
Chapter 4—Samantha’s Story 
The drive from Fortuna to Shelter Cove was beautiful.  The sun was shining, and it was cool and 

clear.  I was wearing my sunglasses.  Agent Cooper had a pretty smooth ride in this SUV.  Ever since we’d 

left that morning we’d spoken little.  My mind was over 3,000 miles away in a hospital room.  Jim had 

called me before we left the hotel that morning advising that there was no change in Lee’s condition.  I 

was surprised and pleased with Jim’s initiative.  He was an ambitious young man. 

Excruciatingly tired, jet lagged, and running on only four hours of sleep, my eyelids were fighting 

stupidly with my brain.  I straightened up in my seat trying to shake the fatigue.  Hearing the chuckle 

beside me, I turned to see Cooper smiling and shaking his head. 

“Don’t fight it, man.  Get some sleep.  We’ll be there soon and you’re tired.” 

I smiled, feeling embarrassed but resigned.  “Sorry.  If I snore, just punch me in the shoulder.”  I 

closed my eyes.   

The next thing I knew we were in a parking lot at the Hidden Inn and an hour had passed.  When 

I got out of the SUV and stretched, I felt better—somewhat refreshed.  I helped Cooper pull our luggage 

out of the back, and we walked into the front office of the hotel. 

There was a gangly young man behind the counter with long hair pulled into a pony tail.  He was 

wearing a uniform with a name tag that said David on it, and a big smile.  We walked up and Cooper 

struck up an easy conversation with the young man. 

“Hello.  We have reservations.” 

“Yes sir,” the young man said.  “In what name?” 

“Cooper.” 

“Yes, sir.  Please sign here and I’ll need your driver’s license and credit card.” 

“No problem,” he said, pulling out his wallet. 

While they talked, I looked around the lobby.  There were several framed photographs on the 

wall designed to show the different activities the community had to offer—pictures of fishing boats, 

sight-seeing planes at a small airport, hiking trails and bicyclists riding down the coast, and camp sites.  

One of the pictures showed people sitting around a fire pit on a deck on the backside of what I assumed 

was this hotel.  The people looked relaxed, holding drinks, and enjoying the beautiful sunset over the 

ocean.  All the photographs were intended to sell the community as the perfect place for a quiet get-a-

way vacation—very romantic.  I smiled vaguely, wishing Lee was here.  Of course, it wouldn’t make any 

difference to him.  He was my partner.  Our relationship, in his mind, was that of trust and a deep 

friendship.  I sighed and turned back to the desk. 

“I’m so sorry, sir.  There were two rooms reserved for you but it seems like my future ex-

employee double booked one.”  A tall man glared at his young assistant who was looking quite 

miserable. 

I walked up and said, “What happened?” 

Cooper turned to me.  “They have only one room.” 

The poor kid was wringing his hands.  He couldn’t have been more than seventeen years old.  It 

was probably his first job.   



I cringed and laid my hand on Agent Cooper’s arm with a familiar look.  “Oh, that was my fault,” 

I said smiling sheepishly at him.  “I forgot to tell you. I called and canceled the second room.  We don’t 

really need two rooms, do we?” I looked at him coyly. 

Cooper looked at me momentarily like I’d lost my mind.  Then, seeing my expression, he took 

the cue and smiled, placing his hand on mine.  “No, I guess not.” 

“So you canceled the room?”  The manager pointed at me with surprise.  He turned to David, 

whose eyes were wide. 

Recovering quickly, he said, “Y-Yes, I spoke to Ms. Harper earlier today.  She said they only 

needed one room.  So I put the Pettigrew’s in the empty room on the corner.  They,” he said pointing to 

Agent Cooper and me, “are booked for the suite.” 

“Well, okay then.  Sorry, David.  You should have said something.  I’m glad there wasn’t really an 

issue then.  Take care of them for me, will you?  Make sure they have the usual bottle of champagne.  

Welcome to Hidden Inn.  Enjoy your stay.”  He held out his hand and Cooper thanked him.  Then he 

shook my hand and went about his business. 

David approached the desk, swallowing hard.  He leaned over to us and said, “Thanks.  I’m sorry 

about this, but I really need this job.” 

“It’s okay, David,” I said. 

“No problem, but I don’t remember booking a suite,” Cooper said quietly.   

“Sir, it’s cheaper than paying for two separate rooms together and way nicer.  It has a Jacuzzi 

and a view of the ocean and a fireplace and a private deck.  And there’s a complimentary dinner at 

Antonio’s.  Just show them this card from the Inn.”  He handed Cooper the room key and a gift card and 

said.  “I really appreciate it.” 

Cooper chuckled.  I noticed that he did that a lot, and it was a very pleasant sound.  “You’re 

welcome, David.  Which way?” 

The young man gave us directions, and we walked through the lobby.  Cooper looked at me and 

shook his head as we approached the door to the suite.  He unlocked it, and then stepped back.  I 

entered the nice room.  It had all the promised amenities and then some.  A couple could spend a week 

in this room and possibly never come up for air except to check out.  I looked around at the little kitchen 

which opened into the living area that had a fire place and a well-equipped entertainment center.  

Walking to the door of the bedroom, I gasped at the view.  In the corner was a beautifully situated hot 

tub.  I could understand David’s statement now.  You could sit in that tub and enjoy a spectacular view 

of the ocean.  The bed was king sized, and in the bathroom there was a giant shower and an oversized 

bathtub with jets.  I shook my head, wondering how this would look on a Bureau Expense Report. 

Opening the sliding glass door from the bedroom, I stepped out onto the private balcony.  It had 

plush deck chairs that had recently been wiped down.  Walking over to the rail, I leaned on it, gazing out 

at the ocean.  It was beautiful, and the sound of the waves was hypnotic.  I inhaled deeply and closed 

my eyes.   

“Wow.”  It slipped out softly next to me. 

Opening my eyes, I gazed out at the view and said, “Yeah.”  Turning to Cooper, I saw that he was 

looking at me and became flustered.   

“It’s like a lifetime of tension disappeared for about three whole seconds,” he said with a grin. 

Recovering, I said, “Back again, huh?” 



“Yep,” he nodded.  “What do we do now?” He tilted his head back at the room.   

I turned around and leaned back on the rail with my elbows.  “Cut the kid a break.  He did screw 

up but I wouldn’t want it to cost him his job.  He’ll learn from his mistake.” 

“Hey, I’m glad to help David, and I’m all for saving the Bureau money whenever I can, but we 

hardly know each other.”   He tilted his head expectantly. 

I smiled evilly.  “I’m sure you’ll find the couch very comfortable.” 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

There was a tap on the door.  I heard it from the bedroom as I pulled out my laptop.  I hadn’t 

checked my e-mails since arriving in California, and I wanted to see if there was any new information 

regarding my suspect, Gary Smith. 

The door to the bedroom was open, and Cooper walked in holding two bottles of champagne.  

He smiled.  “One is from David.” 

“Sweet, but I don’t drink.”  I said, glancing back down at my laptop.  “Look at this,” I 

commanded. 

Cooper set the bottles on the dresser and walked over to look at the computer.  It was an e-mail 

from the team lead back in Boston.  There were two addresses for Gary Smith in Shelter Cove.  He 

looked at the locations and said, “Those are on the other side of town.  We can go there now.” 

I stood and checked my pistol that was in a leather pancake holster on my hip.  “Let’s go.” 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

It only took a few minutes to reach the first destination.  The small house had a new tenant.  We 

found that no one was home at the second address.  The neighbor had just arrived, pulling slowly into 

her driveway.  When the car came to a stop, we approached the woman. 

“Excuse me,” Cooper began, smiling.  Holding up his badge, he said, “I’m Agent Robert Cooper 

with the FBI.  This is Agent Samantha Harper.  Do you know if the person who lives here will be back 

soon?” 

“Everyone calls me Elsie,” she smiled back.  Pulling groceries out of her car, she started to hand 

them to Cooper.  “Here, make yourself useful, young man.”  Then she handed some bags to me. 

We were surprised but didn’t show it.  “Yes, ma’am,” said Cooper.  “Glad to help.” 

We followed her into the house and back to the kitchen.  “Tom has become pretty popular.  

You’re the second group come lookin’ for him,” she said as she started putting up groceries. 

“Really,” I said.  “Do you remember when the others came by?” 

“Earlier this mornin’.  Not nearly as nice as you folks.  I told them that he’s been gone down to 

San Francisco for a few days.” 

Cooper frowned.  “Really?  We were hoping to be able to talk to him.” 

I pulled out the picture of Gary Smith and showed it to Elsie.  “Is this the same man?” I asked. 

She studied the picture.  “He looks a lot like him.  But Tom has a beard and he’s blonde.  This guy 

could be his twin, though.”  She stopped and looked at both of us.  “Why are you lookin’ for him?  He’s a 

nice man who pays his rent on time.  Never gives me a lick of trouble.” 

“I’m glad to hear that, Elsie,” I said, giving her my card.  “It’s official business.  Kind of personal, 

so we really can’t discuss it with anyone but him.  If you see Tom or those other guys again, would you 

be kind enough to give us a call.  We’d really appreciate it.” 

She gazed at my card.  “Wow.  I hope he’s not in any kind of trouble.  Nice fella.” 



Cooper asked, “Did Tom happen to say when he would be back from San Francisco?” 

“Sorry.  I didn’t ask.  But he goes down to San Francisco often, and he always comes back in 

three days.  This would put him back here tomorrow, if he’s true to form.” 

“Thank you, Elsie,” said Cooper.  Holding out his hand, he gave her a charming smile.   

The woman almost batted her eyelashes at him.  “Of course,” she said setting my card in a 

prominent place on her refrigerator—under a big gaudy magnet of yellow sunflowers.  “I’ll be sure to let 

you know.” 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

 “You’re a charmer,” I said, as we walked down the path to Cooper’s SUV.   

He shrugged.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I was just being nice.” 

“Right.” 

He opened the car door for me.   

“You’re still being ‘nice’.”  I said, grinning at him as I climbed into the car. 

“Old habit, that’s all.” He turned that smile on me. 

“Hey! Direct that secret weapon somewhere else,” I said, making a cross with my fingers like he 

was a vampire. 

He rolled his eyes and shut my door sharply.  I laughed and watched as he stomped around the 

car.  He climbed in and started the engine. 

“Touched a nerve,” I said maliciously. 

“I’m ignoring you.”  He slipped on a pair of sunglasses. 

“Um-hm.  Touched a nerve.”  Suddenly, I was shoved back in my seat as he peeled out a little 

faster than I expected.  Putting on my own sunglasses, I muttered, “Big nerve.” 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

I had the file in front of me while I was eating my sandwich.  We were sitting in the diner on the 

outskirts of town.  It was part of a truck stop, but it was clean and the food was decent.  A friendly older 

woman came back to refill our coffee.  The pin on her apron read “Roza.”   

“How is it?” she asked.   

Cooper looked at her.  “This is the best meatloaf I’ve had in a long time.” 

“Told you so,” she smiled.  “How’s your sandwich?” 

I looked up.  Her smile was so genuine that you couldn’t help but smile back.  “It’s really good, 

thanks.” 

“Good,” she nodded. 

“Roza, how long have you been living here in Shelter Cove?” asked Cooper. 

“Oh, many years.  My husband and I moved here back in 2000 right after our daughter was born.  

We raised our family here and it’s been a good place for them to grow up.” 

“What does your husband do?” 

“He used to work for the County as a surveyor.  He passed away a little over three years ago.” 

“I’m sorry to hear that.  This is a pretty small community—tight knit, right?” 

“It certainly is,” she agreed.  “Everyone pretty much knows everyone else.” 

“You may not believe this but I actually worked here for a couple of summers when I was in 

college.  It was for one of the fishing boat captains—Samuel Gustavson.” 



Roza’s mouth dropped open, “You’re kidding!  Sam used to be a regular here.  He retired, 

though, and moved down to San Francisco.  He left the business to his sons, Matt and George.” 

“I know them.  We worked together.” 

“My, my, it’s a small world.  What are you doing in Shelter Cove?  People don’t usually come 

here by accident.”  She topped off our coffee.  Since there weren’t any other patrons in the restaurant, 

she didn’t seem to be in any hurry to leave. 

Cooper looked at me.  On cue, I said, “We’re actually looking for someone.”  I pulled out the 

picture of Gary Smith and showed it to her. 

“Oh my,” she said almost involuntarily.  She looked at Cooper uncertainly. 

Puzzled, he asked, “Do you recognize him?” 

“You say that you worked for Sam?” 

“Yes.” 

“That’s odd.  Don’t you know who this is then?” she asked Cooper, showing him the picture. 

We glanced at each other.  “We know a few things.  He goes by the name Tom.” 

“Tom Gustavson.  He’s Sam’s nephew.” 

The bell on the front door of the diner rang as some customers came in.  “Be right with you 

folks,” Roza called.  “Why are you looking for Tom?” she couldn’t help asking.  “I hope he’s not in 

trouble.  He’s had a rough time of it, but he’s turned his life around.” 

“We just have some questions for him,” I said. 

Roza looked uneasy and cautiously formed her next words.  “This is a tight knit community.  If 

he’s in trouble, please be kind to us.  Bad things don’t usually happen here.”  She tried to smile.  “It’s 

was nice meetin’ you folks.”  She walked to the table where a group of men sat down.  “Larry, what’ll 

you have today?” 

“That was odd,” I said, watching the waitress engage the other men in friendly banter as she 

took their order.  “A warning?” 

Cooper looked thoughtful.  “I don’t think so.  I think she’s genuinely concerned for Tom and for 

the community.  In the meantime, we have our next lead.” 

He picked up the check and headed for the cash register.  Another waitress rang up our lunch 

while I gathered my papers, shoved them into my satchel, and followed him out of the diner. 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

As we drove over to the marina, I asked curiously, “Why didn’t you say you worked in this 

community?” 

“Actually, I’ve worked in a lot of coastal towns at different odd jobs to pay for tuition.”  He 

paused to negotiate a particularly sharp curve on the Coastal Road.   

“Where did you go to school?” 

He smiled.  “I did my undergraduate work at UCLA then transferred to the academy.  You?” 

“Boston University.  My whole family is in law enforcement.” 

“Really?” 

“Yes.  My mom used to work for the DEA, my dad is with the Bureau and my little brother is at 

the Academy now.  My grandfathers on both sides were policemen.” 

“Is your mom retired?” he asked curiously. 

“Deceased.  She was killed during a drug bust a few years ago.” 



“I’m sorry.” 

I nodded, but said, “Don’t be.  She died doing what she loved to do.  Putting drug dealers behind 

bars was her primary goal.  She hated drug dealers.” 

Cooper chuckled, “I think her hatred of drug dealers has rubbed off on you.” 

I smiled. 

“Well, you have quite a family legacy to live up to.  My old man was a construction worker.  He 

was really proud when I graduated from UCLA and wanted me to work in the family business.  I always 

knew, though, that my life would be spent protecting my country in some way. When I decided to go 

into government work and join the FBI, he was a little miffed, but he came around.  Mom’s been gone 

for almost ten years.  I have three brothers.  They’re working with my father in construction.”  He 

paused.  Somehow, I could tell he wanted to say more but he refrained.   

We’d reached the marina and there were several businesses with shops on either side of the 

parking lot.  There was a shop that had Excursion boats to see whales, a couple of deep sea fishing 

businesses, a boat rental shop, and another fisherman’s shop that simply caught and shipped fish to 

companies that sent them on to markets and restaurants.  The name of that business was called “Gus 

and Sons, Inc.”  There was a fairly sizable building behind the shop that was big enough to pull a couple 

of large fishing boats in for overhauls and repairs.  Cooper parked the SUV and we hopped out. 

As we approached the shop front, it was obvious there was no one inside; so we headed 

through the middle of the store and out the back.  I was a step behind, looking at all the fishing 

paraphernalia.  This was a serious industry for these guys.  There were three large boats at the docks 

and freezer units along the entire north side of the warehouse.  I was assuming the lack of personnel 

was due to the time of day. 

Cooper walked confidently between the table and gear and other “stuff.”  I didn’t look too 

closely being pretty sure it was fish guts or something.  The smell was strong and I struggled to keep my 

lunch down.  When we exited the building into the sunshine the smell was more of the ocean and, with 

a sigh, I breathed deeply.  Cooper laughed at me. 

“Pretty strong,” he said. 

“I’ve smelled worse.  Just glad I didn’t embarrass you in there,” I said, still a little queasy. 

“Can I help you?” came a voice from behind us.  We turned and watched a giant of a man come 

out the sliding doors of the warehouse.   

Cooper pulled off his shades and said, “Matt?” 

“That’s me,” he admitted.  He was wearing a flannel shirt and a pair of jeans.  He had dark 

brown hair and sideburns and on the top of his head was a UCLA ball cap.  He didn’t seem particularly 

friendly.  

“Ah!  You’re still wearing the hat I gave you,” my partner said. 

Matt removed the cap as he got closer and looked at it.  “This hat was given to me by a little 

college student who couldn’t keep his food down every time we went out to sea.”  He glared at Cooper. 

My partner stretched his arms wide and said, “That’d be me.” 

Matt stared as recognition dawned on his face.  “Coop? No way!” he said, sticking out his hand 

to shake, and then pulling him into a bear hug.  Laughing, he clapped Cooper on his back.  “Man, look at 

you!  All respectable in a suit!  If Dad could see you now he’d probably spit on ya.” 



“Yes, he certainly would.  He wasn’t much for this kind of business wear, was he?”  Cooper 

agreed.   

“Come on back to the office.  I’ll buy you a real cheap cup of coffee and we can talk.”  Matt 

turned to lead the way back into the chop shop.  My stomach churned just thinking about it. 

Cooper saw my reluctance and whispered, “Hold your breath for just a few seconds.”   

I gave him an unsteady look and nodded.  He smiled and patted my shoulder encouragingly as 

we entered the warehouse.  Matt noticed my discomfort and said, “Sorry, it’s the most direct route to 

the office.  You get used to the smell in this place.  The blood and gore, the slicing of the bellies of the 

fish and the guts spilling out onto the floor—” 

“Matt,” I heard Cooper warn the man as I slowed my step and focused on not hurling onto 

Cooper’s shoes.  “My partner carries a gun; and if you keep this up, she just might shoot you.  Don’t 

push her.” 

He started up the shallow stairs with a low whistle.  “A woman that packs heat and hot to boot!  

I look forward to getting to know you Agent—” 

“Harper, Samantha Harper.” 

Pausing, he said, “Do you really carry a piece?” 

I pulled my suit jacket aside revealing the holster on my hip.  When I looked up, I noticed that he 

wasn’t really looking at the gun.   

Cooper said, “All right, all right, enough trickery, Casanova.”  He pushed the giant of a man 

forward to his office.  As we entered, I noticed a distinct difference in the smell of the office.  It was 

cinnamon and apples.  It reminded me of a kitchen during the holidays with baking going on.  It was a 

big contrast from the decaying fish guts in the warehouse. 

“Much better,” I said looking at him.  “Candles?  Potpourri?  Plugins?” 

“It’s a dispensing air freshener,” he said, looking a little sheepish, pointing to the upper corner of 

the room at a small mounted box.  “It sprays this scent every 15 minutes.”  He walked over to a cabinet 

and opened the door showing row after row of canisters that were designed to be inserted in the box up 

on the wall to make the room livable.  “I don’t like that smell either.” 

“Wow,” I said.  “Good choice.  I’m feeling much better, thanks.” 

“Yah,” Cooper said.  “Very domestic in a ‘granny’s kitchen’ kind of way. 

Matt ignored the remark, walked over to the coffee pot, and poured a cup which he then held 

out to Cooper.  My partner declined.  

“We just came from Roy’s diner.  Their food hasn’t changed in ten years!  Still as good as ever!” 

“Got that right!  Roy’s looking for another cook and waitress.  They’ve been really busy lately.” 

“Business has been good in the area?” 

Matt sat on the edge of his desk.  “Yah.  Boats are busy, tourism is picking up in this area, and 

we have lots of people that come here for deep sea fishing, camping, hiking.  We have a new Leadership 

Council with great ideas on advertisement with the Chamber of Commerce.” 

“That’s great news for the area.” 

“Yep!” 

“Where’s George?  I heard that Sam retired and left you two hoodlums in charge.” 

Matt smiled.  “George is out on the Gayle right now.  They should be back by dawn.  Dad 

decided that the weather is warmer in San Francisco and is living in a retirement community down 



there—golfing.  Can you imagine my dad as a golfer?”  Matt shook his head and he picked up a 

photograph of his family and him that included Agent Cooper.  Father and sons looking very similar in 

build and facial structure—great hulking men that looked strong and tough. 

What surprised me, though, was Cooper.  Holding his own in the foursome, he was also 

incredibly built and muscular.  They were standing on a boat with some kind of huge fish hanging next to 

them.  The men seemed exceedingly proud of themselves, hamming it up for the camera, all except the 

father who maintained his dignity standing next to the hanging fish.  The boys were shirtless and posing 

like they were wrestlers for WWF.  Cooper’s lean muscular frame was quite impressive and he was a 

remarkably handsome man.  To my embarrassment, I found I was staring at the picture and that both 

men were looking at me.  Matt was grinning.  Drawing a breath, I handed the picture back to him.   

“Impressive fish,” was all I would offer. 

“Uh-huh,” said Matt.  “We were a good lookin’ bunch of muscle, weren’t we?”  Flexing his arm 

so that his sleeve was incredibly tight, he bragged, “Still am.”  He turned to Cooper.  “Listen, George 

should be back in by dawn.  We’ll need to process the catch, get cleaned up, and he’ll need to get some 

sleep.  What do you say to meeting us over at Antonio’s for dinner about eight tomorrow evening?  

We’ll talk about old times and discuss why you’re here.” 

Cooper nodded, “Sounds good.  No beer though.  The last time we did that, it cost us each a 

grand.” 

“No beer,” agreed Matt.  “It was really George’s fault anyway.” 

“Yes.  Well, we’ll see you guys tomorrow night then.” 

Matt stood and said, “You might want to take the back stairs directly into the shop.  That way 

you can avoid the warehouse.” 

I looked at him and smiled gratefully.  Holding out my hand, I said, “Thank you. It was nice to 

meet you.” 

Matt took my hand in his big paw and held it gently, then bent over and kissed it.  Looking 

directly into my eyes, he said, “My pleasure.” 

Cooper pushed us apart.  “All right, you old smoothie.  How’s the wife and kids?”  We left Matt 

sputtering behind us as we headed down the stairs. 

“He’s married,” I said with surprise.   

“Nah, I’m just bugging him.  He’s actually a pretty nice guy.  His family is too.”  Cooper urged me 

forward out of the shop. 

“Let’s get back to the hotel.  I want to check a few things about this community in the last year.” 

––––––––––––◊●◊–––––––––––– 

In order to work together, we were sitting at the table next to the kitchenette typing away on 

our laptops fast and furiously.  Cooper had ditched the jacket and tie.  I had kicked off my shoes and was 

sitting cross legged in the chair, sipping on a diet soda and grazing through the Websites about Shelter 

Cove.  It was getting close to 7:00 p.m. and we’d been working for hours.  I didn’t seem to be any closer 

to information that sent up any flags. 

Cooper, however, was checking on the financial condition of the business of Gus and Sons.  The 

business was indeed good and they had been reporting record profits that were curiously large.  All 

these profits seemed to be occurring just recently.  “That’s odd,” he finally said. 

“What?” I asked, glad to turn away from my fruitless search. 



“This remarkable upward trend has been in the last ten months.” 

“You’re friends are doing well and that’s bad?” 

Shaking his head, he said, “No, it’s just—they were doing just fine but all of the sudden—” 

“They’re doing a little too good?”  I asked. 

“Yeah,” he said, his expression concerned.  “This trend started after Sam retired to San 

Francisco.” 

“These are your good friends?” I emphasized the word “good.” 

Eyes downcast and thoughtful, he said, “Yeah.” 

I stood and stretched.  “Well, lover boy, what do you say to a little scandal?  How about ordering 

in some pizza so we can relax for a while before we start again tomorrow?” 

Cooper grinned up at me and said, “Sounds like my kind of date.” 


