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Chapter 1
Carol Bronson sat ramrod straight on the sofa waiting for her husband. Soon as he opened the front door to their motor home, she stood, her eyes, tiny slits on her face.

Under normal circumstances, at this point, Carol would place her left hand on her hip, wiggle her extended right hand index finger, and scold him. But not today.

That, more than anything, forced a gasp to escape from Harry Bronson’s mouth. He took a small step forward. “Carol, sweetheart, what . . .”

“Have we ever kept any secrets from each other?”

A frown formed on Bronson’s forehead. “No, of course—”

“Think before you answer.”

When he worked for the Dallas Police Department, before he’d been forced to retire, he worked cases that placed him in mortal danger. He’d tell Carol not to worry, all was well. A small, white lie he knew she didn’t swallow.

Since then, almost two years later, he hadn’t kept anything from her. Unless . . . He reached in his pocket and felt the cell. Still there.

“I’m waiting,” Carol said. “Is there anything you want to tell me?”

Bronson crossed his arms. “No.”

“Then I’ll start. Your sister called.”

Carol spoke in a calm voice, but as far as Bronson was concerned, she might as well have shouted. He took a deep breath. “I don’t have a sister.” He swept past Carol, heading toward the bedroom. That was the main problem about traveling in a motor home. No space for privacy.

“Harry Bronson, you get back here.”

Bronson stopped but didn’t turn around.

“We’ve been married thirty-one years and in all that time, you never mentioned a sister.” 

Bronson felt her arms wrap around him. He wanted to turn around, face her, tell her the ugly truth, but he couldn’t bring himself to do it.

“Why didn’t you tell me about her?” She rested her forehead on the middle of his broad back.

Bronson squirmed, forcing Carol to release him. He turned to face her. “Last thing she told me was that she wanted nothin’ to do with me or Mom or Dad. She made that decision, she should stick to it.” He headed toward the door leading outside. “Now, if you excuse me, I’d like some time alone.” He gently opened the door and let himself out.
*****
The sun began to set, blanketing the South Dakota woods with a rich, warm glow. Bronson sat outside his camper, staring at the sunset. He could hear the laughter of children coming from the neighboring camp spots. Somewhere in the distance, a bird chirped and an airplane roared by.

The sun descended behind the mountain and the wind blew, bringing a cool breeze that penetrated his light jacket. Still he sat, unmoving, like a statue. Slowly, one by one, the lights in the neighborhood campgrounds dimmed and faded. Quiet time had arrived.

Bronson could no longer see the trees as darkness concealed them. He thought he detected some movement to his right. A deer, perhaps. Carol would love to watch the animal. He made no attempt to call her. He sighed when he saw the light in their bedroom go off.

He waited ten minutes. Half-an-hour. An hour. When the chill penetrated his bones, he finally stood and headed inside. Carol had gone to bed, and he hoped, to sleep. He didn’t feel like talking. He lay down next to her, listening to her steady breathing.

“Do you feel better?” Carol asked.

Not asleep. Damn. “Maybe, a little.”

“Sometime—not now—you’ll need to tell me about Lorraine.”

Lorraine. Hearing her name seemed surreal. He sat up.

“All those calls you’ve been receiving—the ones you told me came from telemarketers—that was Lorraine trying to reach you.”

Bronson nodded, and then realized in the darkness she might not see him. “Yes.”

“She’s in trouble, she said. She needs her big brother.”
*****

Not even seven o’clock and Bronson’s cell buzzed. No need to look at the caller I.D. Every morning for the past eight days, a bit before 7:00, Lorraine called. Same as always, except that this time, he planned to answer.

He dug around for the phone and looked at his wife still sleeping. The cell in his hands stopped buzzing. He pressed one, got voice mail. He had eight messages. “Harry, hi. It’s me, Lorraine. Bet it’s a shock hearing from me after all these years. Call me. Please.”

Delete.

Message two: “Hi. I’m getting desperate. You haven’t returned my call. I really need to talk to you.”

Delete.

Message three: “Please don’t ignore my calls. I know I did lots of things wrong. But I’ve changed. Please call me. As soon as you can.”

Delete.

Message four: “Big Bro? Pick up. Please, please pick up.” Bronson’s trained detective ear recognized the sense of urgency. He hesitated and then deleted the message.

Message five: “Why haven’t you called? I can’t go on like this, alone. I need you. I’m waiting by the phone.” Heart-wrenching sobs broke up the message.

Drama Queen. She’d always been a drama queen. He erased the other three messages, unheard. He sat at the edge of the bed, his hand playing with the cell, his mind bombarded by the memories he hoped he had forgotten.

Lorraine.

Only fourteen and already a drunk.

Lorraine.

High on pot and Lord knows what else.

Dad, with his weak heart, begging her to stop. Lorraine threw her head back, laughed, and blew smoke toward Dad’s face.

Bronson stood and headed for the living room area. He bit his tongue—a habit he had developed when he didn’t want to curse—and found his sister’s number on the missed calls function. He pressed the call key.

Lorraine immediately picked up. “Oh God, Big Bro, you called. I need you.”

“What do you want?”

A pause. “After all these years, those are your first words to me?”

“What do you want?” Bronson repeated. He tried to force the anger and the bitterness out, but like thick syrup, his resentment smothered his intentions.

“I want you to come.”

“I can’t.”

“Please. I got involved in—” Another pause. “Please, I’m afraid. They’re going to kill me. Please come.”

“Tell me what’s wrong.”

“I can’t.”

“Then I can’t help you.”

“You’ve got to. I’ll tell you when you get here. I don’t want to say anything over the phone. I’m afraid it’s bugged. You need to come.”

“Where are you?”

“Whittle City, Pennsylvania, near Pittsburgh.”

Clear on the other side of the United States. “Not sure I can get over there.”

“Please.”

“I’m in South Dakota.”

“South Dakota? What are you doing there? Thought you were a detective for the Dallas Police Department.”

How the hell did she know that? Worse, how had she gotten hold of his and Carol’s cell numbers? “I’m retired. Carol, my wife—but I guess you know that since you talked to her. Anyway, we got a motor home.”

“Retired?”

Did Bronson recognize a note of regret in his sister’s voice? “Yes, retired.”

“But you can still . . . You’ve got contacts, right?”

“What do you want?”

“I want you to come. Please. I don’t have anyone else to turn to.”

“You should have thought about that before you killed Dad and Mom.” He hung up.

Chapter 2
Carol stood, arms crossed, leaning against the refrigerator. “That was Lorraine, I suppose.”

Bronson nodded.

“What did she want?”

“She wants me to come.”

“Are you?”

“Am I what?”

Carol rolled her eyes. “Are you going to go?”

“No.”

“Why not?”

“Too far. She’s in Pennsylvania. Too expensive.”

Much to Bronson’s surprise, Carol turned, opened the refrigerator door, and took out three eggs. “Omelets, okay?”

“I’m not hungry. Make one omelet and I’ll take a small part.”

“Fine with me.” She began to chop an onion. “Onions and ham?”

Bronson knew she would add some vegetables. Always after him to eat healthy. He’d be one step ahead of her. “Might as well throw in some tomatoes, spinach, and any other healthy junk.”

“That’s an excellent suggestion. I’ll do that.”

Damn. He should have known better. She tricked him into agreeing on the healthy junk.

“Donna called,” Carol said.

Bronson cast a glance at the picture of their daughters. Carol couldn’t have possibly been more than eight in that picture. Now, she was a grown, married woman. Where did time go? “She had anything important to say?”

“She’s having problems and she needs her father.”

Bronson sat up straighter. When it came to his daughters, he’d turn every stone in the world to help them. “What kind of problems?”

Carol shrugged as she sliced a tomato. “Doesn’t matter. We can’t afford to go see her.”

“Of course we can. Remember we set up a savings account which we promised not to touch? The money there is tagged for Family Emergency only.”

Carol smiled.

Bronson threw himself back onto the couch. He knew he’d been outsmarted—again. “Donna didn’t call, did she?”

Carol’s smile widened. “No, she didn’t.” She took out the vegetable oil. “Soon as breakfast is over, we’ll withdraw the money to cover one air ticket to Pittsburgh.”

Damn.
*****

Bronson flew into the Pittsburgh International Airport even though Whittle City had a small airport. In the long run, it’d be cheaper to rent a car and drive to Whittle City, located less than fifty miles north of Pittsburgh.

Once the plane had landed, Bronson stared at the cell as though it would grow fangs. He hesitated a moment before punching in Lorraine’s number. “I’m here,” Bronson said when she answered on the first ring.

“Thank you, Big Brother, for coming.”

Early in childhood, she started calling him Big Brother. Bronson never figured out if that was because he had always been taller and bulkier than the rest of their friends, or because he was two years older than she. “Yeah,” he said in reference to her thanks. Sure, he was glad to be there. So much, in fact, he wished he was somewhere else. He wished he didn’t have to talk to her. He wished he could forgive her. He wished. “Now what?”

“Meet me at the entrance of Glacier Valley Covered Bridge.” The bridge located at Glacier Valley State Park ranked as the number one spot in the geologists’ and photographers’ must-see places. The picturesque 2,546 acres state park which had been formed by glaciers provided spectacular year-round views from sunrise to sunset. As kids, Bronson and Lorraine had loved that place. They even preferred it above Disneyland.

Bronson lowered his head and rubbed his eyebrows as though fending off a headache. “Why there?”

“Because, Big Bro, I desperately need something I can hold on to. You and I—we had some great times there.”

Indeed they had. Bronson remembered both of them racing each other along the two-mile loop trail that began on either side of the covered bridge. They giggled and made up imaginary scenarios as they followed the trail, a delightful walk along Sliding Rock Creek. But that was their past. He was no longer Big Bro. “Dad and Mom were there, too. They’re the ones who introduced us to the place.”

A long silence followed at the other end. Bronson thought he heard a sob. “I miss them, too. I wish I hadn’t . . .” Another pause. “Can’t change the past, no matter how much I want to.” A long-drawn out sob followed.

Bronson kicked the floor. She’d been a kid then. Only fourteen. Get past it, but dammit, she had been old enough to know better. “How long will it take me to get to the bridge? I’m at the Pittsburgh airport.”

“It’s about a forty-minute drive if you take 79 North.”

“See you in an hour.”

“I’ll be waiting.”
*****

To say that the drive to the state park was scenic would be an understatement. The centuries old forests stood majestically, giving way only to the occasional stream or creek. But for Bronson, one tree blended into the other until it all became a blur. He checked his watch and pushed down on the gas pedal.

Bronson felt his heart skip a beat as he saw the approaching Glacier Valley State Park exit. He slowed down, took the 488 ramp, and half-cursed Carol for forcing him to come. The park lay minutes away. Much to his surprise, the closer he got, the happier he felt. The park had brought back the magic of childhood.

All his early memories came rushing back like tidal waves that cleansed away the resentment. Bronson found himself looking forward to seeing his sister. Would he recognize her? After all, he hadn’t seen her since their parents’ funerals. He’d been only sixteen, she fourteen. Would their meeting be awkward? What will their first words be?

Bronson smiled as he recalled his sister’s nickname for him. Some bullies had been picking on her while other school children watched. Bronson stepped forward and said, “Tough guys like you, picking on a girl. What does that tell me? You’re a bunch of sissies.” They turned on him, giving him a black eye and several bruises before the teachers broke up the fight.

Lorraine hugged Bronson before the coach had a chance to drag him to the office for fighting. “Thank you,” she whispered in his ear. “You’re my big brother, my protector, my Big Bro.”

Big Bro.

So long ago. So much had happened since then. Bronson turned off the engine and for a second, hesitated before he opened the door and stepped out.

Lorraine. His complete opposite. He, a barrel of a man, even as a boy. She, small and delicate like a porcelain doll. Her pert nose and inquisitive blue eyes set off by girlishly long lashes. Yeah, it would be good to see her.

Thank you, Carol. Somehow you always know what I want, even if I don’t. He hastened his step, his gaze alert for her presence. He could feel his silly grin plastered on his face.

“Over here.”

He looked down the covered bridge. She stood at its opposite end. He saw her smile accompanied by a trembling lip.

“Lorraine.”

Each stood at opposite ends of the bridge, staring at one another.

Lorraine took a baby step forward. Bronson did likewise. Then she galloped toward him, her arms spread apart in anticipation of the hug. Bronson opened his arms, welcoming her.

A shot rang out.

Lorraine’s eyes widened, but she continued to run.

“Get down!” Bronson broke into a trot, heading toward his sister. She collapsed into his arms and all energy seemed to drain away from her.

Bronson felt something familiar in his hands, something warm and sticky. Her blood screamed out at him. “Lorraine, no!” He looked up, hoping to catch a glimpse of the shooter.

“Don’t leave me!” Her extended arm reached out to him.

He dropped to the ground and cradled her. Tears rolled down his cheeks. He dialed 911 and gave the location.

“Why didn’t you come sooner? Why did you ignore my calls? I needed you, Big Bro.” She began to shake. “I’m . . . so cold.”

In the far distance, Bronson heard the wailing of an approaching siren, probably the park ranger. Bronson’s head jerked up.

“The note . . . side of the bridge . . . remember . . .” She struggled to breathe.

Bronson remembered. As kids they noticed that the right hand side of the bridge had two signs. The left had none. Although they knew better, they pretended that the unmarked side of the bridge felt left out. To make it up to the bridge, they scribbled notes and placed them on the ledge at the foot of the bridge on the left-hand side. They held contests—Mom and Dad usually served as the judges—to see who posted the most original note. Strange she would bring that up now. “Shh. Don’t talk. The ambulance is on its way. I can hear it.” Just hold on.

“Too late . . . I’m afraid . . . what I did . . . back then. Will I . . . be punished now?”

Bronson cradled and rocked her. “No, of course not. You were a kid. Now hush, conserve your energy. They’re almost here.”

“Too late.”

“Don’t say that.” Tears welled in Bronson’s eyes. “You’re going to be okay. You hear me? We’re going to make up for all the lost time. You’re going to be okay.” God, please don’t let her die. Not like this, not now.

She raised a trembling hand toward Bronson’s face. “Don’t leave me.” She took a deep breath. “Don’t leave me.” She closed her eyes.

Bronson let out a heart-wrenching groan.

Chapter 3
Head Park Ranger Eric McLaughlin turned off the siren and slowed down as he approached the scene. He spotted a parked Chevy Cruze, a silver sedan just like the one he desired. He stared at the vehicle, then all around it. He detected no movements.

Still, he pulled his gun, stepped out of the ranger truck, and walked around the Cruze, looking inside. Nothing unusual. He looked up and got a clear view of the inside of the bridge.

A lone figure, kneeling on the floor, rocked back and forth cradling a woman’s body. McLaughlin’s first thought told him to make the man stand up. Put his hands up. He could be the killer. Instinct told him the man was as much a victim as the woman he cradled.

From the looks of it, the man wasn’t going anywhere. McLaughlin decided to leave him alone and let the troopers take care of him. Instead, McLaughlin would focus on securing the crime scene. He hoped he’d do it right. He never thought he’d actually have to use the skills he’d learned in police training workshops.

To his left, a group of loud tourists headed his way. McLaughlin stopped them. “The bridge and mill are temporarily closed. Sorry for the inconvenience.”

The tourists grumbled but turned back. McLaughlin let out a sigh of relief when he heard a siren approaching.

Minutes later, uniformed troopers arrived. McLaughlin filled them in on the little he knew. They called in the plain clothes and less than half-an-hour later, a tall woman in her indeterminate forties with an athletic body stepped out of the Ford Bronco she drove. She paused by the car, her gaze scanning the area.

McLaughlin headed down the hill toward the parking lot. “I’m Head Ranger Eric McLaughlin.” He offered the trooper his hand.

She accepted it. “Ivy Cannady. What do we have?”

McLaughlin indicated the covered bridge with a nod. “A single male figure halfway through the bridge cradling a woman’s body.”

“She’s dead?”

McLaughlin gasped. He had only assumed. “I didn’t ask.”

Cannady’s eyes widened.

“But I briefly checked the area.” McLaughlin quickly spat out the words. “Apparently, we’re alone.”

Behind them the squealing of tires announced another car’s arrival. Two more troopers stepped out.

Cannady signaled for them to hurry up. “Hunsicker, cover me from the other side of the bridge.” She pulled her gun. “Swanson, scan the area for anything you can find. Seems the shooter came from that direction.” She pointed to the opposite end of the bridge. “McLaughlin, you follow me.”

As silently as possible so as not to startle the man, Cannady and McLaughlin entered the bridge and worked their way toward the man and the woman. She watched as Hunsicker made his way in from the opposite end of the bridge.

Holding her .40 caliber semi-automatic Glock at the ready, Cannady used her authoritative voice. “My name is Cannady. We’re here to help you. Don’t make any sudden moves.”

Bronson turned to face her, but held onto Lorraine’s body. “She said, ‘Don’t leave me,’ but she’s the one who left me. She’s gone.”

“Can you tell us who she is?”

Bronson leaned down and kissed Lorraine’s forehead. “My sister. Lorraine. Lorraine Bronson.” He gently set her down. “I’m a retired Dallas police detective. I’m going to reach for my I.D. in my back pocket.” He placed one hand up and using slow movements, he retrieved his wallet and opened it.

Cannady looked at the I. D. “Detective Bronson.” She bent down and felt for a pulse in Lorraine’s neck. Failing to find one, she stood. “Tell me what happened.”

Bronson told her and then stepped back. An ambulance arrived followed by the medical examiner. Troopers swarmed the area, each focusing on their own task. Cannady found Lorraine’s I.D.—probably her driver’s license—in her pants pocket.

Bronson thought about asking Cannady if he could see it, but his legs refused to obey. Part of him told him he should be involved, but the other part—the one that was the most dominant—forced him to remain aloof as though he was detached, wasn’t part of the scene. His eyes recorded the activities but his mind wouldn’t register them. Still he stood, watching the coroner and the photographer, and all the other people hustle around his sister’s body.

Cannady noticed him and approached. “You don’t have to hang around. We’re almost through anyway.”

Bronson nodded.

“Before you leave, I have to know where you’ll be staying.”

“My ex-partner’s ex-wife lives in Pittsburgh. I’ll crash there for a couple of days.”

“Pittsburgh is a mighty big city.”

Bronson retrieved his pocket notebook, tore off a sheet, scribbled down Ellen Biebersheimer’s address and phone number and then on second thought, added his cell number. He handed Cannady the paper. 

Cannady looked at it, folded it, and put it in her pants pocket. “Thanks for adding your contact information, but I hope I won’t have to use it to remind you to come to headquarters. I’ll be expecting your visit, tomorrow at the latest. I may have some additional questions that need to be answered.”

Bronson nodded.

“One more thing,” Cannady said.

Bronson waited for her to finish.

“I want you to follow me to the barracks and give me a formal statement.”

“Can do.” Bronson took one last look at the bridge and at his sister’s body, now covered with a sheet. He stuffed his hands in his pockets and headed for the Cruze.
*****

From the far distance, a solitary figure made sure he didn’t miss any of the goings on. He rubbed his chin as he saw the ranger’s arrival and then the trooper’s, followed by various other troopers driving in their official Ford Crown Victorias or other unmarked vehicles. Within seconds, the area swarmed with police activity. He always enjoyed watching them move like busy little ants doing their best to piece together the puzzle.

A puzzle they would never put together, for he alone held the key pieces.

He rubbed his chin harder and faster as he focused on the lone trooper. Soon, the trooper would find the area where he had hidden, and why not? Only a moron wouldn’t be able to follow the trail he left behind. He had broken enough twigs and as if that wasn’t enough, he had also cleared a path that would lead them to the right place. 

The trooper must have noticed some of the broken twigs as he bent down and studied the ground. He immediately followed it to the hiding area about one-hundred yards from the bridge. The trooper stood for a few seconds analyzing the ground. He looked down and retrieved a plastic bag from his pocket. Using the bag, he picked up something and sealed the bag.

Most likely the trooper had found the cartridge. Good. The viewer rubbed his chin and nodded with approval. Amazing how easily some people could be fooled.

His gut told him to get the hell out before the troopers decided to expand the search. Still, he stood, rubbing his chin.

Chapter 4

Ellen stared at the untouched now cold cup of coffee. Bronson sat slumped at the far edge of her couch, playing with the rim of the coffee cup.

“Don’t you like my coffee?” Ellen asked.

“Hm.”

“I’ve never known you not to drink coffee. Even while Mike was still courting me—way before he became your partner—I remember you always with a cup of coffee in your hands.”

Bronson continued to stroke the rim of the cup. If he heard her, he didn’t show it.

“Carol’s coming?” Ellen asked.

No answer.

“Bronson.”

Bronson looked up. He blinked his eyes rapidly and shook his head. “Whaat?” He frowned.

“You called Carol. Is she coming?”

He nodded. “She’s driving the camper. It’ll be days before she gets here.”

Ellen leaned forward and wrapped her hands around his. “I’ve never seen you like this before. I’m calling Mike.”

Bronson didn’t respond, and Ellen wasn’t sure if he heard. Ellen stood up, stared at Bronson, and headed for the phone.
*****

“Hey, buddy, wake up.”

Bronson opened one eye. The alarm clock read 2:59. The sun brightly shining through the window told him he’d slept most of the day away. Already the afternoon and still he wore his pajamas. No matter. Nothing mattered. He rolled over and covered his face with the blanket.

“You’re not getting off that easy.” Mike pulled away the bed sheets. “Get up.”

“I’m tired.”

“Of what? Being in bed all day? What you should be tired of is feeling sorry for yourself. Now get up.”

Bronson sat up, swung his legs down, and stared into his ex-partner’s intense watermelon green eyes. As always, his solid white hair and impeccably ironed shirt made him look more like an executive instead of a police detective. “What are you doing here?”

“Ellen called me.”

“She’s your ex. Ex’s don’t call each other.”

“You know better than that.”

“Yeah. I know.” Bronson ran his hands through his hair. “But it doesn’t make sense. Nothin’ makes sense. Why didn’t I come when she first called? She’d be alive now. It’s my fault she’s dead.”

It took Mike a few seconds to realize Bronson had switched from Ellen to Lorraine. “Stop right there.” Mike sat down beside him. “You didn’t pull the trigger. Some S.O.B. did. Tell me you know that.”

“I could have helped her, but I chose not to.” Bronson buried his head in his hands.

“Tell me you know this isn’t your fault.”

Bronson lowered his hands and pivoted his head toward Mike. “Her last words to me—”

“Bronson, don’t do this.”

“​— ‘Don’t leave me.’ ” He let out an empty laugh. “I did just that. I left her alone, and now she’s dead. Don’t tell me I didn’t kill her.”

Mike wrapped his arm around Bronson’s shoulder and squeezed. Bronson remained rigid. Mike looked at the bedroom entry way and saw Ellen leaning against the door frame, her arms crossed and tears running down her cheeks. Using his eyes, Mike indicated Bronson.

She nodded and stepped forward.

Mike once again squeezed Bronson’s shoulder, stood, and walked out.

Ellen reached down and wrapped her hands around Bronson’s. He squinted and the lines between his eyes pulled into a little frown. “‘Don’t leave me,’ she said.”

“I know.” She knelt down so their faces were at eye-level. “I’m not Carol, but I’m here for you.”

“I know.” He buried his face in her shoulder.

She held him tight.
*****

When Bronson finally got himself together enough to get out of the bedroom, he found Mike and Ellen sitting on the couch, their arms wrapped around each other. Ellen’s forehead looked like that of an older woman’s, but other than that, her soft features still held their beauty. Bronson smiled. “Hey, Mike, you’re a fool. You shouldn’t have let her go.”

“She walked out on me, but she knows I’ll take her back anytime. No questions asked.” He spoke to Bronson but stared into Ellen’s eyes.

Ellen’s facial features tightened. “I can’t be a policeman’s wife. You know that. I don’t know how Carol does it.”

“Being a policeman is all I know how to do,” Mike said.

Ellen nodded and looked down.

“Hey, buddies, thanks for being there for me. Sorry about being such a pain in the ass.” Bronson cleared his throat. “Excuse my French.”

“No problem.” Mike squeezed Ellen’s shoulder. She looked up at him and gave him a small smile.

“It is a problem or at least a huge inconvenience.” Bronson sat on the recliner across from them. “Detectives can’t just walk away from their cases very easily.”

“Thing is, the captain has been after me to take some vacation time. Never had reason to. Now I do.”

Bronson nodded. “How long are you here for?”

“I’ve got thirty-three days coming. As long as I don’t exceed that, I’ll be fine.”

“I’m okay now. You don’t have to babysit me anymore.”

“Don’t flatter yourself. I’m here to see Ellen. In fact, I’ve been thinking,” Mike said, looking up at Bronson. “Why don’t you call Carol, find out where she is, and the three of us drive out to meet her? Then we’ll do the tourist bit.”

“Can’t. I’ve got a funeral to arrange and attend. Besides, there’s a loose criminal out there, and I promised Lorraine, I’d find him.”

Mike shot up to his feet. “Bronson, you can’t. You’re too close. Let the police do their work. Besides, you’re no longer a policeman.”

“But you are.”

“Yeah, in Dallas. I have no jurisdiction here.”

“Then we’ll do this as private citizens.”

“Bronson—”

“‘Don’t leave me,’ she said.” Bronson glared at Mike. “I’m never going to leave her again.”

Chapter 5

Bronson tossed Mike the rental car keys. “You drive.”

“Some things don’t ever change.” Mike half-smiled and shook his head. “You remembered the procedure. I drive and you carry the keys.”

Bronson half-smiled. Mike never liked to carry anything in his pocket. “Guess you’re right. Some things don’t ever change.”

They reached the Cruze and got in. “Which way?”

Bronson gave him instructions on how to get to Glacier Valley Covered Bridge. Mike started the engine and pulled off. They rode in silence, Bronson often squirming, unable to find a comfortable position. He rubbed his eyes, looked out the window, and shifted positions once again.

Mike gave him a sideways glance. “What’s on your mind?”

“I shouldn’t have dragged you into this. You’ve got your career to think of. I screwed mine. I can’t ask you to do the same. I can handle this myself. No hurt feelings.”

“Once a partner, always a partner. You can count on me.” Mike nodded once.

Bronson nodded and less than an hour later, Mike took the 488 ramp that led them to the state park. “You sure you want to do this?”

Bronson eyed him.

“Okay, then.” He parked the car. “Here we go.”

Bronson stepped out. He stood on the unpaved parking lot, glaring at the covered bridge. Without further hesitation, he headed toward it, past the picnic area and the children’s playground area. Minutes later, he found himself staring at the inside of the bridge. He could almost see Lorraine running toward him.

Don’t leave me.

A smile on her face. Her arms wide opened.

Don’t leave me.

A shot rang out.

Don’t leave me.

Bronson’s breathing came out fast and shallow.

“You okay, buddy?”

Bronson nodded.

“You’re shaking.”

“A chill. I got a chill, that’s all.” He swallowed hard and turned away from the bridge. “Lorraine died in my arms. You knew that?”

Mike nodded.

“As kids we wrote notes and put them on the side of the bridge. As she lay in my arms, she mentioned that. I thought she was relivin’ a childhood memory. Now I’m thinkin’, she must have known she would be killed, so she left me a note. That’s why we’re here.”

Mike’s gaze drifted toward the bridge. “Show me.”

Bronson led him to the bridge’s left-hand side, stepped over the guardrail, and held onto the bridge for support.

Mike gasped. “Hey, what do you think you’re doing? Fifty-feet below you, that’s Sliding Rock. Ellen told me that creek claims several lives each year.”

“Then make sure I don’t fall.”

Mike threw his arms up, ran to Bronson’s side, and firmly gripped his arm. Bronson leaned down. “There’s a rock over there.” He pointed to a smooth, almost flat rock, two feet away from him.

Mike looked at the area. “There are thousands of rocks over there.”

“Not like this one.” Bronson pushed it over, exposing a business card. Bronson picked it up.

Chapter 6

Mike held onto Bronson’s arm as he stepped over the guardrail and back onto safe ground. “Geez, Bronson, what were you thinking? Did you and your sister really leave notes back there?”

Bronson looked down at the raging stream and small ledge he had stood on. “Yeah, we did.”

“Your parents knew this?”

“Heck no. If they had, they would have killed—” He paused and swallowed a big breath. “—us both. They knew we wrote the notes, but they had no idea where we hid them.”

Mike nodded and pointed to Bronson’s hand. “What’s that?”

“It’s a business card for a restaurant called Devono’s Steak House. It’s in Pittsburgh. Ever heard of it?”

Mike shook his head. “I thought Ellen and I had visited every restaurant in Pittsburgh. Apparently not. Want me to call her, see if she’s heard of it?”

“Sounds like a plan.”

Mike whipped out his cell and punched in a number and then pressed another button. “I put it on speaker mode in case you wanted to ask her something.”

On the fourth ring, Ellen picked up. “Hey, You Hunk, are you ready to come home now? I’m waiting.”

Mike’s face reddened. He gave Bronson his back and placed the phone close to his mouth. In a low voice he said, “You know I’m always ready and hungry for you—”

“Then—”

“But you’re on speaker phone.” He pivoted so he once again faced Bronson.

“Oops, but I’m sure we didn’t shock Bronson. Did we?”

Bronson smiled. “Shockin’ me would be next to impossible. I need to know if you’ve heard of a place called Devono’s Steak House?”

“Wow, I’m the one who’s shocked now. Yeah, I’ve heard of it. Everyone here in Pittsburgh is familiar with it. It’s an up-scale place with fancy prices and food guaranteed to entice the senses.”

“Why haven’t we been there?” Mike asked.

“Because city gossip claims that it’s a front for a high society prostitution ring. No matter how good the food is and how fancy the place is, I don’t care to support places like that.”

Bronson flipped the card and read the name someone had scribbled on the back. “Ever heard of Matthew Devono?”

“Again, based on gossip, he started out as a pimp, but he moved up the ladder fast. He now owns the place.”

“Would you be willin’ to compromise your ethics and accompany me for some fantastic food?”

“Is Mike going?”

Bronson eyed Mike. He nodded. “He certainly is.”

“Then count me in. No way am I allowing him to go there without me, single or not.”

“It’s a date, then,” Bronson said.

Mike walked away and talked to Ellen for a few minutes longer. When he disconnected, he returned to Bronson’s side. “You’re thinking Lorraine wrote that name on the back of the card in case something happened to her.”

Bronson considered the possibility. He should report his finding to the trooper. What’s her name—Cannady? He’d do that, soon as he was sure of the facts. “Exactly what I was thinkin’, but I also realize that I don’t know if that’s her handwritin’. I know nothin’ about my sister.” He turned and headed back to the car.
Chapter 7

Ellen called in a couple of favors and got reservations for three at Devono’s Steak House. However, earliest she could get was nine. Bronson and Carol always made it a point to eat by six. “This way you go to bed with an empty stomach, and you keep the pounds off,” Bronson could hear Carol’s warning even though she was still over a thousand miles away.

Bronson smiled at the memory. He wished he could hear it again, in person.

“Now what?” Mike sat on the recliner across from Bronson.

Ellen entered the living room carrying a tray. She set a glass of ice tea on the end table beside Mike and handed Bronson a steaming cup of coffee. “Don’t tell Carol on me, but I actually put in three heaping spoonfuls of sugar and lots of milk. This is a onetime deal so you better enjoy it.”

“You bet I will.” He reached for the cup and took a swig. Ahh, perfect.

“We’ve got eight hours to kill before dinner,” Mike said, kicking off his shoes and leaning back on the couch. “We can sit back and relax.”

“Not me,” Bronson stood up. “I’ve got an appointment to keep.”

“With who?” Mike asked.

Bronson bent down and picked up his cup of coffee. “With Trooper Ivy Cannady. She’s in charge of Lorraine’s case.”

Mike reached for his shoes. “Okay, let’s go.”

Bronson waived his opened right hand. “You and Ellen need some time alone. I can handle this on my own.”

Mike eyed Ellen and a big grin spread across his lips.
*****

Like many of Southern Pennsylvania’s small towns, Whittle City’s history dated back to the oil and steel industries that once reigned in the area. Located in the center of town on Main Street, an old stone building served as the barracks for Troop G. Its façade made the edifice look old, but its inside filled with computers, fax and Xerox machines, informed Bronson this was no backward community.

Soon as Bronson stepped into the barracks, he approached the glass barrier. The trooper on the other side asked, “May I help you?”

Before Bronson could answer, Cannady headed toward the front. “Let him in.”

The trooper buzzed him in, and Bronson stepped through the barrier.

The trooper offered him her hand. “Detective Bronson, thanks for coming.”

“You asked me to come. Here I am.”

“You must have a sense for perfect timing.”

Bronson flashed a blank look.

“We just received the warrant to search your sister’s house. Want to come?”

“Yes, of course.” Bronson eyed the two plain clothes troopers standing by Cannady’s desk. He assumed they would accompany them to Lorraine’s house. “By the way, you can drop the detective part. I’m retired.”

“I remember.” Cannady headed back to her desk. “You showed me your retirement badge at the bridge.”

Bronson nodded but had no recollection of doing so.

“This is Trooper Hunsicker.” She indicated the smaller of the two and then pointed to the other man. “And Trooper Swanson. You met them at the crime scene. They’ll come with us to search Lorraine’s house.”

Bronson nodded and felt amazed about how little he remembered about the day his sister died. He shook hands with each of the troopers. “I’m ready if you are.”

Cannady nodded and led them out.

Bronson followed them in his rental as they drove through the narrow streets of Whittle City, out toward the edge of town. Ten minutes later, they came to a stop in front of a two-story colonial style white house sitting on a couple of acres. The house itself had two huge wings that tripled the size of the original structure. A fountain at the entry way gave the mansion a touch of elegance.

Bronson swallowed hard. Her house spoke of wealth. How did she earn the money required to buy and maintain such a monstrosity? He parked besides Cannady’s Ford and got out. “This is it? Her house?”

Swanson smirked. “You really didn’t know your sister, did you? Where were you?”

Don’t leave me.

Bronson looked away, hating the tears that glistened in his eyes. “In Dallas, workin’.”

Swanson opened his mouth to speak, but Cannady wrapped her hand around Swanson’s arm. “Let him be.”

Swanson shrugged her grip off and stepped toward the house. Bronson, face cast downward, followed behind.

Don’t leave me.
