel got up to get the poker to spark some embers. The doorbell rang out twice rather insistently. She glanced at the mantel clock. Who’d be dropping by at nine-thirty?

With the damp towel draped around her shoulders, Rachel opened the door just slightly, yet the cold November wind slipped past the tall man standing in the porch light. Her first impression was that he was big, with broad shoulders and long legs. He had on a sheepskin-lined jacket hanging open, seemingly oblivious of the cold night, and neatly pressed jeans. He wasn’t from around here, she decided, despite the Western appearance. No one in her hometown wore tassel loafers.

“I’m Jack Henderson,” he said, his hazel-green eyes assessing her just as intently as she’d checked him over. “My sister, Gina, said you were in need of a private investigator.” His gaze swept over her again from head to foot. “I guess you weren’t expecting me.”

Rachel wished she could slam the door closed and pretend she hadn’t heard the bell. Gina had called yesterday and said her brother was intrigued by the case and would be arriving soon. But Rachel certainly hadn’t expected him to show up on her doorstep the very next day. Gina had told her that for the past eight years Jack Henderson had been running a successful P.I. business out in L.A., the same business, in fact, that Gina herself had been a partner in until her pregnancy and marriage to Trent Remmington. Now the only case she worked on was locating the missing seventh illegitimate grandson of Garrett Kincaid, one of Whitehorn’s prominent people.

Suddenly conscious of how she must look in her ratty ancient robe, fuzzy slippers, with her damp hair hanging every which way, Rachel felt heat move into her face.

“No, I mean, yes. Gina said you’d be arriving, but I thought you’d call first.” With an unsteady hand, she clutched at the opening of the robe at her throat. “It’s kind of late.”

Jack’s lips twitched as he checked his watch. “In L.A., nine o’clock’s considered the shank of the evening. I heard you’re from Chicago. Isn’t it the same there?”

Rachel wanted to remind him that they weren’t in L.A. or Chicago, but she knew he wasn’t going to go away until she talked with him. “All right, come on in. For a few minutes,” she amended, opening the door wider.

Unfortunately, as Rachel backed up, her floppy slippers caught on a throw rug and she felt herself falling. Oh, no! Not in front of this smooth Los Angeles P.I.! But down she went in a heap on the polished floor, landing unceremoniously on her bottom and her bruised dignity. Gazing all the way up the more than six foot length of him, Rachel saw amusement on his tanned face and she felt like bopping him a good one.


“I think I’m going to enjoy working with you, Rachel,” Jack said, offering her a hand up.

 

Yesterday on the phone, Jack had listened to Gina outline the Montgomery case. Twenty-two-year-old Christina Montgomery had been missing for three months before her body had been found. Evidence revealed that she’d given birth at the murder scene. The deceased’s sister, Rachel, needed help finding the baby. Gina had also mentioned that Rachel, who’d seemed cautious and reserved by nature, was not exactly unfriendly but somewhat distant. As he helped Rachel up from her unexpected fall, Jack wasn’t sure “reserved” quite described her.

He could tell that she was trying to recapture her dignity by quickly assuming the role of hostess, taking his jacket and leading him into the cozy living room. She needn’t have bothered trying to impress him, he found her nervous attempts surprisingly charming.

“Would you like some tea? I just made a pot.” She paused in the doorway, ready to dash into the kitchen for another cup.

“Tea.” Jack considered the offer, wondering when the last time was that he’d had tea. “Sure. Why not?”

Pausing in the doorway, Rachel watched him sit and make himself comfortable. The couch was big, yet he seemed to take up nearly half. His size was intimidating, even to Rachel’s five-six frame. It probably was a plus in his line of work, she thought.


Retreating to the kitchen, she moved to the cupboard and took out another cup before arranging the sugar bowl and a small dish of sliced lemons on her mother’s teakwood tray.

Rachel hated to admit it even to herself, but dropins made her jittery, especially when the unexpected guest was a ruggedly handsome man with a devilish grin and shoulders a mile wide. She knew this would be the perfect opportunity to interview Jack Henderson as to just how he’d go about finding Christina’s baby, and perhaps Christina’s killer. If she hired him, they’d be working closely together and she needed to know if they were compatible.

What questions should she ask to discover that? she wondered.

She glanced toward the doorway, then moved closer to the framed mirror on the side wall. Good Lord, her hair resembled a rat’s nest and she’d left her brush in the living room. Rummaging through the kitchen drawers, she finally found a broken half of a comb and pulled it through her hair, fixing the mess as best she could. Grimacing at her reflection, she decided that would have to do.

A fleeting memory came to mind of growing up in this house in her teens and her mother’s strong warning that neither of her girls was to leave her room unless fully dressed and well groomed, which was how Deidre Montgomery had been raised.

Well, Mom, you should see me now, Rachel thought with a smile.


She picked up the tray, thinking she’d been gone so long that the man must be wondering if she’d run out the back door. An idea, she silently admitted, glancing one last time at her robe, that actually held a lot of appeal about now.

“Here we are,” she commented inanely, setting the tray down on the coffee table in front of the couch. Carefully, she poured his tea, refilled her own cup, then turned to poke at the fire.

Jack doubted that Rachel realized that her obviously old and well-washed robe tied so tightly around her slender frame revealed more of her womanly curves than almost anything she could have worn. He crossed his long legs, enjoying the view and wondering when she’d light somewhere. The woman wasn’t merely nervous, she was a bundle of nerves. All right, so he should have called, but after he’d checked in to the Whitehorn Motel, he’d decided he’d drive his rental car around a bit, maybe see where the Montgomerys lived. Once out front of the brick two-story with its gabled roof, he’d seen someone in the living room, her back to the picture window, and on impulse had walked up to the front door and rung the bell.

That was when she’d literally fallen at his feet, he thought, hiding another grin as she turned, rejected the couch and sat in a wing chair to the left of the coffee table.

He sent her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. “Gina told me a little about the case, but I’d like to hear your version, if you’re up to talking about your sister.”


“I guess so. What would you like to know?”

Jack leaned forward, picked up his cup and tasted the tea. Hot and strong, not so bad. A shot of whiskey would have been an improvement on such a cold night. “Well, for starters, what kind of person was Christina? Who were her friends? What were her habits? Things like that. If you decide you want me to work on the case, I’ll check with the sheriff’s department tomorrow and get specific details of how she died. I’m told they’re handling the investigation.”

“Yes, they are. Frankly, although they’re decent men I’ve known for years, I don’t have much faith in Sheriff Rawlings and his little band of deputies. Christina was missing for three months and they didn’t come up with one clue. They found her strictly by accident. There aren’t a lot of homicides around here, which is why I don’t feel they’re very experienced.”

Jack sat back and stretched an arm along the top of the couch. “Is it the murderer you want me to find, or your sister’s baby?”

Rachel sipped her tea, watching him over the rim of her cup, studying his expression, trying to gauge the type of man he was. She had no interest in working with someone who thought her request frivolous, one who felt she should leave such things to the professionals, as her father did.

“The baby is of primary interest to me. I don’t know how much Gina told you, but neither my father nor my brother has much interest in the child, so it’ll be strictly me you’d be working for. Do you have a problem with that?”

His brows shot up. “You mean, because you’re a woman? No problem here.” Jack smiled to reinforce his remarks.

He had a killer smile, his teeth very white in his tanned face, Rachel thought. And she’d bet he knew it.

“How about you?” he asked. “Think you’d have a problem working with me?” His tone seemed to imply that might be the case.

Rachel squared her shoulders. “None whatsoever.” In her career, she’d worked with all sorts of men and women; she certainly could handle a private investigator, even if he was tall, good-looking and a little off-putting.

She set her cup on the coffee table and got down to business. Since he was here, they might as well get started. In short order, she gave Jack a little background about Christina as a sweet child, then becoming somewhat wild as a teenager, having lots of boyfriends, being irresponsible. “She liked to have fun, you know. But all that aside, she was a nice girl with a good heart who was looking for love and friendship and got in with a rough crowd.”

Jack nodded thoughtfully. It had been his experience that relatives couldn’t always give the best analysis of a troubled person, especially a sister who’d been gone for nine years. “Living in Chicago as you have been, you probably don’t know many of her friends, then, right?”


“No, but I’ll find out and make up a list. Whitehorn’s a small town, one where nearly everyone knows everyone else. While it’s true I’ve been gone, most of the same people live here as when I left, with a few new arrivals, of course.” She picked up her cup and drank more tea, glancing at him again. “Do you need to take notes or anything?” She wasn’t sure how P.I.s worked, but surely he didn’t rely on his memory?

“Not just yet. Do you know offhand if your sister had any enemies?”

Rachel winced at the thought. Obviously someone had struck that fatal blow to Christina’s head, or so the sheriff’s department insisted. It was just hard for her to imagine anyone disliking Christina enough to want her dead. “Actually, I don’t. She was an even-tempered person, not really argumentative.”

“A party girl? One who drank, maybe too much occasionally?”

Rachel pressed her lips together, annoyed at the question and annoyed because she didn’t know the answer. “I suppose that’s possible,” she admitted, fighting the well of tears building at the back of her eyes. “As I said, she liked to have fun, but that’s no reason for someone to kill her.” She swallowed around the lump in her throat and quickly lowered her gaze to the cup in her hand.

She had beautiful eyes, he thought, an interesting blue, very expressive. Right now, tears swam in them, ready to fall. Jack decided to change course. “Would you happen to know who fathered her baby?”


Sadly, Rachel shook her head. “No, I don’t. If she was seeing someone regularly, I don’t know that, either. I’ve talked to a few people, including a woman who’s known around here as something of a psychic.” She looked up, but his expression hadn’t changed. “I imagine you find that a bit odd, and so do I, actually. But Winona Cobbs’ predictions have often come true. And her niece, Crystal, was the one who had a vision as to where the body might be located.”

What had he gotten into here? Jack asked himself silently. He regarded the woman in front of him. Despite the grandmotherly attire, she was softly pretty with intelligent eyes and an oval face that seemed to reveal her every emotion. And she had plenty of them skittering across her features tonight.

Yet he could see that Gina, though she’d just met Rachel, had pegged her pretty well. Rachel was hesitant, reticent, as well as vulnerable, which wasn’t surprising given the circumstances. She was struggling with grief over her sister’s senseless death and anger at the perpetrator as well as concern for Christina’s child. He also thought he sensed a bit of guilt over her not being available to watch out for her sister.

“Do you believe in visions?” he asked softly.

Rachel sighed, feeling indecisive. “I’m not sure. It’s hard to argue with success though, even if it’s only occasional.”

“That’s true.” He paused, gathering his thoughts. “So, Christina’d been missing since late August, no one apparently knew if she was involved with anyone, yet she died shortly after giving birth to a child. She didn’t live here with your father and though he knew she was expecting, he didn’t know who she was seeing. Your brother Max lives not far away and wasn’t close to Christina, either.”

Rachel crossed her arms over her chest. “You make it sound as if no one in the family cared about her, and that isn’t so. After Mom died, Christina changed, became moody, headstrong, difficult. She moved out, began running with a wild crowd. I tried talking with her by phone and on my visits. I even invited her to live with me in Chicago. She told me she was having too much fun just now to leave.”

Jack didn’t comment, just filed all that away. He’d pushed her a little and gotten her to open up, to reveal more of the truth. Up to then, it had sounded as if Christina Montgomery had been some sort of flawless saint that someone had accidentally, senselessly killed. She may have been well liked, but someone hadn’t cared for her, he thought. Someone had killed her.

But he’d heard enough for one night, and he didn’t want to upset Rachel further. “I’d like to work on the case, if you want my services.”

Jack was a little rough around the edges. But then, Gina had said he’d been a cop in L.A. for years. Rachel would have much preferred an older man with a lived-in face and a paunch, one far less attractive. Not that she was ready to fall at his feet—again—but working with a middle-aged man was less distracting. However, she didn’t have a lot of choices.

“Yes, I’d like that.”

“All right, then. I’ll start tomorrow. I’ll want to talk with your father and brother, and hopefully you’ll have that list of her friends for me by then.” He rose, ready to leave, to go back to the motel to think things through.

Rachel remained seated. “Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear, I intend to work with you. I plan to call Chicago and arrange a leave of absence. This baby is very important to me. I also know this town and nearly everyone in it. The investigation will go more quickly if we work together.”

Jack turned to face her. “Perhaps you didn’t understand. I work alone. Even when Gina was at the agency, we had our separate cases.”

She nodded indulgently. “That’s fine, but I need to do this with you.” She raised her eyes to his, imploring, beseeching. “I made mistakes with Christina, as you’ve probably guessed. I don’t want to mess up with her child. I will concede to you being in charge. But I won’t sit here and wait for results. I want to be with you on this every step of the way.”

Jack saw the determination in her eyes and something more. The vulnerability he’d spotted before. He would have turned down a stubborn, insistent woman needing to have her own way. But he, too, had made mistakes in relationships and knew he’d give a lot to be able to make up for them in some small way. He couldn’t deny Rachel a chance to make amends to her dead sister.

“All right, but let’s remember, we do it my way. I’m the one with the experience here. All right?”

She found her second smile of the evening. “All right.” She got up and walked to the door with him. She was reaching for his jacket on the wooden coat tree when a key turned in the lock and the door swung open.

Ellis Montgomery stepped into the vestibule, his quick glance taking in the tall, broad-shouldered stranger and his daughter wearing a nearly threadbare old robe and disreputable slippers.

“Well, good evening. Rachel, you didn’t tell me you’d be entertaining tonight.” His voice was cool and combative.

Rachel felt heat move into her face at her father’s quick critical judgment, as usual, without knowing the facts. “Dad, this is Jack Henderson, Gina’s brother. Gina’s married to Trent Remmington, you may recall.” She purposely mentioned Gina’s husband, who was a wealthy oil investor, knowing such things impressed Ellis. “Jack’s a private investigator from Los Angeles. I’ve hired him to try to find Christina’s baby and the person who killed her.”

Taken aback, Ellis still didn’t offer his hand, instead busied himself hanging up his coat. Ignoring the newcomer, he turned to his daughter.

“I told you to let sleeping dogs lie. The sheriff and his deputies are well qualified and will get to the bottom of all this. We don’t need outsiders here meddling in our personal affairs.” Ellis stroked his black hair, which his hat had smashed down, and glanced at Henderson. “Sorry to have you come all this way on a wild-goose chase. My daughter’s upset, as we all are. But we’ll take care of our own problems.”

Embarrassed at her father’s bad manners as well as his pigheadedness, Rachel touched his arm as he started to walk past her. “I’m sorry you feel that way, Dad, but I’ve hired Mr. Henderson and I intend to work with him until this matter is resolved.”

Watching the interplay between father and daughter, Jack had to admire Rachel’s spirit. She might be reserved, but she knew what she wanted and she wasn’t about to back down, even as her father glared at her.

Ellis made a disapproving sound. “Do as you please, but you’re wasting your money.” Moving to the stairway, he spoke to Jack over his shoulder. “You’d better be going back home. We have a tight-knit community here and they don’t open up to strangers.” He paused, his eyes examining his daughter from head to toe. “Rachel, maybe in Chicago women entertain men in their nightclothes, but I thought we’d taught you better.” With that, he marched upstairs and left them staring after him.

Furious at that last remark, Rachel nevertheless kept her cool. “Jack, I apologize for my father. He’s very set in his ways. I was afraid he’d react like this, but I should have warned you.”


She had lovely skin, Jack noticed, even flushed in anger. He wished he knew her well enough to at least take her hands and reassure her, but instead he shrugged into his jacket. “Don’t worry on my account. I’ve dealt with worse.” He stopped, studying her a moment. “Are you sure, in light of your father’s strong feelings, that you want to go ahead with this?”

“Absolutely.” She glanced up the stairs just as a door slammed. “I don’t know if Gina mentioned that Dad’s the mayor of Whitehorn. He’s every inch a politician, one who doesn’t want to ruffle any voter’s feathers. Questioning people around town, stirring things up, worries him. Heaven forbid he should lose a vote. But don’t worry, please. I can give you a rundown on the part my father played in Christina’s life without his cooperation. And, I should further warn you, my brother will react pretty much the same. Max is Dad’s clone.”

“He’s president of the Whitehorn Savings and Loan, right?”

“Yes, the bank Dad started.”

“Maybe we should start by questioning him tomorrow. I like to interview family members first, not because they’re suspects necessarily but because they can give me insight into the victim’s life.”

Rachel sighed again, thinking there was apt to be a lot of dirty linen aired before all this was over. Well, so be it. She had to know what happened to Christina and, even more important, she had to find her sister’s child.


She held out her hand. “Thanks for coming so quickly.”

He took her small hand in his much larger grip, acknowledging silently the softness of her skin, just as he’d suspected. “You’re welcome.” He held on a shade too long, then let go and opened the door.

Surprised at how the touch of his fingers on hers had her pulse speeding up, she stuck both hands into her pockets. “What time do you want to get started?”

“How would it be if I pick you up at eight? I’d like to have breakfast at this place called the Hip Hop Café. Gina tells me half the town stops in there almost daily. You could fill me in on anyone there who might be important to our case.”

“That’s fine. I’ll be ready.”

Despite the chilly air whirling in, Rachel kept the door open a crack as she watched him pull away in his rented Lincoln. First-class all the way, and on her expense account. She wondered if he was staying with Gina and Trent Remmington since they certainly had plenty of room, from what she’d heard. Or had he checked into the Whitehorn Motel? It was decidedly not first-class, but the only place around for miles. If she had to guess, she’d say the latter, for despite the lack of amenities, Jack Henderson struck her as the independent type who needed his own space.

Rachel cleaned up the tea things, checked the fire and set the coffeemaker to start at seven the next morning. Even though they were going to breakfast first, she’d need a little caffeine to jump-start the day. Besides, she told herself, Dad might want some. Though as angry as he was, he might just head out early.

Climbing the stairs, she went over the evening, feeling odd that Jack had learned a great deal about her and her family in a short time, and she knew absolutely nothing about him except his occupation and that he was Gina’s brother. Before this was over, she’d probably learn more, though why that should matter, she couldn’t say. Simple curiosity, most likely. And because Jack Henderson was different than anyone she’d ever met.

Nevertheless, theirs was only a business arrangement.

Rachel wandered over to the window and stood gazing out, something she was prone to in Montana and seldom ever did in Chicago. It was a cold, crisp night but it wasn’t snowing, even though the dark sky was heavy with clouds. Life was so different here, much slower-paced, more laid-back. She’d hated that as a young woman, impatient to get going, to experience life. But now, though she’d probably not admit it out loud, there was much appeal to a quiet way of life. Fight it though she may, nowhere else had ever seemed like home but this vast big-sky country.

Closing the drapes and getting under the covers, Rachel told herself that she just viewed her hometown differently after nearly ten years away. Not that she’d ever come back.


 

The Whitehorn Motel was like so many other inexpensive chain motels, Jack thought, entering his room. It was clean, spacious and comfortable. Luxurious it was not, with its TV bolted to a shelf attached to the wall, its skimpy towels and one small cube of soap. However, he’d stayed in worse.

He tossed his jacket onto the lone chair, his keys onto the bedside table. Gina had invited him to stay with her and Trent if he took the case, but he preferred an anonymous room. Sometimes things got hairy when he searched out killers, and he didn’t want to bring any trouble to their home. Also, he’d likely be coming and going at all hours, which would disturb them.

But he’d miss Gina’s homecooking, he thought. He’d had lunch in L.A. before leaving and thought he’d grab a bite somewhere in Whitehorn for dinner. But by the time he’d left Rachel’s, there was nothing open. He’d have to keep in mind that Whitehorn didn’t have the plethora of open-all-night eateries like L.A.

Stifling a yawn, he sat on the bed and picked up the phone to call Gina as he’d promised. She answered on the first ring, as if she’d been waiting for his call. “I hope I didn’t keep you up,” he said, checking his watch and noticing it was well past eleven.

“No, I’m watching Jay Leno. Can’t get to sleep because the baby’s really moving around tonight. How’d things go with Rachel?”

“Good.” He told her about their visit, leaving out the fall since he was sure Rachel wouldn’t want that to get around, and ended with the mayor’s arrival and his less-than-enthusiastic welcome.

Gina put the television on mute, noticing that her husband alongside her in their king-size bed was already sound asleep. “I’d heard that Ellis Montgomery wasn’t for change or disturbances, that he liked the status quo. I don’t know Rachel well at all, but she didn’t strike me as the type who’d knuckle under. Did she?”

Jack stretched out on the bed, cradling the phone in the crook of his neck. “Not at all. She’s spunky, stood right up to him, but in a respectful way even though he was downright insulting.” Especially, he reminded himself, the unnecessary remark about her entertaining in her robe.

“I feel bad for Rachel having to dredge up all the gossip about Christina,” Gina said.

“Was she as wild as Rachel said?”

“I haven’t been here all that long, as you know, but everyone says she had a whole string of boyfriends. She was a beauty, so it’s small wonder.”

“There’re lots of beautiful women in the world and they don’t all become wild. What do you think did it for Christina?”

“Several things I’ve heard. Her sister, the one ally in the house leaving, then her mother dying. Her father and brother not warm, fuzzy people. Suddenly she blossomed physically and men noticed. Probably went to her head. A sad story.”


“Yeah, it is. Rachel’s not like that at all. She’s attractive, but she seems very grounded. Almost too responsible. I think she feels guilty for not being there for her sister and now wants the baby so she can make amends.”

“I agree. I hope you can point out that Christina’s spiral down was no one person’s fault.” Gina paused, and Jack could hear her readjusting her pillows. “Did you two hit it off?”

Did he detect a hint of matchmaking in his sister’s tone? Gina had been trying to get him to quit the L.A. rat race and join her in heavenly Montana—her words, not his—ever since her marriage. “Oh, yeah. She fell for me like a ton of bricks.” He smiled at the private joke.

“Oh, you! Be nice to her, Jack. I think she’s hurting. And no funny business, eh?”

“Funny business?” He feigned indignation. “You wound me, Gina. You think I’d rush into town and coax a vulnerable woman into my bed just for sport?”

“Yes, I think that’s a fair assessment. Reel in your libido. I live in this town.”

Though he was eight years older than his sister, now that Gina was married, she seemed intent on keeping him on the straight and narrow, something that amused Jack no end. “I’ll keep that in mind. I’d better hit the hay now. I’m picking her up at eight for breakfast at the Hip Hop.”

“So you are taking the case?”

“Just until I can get Rachel Montgomery into the sack,” he said, knowing his statement would get a rise out of her.

“Stop that! I mean it.”

“Just kidding. I’ll behave. I’ll drop in soon. Say hi to Trent for me. Good night.”

Jack hung up the phone thoughtfully. He had been kidding for, as attractive as Rachel undoubtedly was beneath that silly robe, he had an ironclad rule about not mixing business and pleasure. One he had yet to break.

Of course, there was always a first time.
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