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			Prologue

			There was absolutely nothing out of the ordinary about the night or the meeting. Two men who were occasionally seen in one another’s company were sitting beside each other on barstools, each nursing a drink. One had whiskey, one had ale. It was a boring weeknight, and they could have been stopping by to have a drink after work. They appeared completely benign. They were not.

			“Do anything interesting lately?” Trey London asked.

			“Not particularly,” the other man answered. “Nothing’s come up. You?”

			“Mmm. Maybe. I have a mess I need to tidy up. You might come across it, so heads up.”

			“I’ll keep my eyes open. You need any help?”

			London groaned as he stretched. “No. It’s nothing I’ve not done before.”

			“You still screwing the lady of the house?”

			“As much as she wants. And buddy, she wants it often.” London drained his glass. “Dirty work, but someone has to do it. And with that said, I’d better go do it. See you around.”

			He stayed in his seat for a while after London left. The bar wasn’t one he came to often, and it was far enough away from home that he didn’t have to worry overmuch about being recognized. He thought about his relationship with Trey London as he finished his drink.

			They’d met many years before when they were both at the tail end of stints in the service. Both of them had some Special Forces training under their belts, and their interests were similar. After they’d left the military, they’d each been presented with similar covert opportunities. While he had bowed out after a couple of years, London had stayed in a few more. Regardless, they’d kept in touch, and occasionally he helped London out when a job needed doing that was more than London could handle.

			He never minded giving that assistance, as the money was usually more than he made in a month at his day job. And if he was being honest, he got off on the thrill.

			He’d keep his eyes and ears open the next little while, see if he could figure out just what mess London was cleaning up. One thing was certain—when Trey London was involved, things were never boring.

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The first thing Joely Hudson did when she got off the plane in Chicago just after noon on Saturday was head into an airport store that sold coats. Since she had an hour’s layover before she had to board the connecting flight for Louisville, Kentucky, her first order of business was to get some warm clothes. When she’d left Mumbai nearly twenty hours earlier, the temperatures were in the seventies. Here in the Midwest, it was in the twenties with a windchill in the low teens. It wouldn’t be much warmer once she reached her destination.

			“I should have packed a coat,” she muttered to herself as she found a store and went in to browse. But she’d not planned to return to her hometown of Leroy in Southern Indiana until this coming summer, so she’d left her cold-weather gear packed in boxes at her parents’ house.

			The pickings were slim, but she managed to find a jacket that wasn’t paper-thin and quickly donned it. Purchase made, she hurried to her next departure gate. She’d rather be early than late.

			Joely had mixed feelings about going home. She’d missed her family fiercely over the last nine months, especially her two newest nephews. Beth and Ethan’s twin sons had been only a couple of weeks old when Joely left, and though she’d kept in close contact via social media and e-mail, it wasn’t the same as being there. Cole had just that week taken his first steps, and Joely hoped she’d be there when Ian took his.

			She’d almost returned home in November when Robbie Bailey, one of her best friends in the world, lost his mother. She’d made it as far as Australia, where she’d been grounded by a cyclone for nearly two weeks. By the time the weather had cleared, Robbie had insisted she not worry about coming home.

			As much as she regretted not being there for him, Joely had been relieved to turn around and go back to India. Going home meant facing tensions she wasn’t ready to deal with. She’d gladly returned to the small flat she was renting in a little town near Mumbai, where she’d planned to stay until she was forced to leave in six months to renew her visa.

			But earlier this week, Carrie—her other best friend—had told Joely she was being evicted by the uncle who’d raised her. The rejection was an especially painful blow for the gentle girl who’d already lost so much.

			Upon hearing about the eviction and the way Carrie’s uncle had been treating her in recent weeks, Joely had known it was time to go home. She’d made plans to depart India and had already put them into play when her parents had called to let her know Carrie’s uncle had died. She was on the plane home a few hours later.

			The only person she’d told about her return was Ethan, her brother-in-law. She wanted to surprise the family, even under the circumstances. And she didn’t want to cause any undue worry like that which had cropped up back in November. No, it was better to sneak into town.

			She checked in with the flight attendants at the gate, and after confirming she still had some time before she would be able to board, she took a seat next to the windows that looked out on the airfield. She was tired, having only managed to get about three hours of sleep on the flight from India, but she had a while to go before she could rest. Without any distractions, her mind drifted home.

			Thinking of November and her mother’s reaction to Joely’s thwarted travel plans made her flinch inside. Shoot, just thinking of her mother made her weary.

			Joely was the youngest of Dr. Richard Hudson and Jackie’s four children. Chase was oldest, then Jason, Beth, and finally Joely. The lawyer, the cop, the reporter… and Joely. The artist. An oops baby no one had expected and one who’d come at a time that wasn’t particularly ideal. Six years younger than Beth, almost eleven years younger than Chase, she’d also turned out to be the most difficult of the kids, if Jackie Hudson was to be believed.

			Throughout her life, Joely had stumbled where her siblings hadn’t. She’d been small for her age and full of curiosity that seemed to exist for the sole purpose of trying her mother’s patience. Creative, sensitive, and a little too outspoken for her own good, Joely had struggled for most of her life to figure out who she was and where she fit. She’d only started to find that answer after going to India.

			Still, although she was going home now with a better idea of her place in the world, she felt quite a bit of trepidation. She knew she was loved. She’d always known that. But being loved and being wanted weren’t exactly the same thing. And as much as her mother tried, Jackie couldn’t quite hide the fact that Joely’s presence made her uncomfortable.

			As a result, Joely had learned years earlier to stay out of Jackie’s way as much as possible. Distance was the best solution for them both. Oh, they did things together from time to time, usually when Joely had been away for a while, but they simply rubbed each other the wrong way. The shorter the spans of time they spent in each other’s company, the better.

			A prime example of Joely’s stumbling had come when she was stranded in Australia. Though she had been safe and was able to secure a room at a nearby motel early on, Jackie had practically thrown a hissy fit.

			“What were you thinking, flying out when that cyclone was on the way? What happens if you go back to your apartment and someone’s broken in, stolen everything you own? You should have thought things out a little more, Joely. One of these days, acting impulsively is going to get you into serious trouble, and your father and I might not be there to bail you out. I still don’t understand why you felt you had to go to the other side of the world. You should have stayed here.”

			Joely had—just barely—refrained from telling her mother to stick her histrionics where the sun didn’t shine. If her father hadn’t come on the line then, with Jackie stalking away while muttering, “You talk to her. God knows it does me no good to try,” Joely would have.

			“Are you okay, sweetie?” Richard asked.

			“I’m fine, Daddy. I’m in a four-star hotel, the storm is bypassing us, and all I have to do is sit by the pool and wait it out. I’m not in any danger. And Noor is watching my flat,” she said, referring to the friend she’d gone to India to spend time with. They’d met in college, Noor being an exchange student, and had built a solid friendship in Joely’s senior year. “She’s getting upset for nothing.”

			Richard sighed, and Joely could imagine him rubbing his forehead. “I’ll calm her down. Just promise me you’ll be careful—and enjoy this unexpected vacation while you can, okay?”

			“I will. Love you, Daddy.”

			After that, Joely had gotten questioning e-mails from Beth, Chase, Jason, and even her grandfather, Sampson Olman. None of them approached the panicked level of Jackie’s. They, at least, had confidence in Joely’s common sense. After the third e-mail from her mother warning her to stay inside and not trust strangers, Joely had fired one back to her sister.

			Get her to stop, or I swear I’ll invite the next man who walks through the hotel door to my room and take pictures of him there. Naked. And there’s a sumo wrestling convention in town right now. Just think about that.

			Joely wouldn’t do any such thing and Beth knew that, but her sister did manage to get Jackie to back off. Joely hadn’t asked how, but she figured it involved their father and lots of soothing reassurances. That said, Jackie’s reaction had tainted the unexpected vacation, and she’d felt so guilty she hadn’t been able to enjoy most of it.

			It was humiliating and disheartening to know that her own mother thought so little of her capabilities.

			Her phone dinged, and Joely saw she had a voice message from the car dealership she’d contacted before leaving India. When she listened to it, she sighed with relief. The car she’d inquired about was available, and her credit application had been approved. The dealership would have the vehicle waiting for her when she landed in Louisville.

			Since she’d not known exactly when she was returning, and since the car she’d left behind last summer was almost ten years old with a lot of miles on it, she’d had her brother Jason sell it. Living in India, Joely had had minimal expenses, and she had a damn good job as a self-employed cover artist for independent authors. She’d be more than able to afford a new car and an apartment now that she was stateside.

			Besides, it wasn’t like she was springing for a Lamborghini. She’d picked just about the cheapest, most efficient car available. She didn’t need anything fancy, a belief that would no doubt surprise her mother.

			She called the salesman back to let him know where she was. Finished with that, it was time to board the plane. She fought a yawn as she settled into her seat.

			“A few more hours,” she told herself, “and you can crash for the night.”

			As the plane lifted off, she let the hum of the engines lull her into a light doze. She could get a little rest and be reinvigorated when she reached Louisville. And then, after she got her car, she’d be on her way home.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Sunday morning, Joely hit the hotel’s gym to do her morning yoga routine. She’d walked into the hotel last night expecting to grab a room and crash, but when she’d reached the front desk, she’d been stunned to find her brother Jason checking in. As his room was a double, they’d ended up sharing.

			As much as she’d wanted to know what in the heck was going on—considering that Jason had been married barely over a year and, by all rights, should be home in his own bed—she hadn’t had the energy to find out. She hardly remembered the ride up in the elevator or changing into her pajamas in the bathroom. If she’d moved after she’d hit the bed, she couldn’t tell.

			Jason had still been tucked in his bed when she woke up, and feeling the need to stretch after having been cramped up in a flying tin can for so long, she’d headed to the gym. She’d had the place to herself until about ten minutes ago, when a spray-tanned and well-coiffed man joined her. He’d been eyeing her rather blatantly, but thus far as he lifted weights, he hadn’t approached her. When Jason came in dressed in running gear, her relief was almost palpable.

			“What time did you wake up?” He got on one of the treadmills and started it.

			“About an hour ago,” she said, taking the treadmill beside him. “Wanna race?”

			Jason glanced at her. “You think you can keep up with me?”

			Joely shot him a cocky grin. “I’ve been working on myself since you saw me last. Come on, old man. Let’s see what you have.”

			And they were off. Fifteen minutes later, she was gaining on him when his phone rang. He hopped off the treadmill with a shrug and a “what can you do” grin, and Joely rolled her eyes. She slowed down, stopping in time to hear the tail end of his conversation. His sour expression surprised her.

			“Who in the world was that? You look like you’ve sucked on a lemon.”

			“Gordon’s brother, Garrett.”

			Joely’s interest ratcheted up. One of the perks of coming home was getting to meet Garrett Gordon. She’d known his brother for a couple of years now, and she’d never hidden the fact that she thought he was gorgeous, teasing him by calling him “the hottie.” The nickname never failed to get a laugh from Stacy, his wife, and Joely used it as often as she could. That it flustered the otherwise confident former FBI agent was whipped cream on top of the sundae.

			Galen, known simply as Gordon to just about everyone aside from his brother and his wife, was a member of the extended Hudson family by proxy. He’d gone to law school with Chase, and last spring, he’d married Detective Stacy Kirchner. He was Garrett’s older brother by ten years, and as she understood it, it was only after they’d become adults that the two men had formed a relationship.

			As Stacy and Joely were friends, they’d kept up with each other online after Joely left for college. While she’d heard quite a bit about Garrett, Joely had never met him. That said, Stacy swore he bore a striking resemblance to Gordon, which intrigued Joely. The pictures she’d seen showed only a slight resemblance, but Stacy assured her it was much stronger in person. And Garrett’s four-year-old daughter, Emma, bore an even more marked resemblance to Gordon.

			After they got back up to the room, Jason took a shower first, then hurried downstairs to the breakfast area to meet Garrett. Not wanting to miss the opportunity to see the mysterious man, Joely rushed through her own shower and got dressed in the warmest clothes she had with her—a pair of thick leggings under cotton trousers and a tunic-style, long-sleeved shirt. She pulled her hair up and back in a clip, grabbed her key card and her tea kit, and headed downstairs. She hoped to have some time to interrogate Jason about what was going on with Carrie before Garrett showed up.

			When she reached the breakfast area, she saw that Jason had a full plate of food in front of him. She grabbed a mug with some hot water and a small dish of fruit and joined him.

			“What’s that?” he asked as she built her drink of medicinal herbs.

			“Ayurvedic tea. Want some? I drink it every morning.”

			Jason eyed the dried herbs with suspicion. “I’ll pass, thanks.”

			She’d radically changed her diet after arriving in India and getting very sick—so sick that she’d been hospitalized for over a week. Given her mother’s penchant for overreacting where she was concerned, Joely had figured that as soon as Jackie heard, she would have someone from the US consulate there to extract her from the wilds of India. Either that or Joely would have gotten a long lecture on how she had brought the illness down on her own head. So she’d not mentioned it to them. Telling them now was not something she was anticipating.

			“So what’s going on with Carrie?”

			As they ate, he brought her up-to-date on the inquiry into Ron Smith’s death, which had turned into a homicide investigation. They were in the middle of an intense discussion when a dark-haired man walked into the room, then headed their way.

			Joely sucked in a breath. Stacy hadn’t been kidding. She’d have known him as Gordon’s brother anywhere. And damn the luck, he was as attractive as Gordon, perhaps even more so. She struggled to hide her reaction, not wanting Jason to see how flustered the simple sight of the man had made her.

			As he approached the table, his scowl deepened. She realized how it must look, her sitting so close to Jason in the lobby of a hotel this early in the morning. At least for a split second, until she figured he had to know who she was. His words as he sat down dispelled that notion, however.

			“Does she know you’re married?” Garrett asked.

			A flash of true anger flared in Jason’s eyes. “Excuse me?”

			“Yes, she knows he’s married. She was in the wedding,” she told Garrett, deciding to tease him a little. His eyes were a bright, sparkling blue—sapphire and brilliant. She leaned forward, smiling at him coquettishly even as she gave an internal whimper of appreciation. “So you’re the hottie’s brother. It’s a shame your eyes aren’t green like his.”

			Liar, she told herself. Garrett’s eyes were compelling, and she almost felt entranced as she watched him watch her.

			One of his eyebrows went up. “I’m assuming you mean Galen?”

			God, even his voice was sexy. She’d seen purple prose in romance novels that described the hero’s voice as gravel over silk or some such, and she’d always discounted that sort of flowery language. But hearing Garrett… she could listen to him read the phone book. He had a low timbre and a hint of a Southern drawl to boot.

			There was little doubt in her mind the man sitting across the small table was dangerous for her equilibrium, and that made keeping her cool even more vital. Going along with her role as the ingénue, she nodded. “The hottie. Yes.”

			Garrett’s eyes narrowed, and for a split second, speculation flickered in his gaze. “He’s married too. You’d do well to remember that. My sister-in-law doesn’t take kindly to other women getting too familiar with her husband.”

			Joely sighed dramatically. “You’re single though, right?”

			“I—what?”

			When Garrett blinked at her, his jaw actually dropping a bit, Jason laughed out loud.

			“I’m surrounded by crazy people. Hudson, I’ll see you around.” Garrett handed the file to Jason, stood, and walked away, still muttering under his breath.

			Garrett’s reaction was too much, and Joely barely managed to contain her amusement until he was out the door. Jason shook his head indulgently, but he was smiling with her.

			Once their chuckles died down, talk quickly returned to Carrie and her situation. They didn’t linger too long, as Jason had to go over the papers Garrett had brought him. Plus, now that she knew everything that was going on with Carrie, Joely was eager to get to her friend and comfort her as much as she could.

			“I’ll see you at the farm around the usual time?” she asked Jason as she got ready to leave.

			“Absolutely.”

			She hurried upstairs and pulled her bag together. Using the distraction of Garrett’s attractiveness to keep her mind off of going home, she thought about how nicely he’d filled out the dark blue jeans and indigo sweater he’d been wearing. While her interest in Gordon was purely superficial, with their relationship having the tone of teasing siblings, Garrett’s single status made him a real threat. There was no way she could tease him the way she did Gordon. She didn’t have the moxie.

			She was hopeful that she’d have time to swing by either Beth and Ethan’s or her grandfather, Sampson’s, before going to the farm. Showing up unannounced as she was, she figured it might be prudent to minimize the impact of her arrival as much as possible.

			“Otherwise, it’s liable to turn into a farce instead of a homecoming.”

			[image: ]

			Two hours later, Joely was still reeling after her visit with Carrie and Robbie. Needing some private time to think and pull herself back together, she didn’t drive straight to Sampson’s house like she’d told Carrie she planned. Instead, she went to the large park in the middle of the town square. Bordered by the Ohio River on the south end, the space was largely deserted this time of day. She parked and got out, then made her way to the Riverwalk that ran alongside the Ohio. It was even less populated than the park, for which she was grateful.

			Every fifty or so feet, the Riverwalk’s planners had incorporated overlooks with benches. She sank down onto one, letting the winter sun seep into her bones. The temperature was approaching fifty degrees, and as long as the wind wasn’t gusting, the sun kept her warm enough.

			Carrie’s words from earlier kept echoing through her mind. They’d been discussing Carrie’s romantic relationship with Robbie, which had been building for years. Until this thing with Ron, both Carrie and Robbie had been too afraid of destroying their friendship to try a romance. And when Carrie had asked Joely for advice about handling certain intimate aspects of the new relationship, Joely hadn’t known how to answer. When she’d told Carrie that, Carrie’s response had floored her.

			“You really didn’t have sex with him that night, did you?”

			Though they’d moved on with their conversation, with Joely brushing aside Carrie’s apologies as though the whole thing didn’t matter, learning what Carrie really believed had hit her like a punch to the face. A punch that hurt like hell and promised to leave a deep bruise and shattered emotions.

			Joely could point to the year she’d been sixteen as one of the lowest points in her life. That summer, she’d been caught with Robbie in what had appeared to be a compromising situation. Even though most of the rest of the world, including her parents, thought the worst, she’d counted on her best friend to trust her when she told the truth—that nothing had happened. That Joely was, in fact, still to this day a virgin. And until Carrie’s stunned question earlier, Joely would have sworn Carrie believed her.

			That summer, as well as the choices she’d made in the weeks after her sister Beth had been shot a couple of years ago, haunted Joely still. She’d been so stupid, so naive that summer and about as gullible two years ago.

			She laughed bitterly, swiping away tears. “Maybe not just then.”

			If Carrie had been lying all these years about believing her, what else had she lied about? Were they even really friends, or had she hung out with Joely for some other reason? To stay close to Robbie, perhaps?

			Joely didn’t know what to think. She’d learned the hard way more than once that she wasn’t any good at making true friends. That her presence wasn’t necessarily a choice but something other people tolerated because they had to. She felt almost physically ill as she considered the possibility that Carrie hadn’t truly been her friend all these years. If that turned out to be the case, she didn’t know if she could handle the truth.

			And if she was wrong about Carrie, what else was she wrong about? Robbie? She wondered if he knew that Carrie thought they’d had sex. She wasn’t about to ask and open that can of worms. She wasn’t strong enough to learn that someone else in her life wasn’t who she’d thought they were. Not today.

			Her mind drifted back to that fateful summer, to the way things had turned so quickly to disaster. The river disappeared in front of her as she remembered, the pain washing across her like the current traveling southwest a few feet away. She wondered if that pain would ever fade away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			 

			Summer, seven years ago.

			 

			“I’m going abso-freakin-lutely nuts,” Joely told Jason as she flopped down beside him on a lounger beside the pool. “At this rate, I’m going to have to find a job to keep from dying of boredom.”

			Jason laughed at her dramatic sigh and exaggerated gasps. “You’re sixteen, kid, and barely that. Didn’t you get the memo? You’re supposed to be enjoying these lazy summer days. There’ll be plenty time to work when you get to be my age.”

			“I know. But since when have I done what I was supposed to?”

			He lowered his sunglasses to look at her over their top. “Since forever. You are the most boring wild child I’ve ever met. For being the only Hudson kid to ever get arrested, you’re amazingly good.” His smile was gently teasing, and Joely smiled back.

			“I can’t believe I got caught. How did the three of you manage to pull that stunt off without anyone knowing?”

			About two months ago, she’d stolen a garden gnome from the mayor’s yard with the intention of ransoming it for chocolate. It was a prank teens in town had been pulling for years—including her siblings, if the whispers and rumors she’d heard were correct. Those intentions hadn’t come to fruition though, as she’d been caught before she could carry out the plan.

			Jason shook his head. “Oh, no. I’m not contributing to your delinquency. I’ll tell you when you’re older.”

			She stuck her tongue out at him. “The new deputy seemed nice. Stacy Kirchner, I mean. Even though she arrested me.”

			“I know who you mean, thank you. She is nice. We’re on patrol together tonight.”

			Jason had been a deputy for a couple of years now. He’d moved out of his apartment and was staying at the farm with Joely and their parents while work was being completed on the condo he was planning to lease.

			Joely studied her fingernails. “She’s pretty too.”

			He slid his glasses back into place and sat back. “Yes. I noticed. But she’s got a hands-off sign posted. A big, serious one.”

			“Well, I tried.”

			Her phone rang, one of her friends from school on the other end.

			“Tiff and I are thinking about going camping at a spot her dad just bought,” Jennifer told her. “You interested?”

			“Camping where?”

			“It’s up near a little lake not far from here. It would be the three of us. We’re leaving in about an hour.”

			“Let me ask.” Joely looked at Jason. “Jen and Tiff are going camping. I’m invited.”

			He studied her. “What about Carrie?”

			She asked Jennifer.

			“Oh, she’s not allowed. Her uncle said no. You know how strict he is.”

			Joely did. She relayed the information to Jason.

			“You want to go?” he asked. When Joely nodded vigorously, he held out his hand. “Let me talk to her.”

			Joely handed over the phone, scooting to the edge of her seat while he quizzed her friend about who was going and where they’d be. Once he was satisfied with her answers, he handed the phone back.

			“As far as I’m concerned, you can go. But you take your phone, and make sure it’s charged. If you need me, you call me. Understand?”

			She jumped to her feet and hugged him. “I do. Thank you!”

			Jason was watching over her while their parents took a long weekend out of town. Jackie’s mother, Grace, had died a few weeks back after an extended illness, and Jackie and Richard had needed some time away.

			She hurried inside and packed an overnight bag as she waited for Tiff and Jen to pick her up. Thanks to the gnome debacle from two months ago, Joely’s driving privileges had been revoked. Once she had her gear together, she headed downstairs to wait with Jason. The girls showed up forty-five minutes later, and Jason walked her to the car.

			Jen and Tiff tittered and giggled at the sight of her brother in his swim shorts and no shirt, causing Joely to roll her eyes. Sure, he wasn’t ugly or anything, but he was her brother.

			Jason ignored their reactions and put on his stern cop face. “You be careful out there. No drinking, no picking up strangers. Do you hear me?”

			“Yes, Deputy,” Jen said with a sigh. “We’ll be good girls, I promise.”

			He shook his head. “If I didn’t know where you’re going and have your parents on speed dial, Joely would be staying home. Don’t give me cause to regret this.”

			“We won’t,” Joely promised. “I should be back tomorrow afternoon. Right?”

			Tiff nodded. “Yep. That’s the plan. I’ve got to go to Indianapolis with the stepmom thing.” She crossed her eyes, letting her expression convey her lack of excitement about the trip.

			And they were off. Jen had her mother’s SUV, and the back was loaded down with camping gear. It took them about thirty minutes to get to the out-of-the-way spot, which looked perfectly benign. It was a cleared patch on the edge of the woods, and the small lake even had a tiny strip of sandy beach. All three girls were experienced campers, having gone with their families through the years, and it didn’t take them long to set up their tents.

			Once that was done, they hit the water, splashing, playing, having a blast. That sort of innocent fun was exactly what Joely had needed. She told them as much as they finally climbed out.

			“Yeah? Good,” Jen said. “Because we’ve got something else you need coming up this evening. You’re going to love it.”

			Something about the way Jen spoke set off a warning bell in Joely’s head. “What kind of something else?”

			Jen exchanged a look with Tiff. “You’ll see.”

			“Jen? What is it?”

			“It’s nothing, Joely. Come on. You’re seriously starting to sound like my grandmother,” Tiff said. “Let’s get food pulled together. I’m starving.”

			It was fading dusk, nearly ten o’clock, when headlights flashed across the camp. Jen nudged Tiff, who laughed, and they both turned to Joely.

			“You know it isn’t a party unless there’s booze and boys,” Jen said. “I know you have a crush on Todd, and we invited him for you. You’ll let him share your tent, won’t you?”

			She and Tiff laughed uproariously while Joely sat there in shocked mortification. They couldn’t be serious.

			“No, I won’t let him share my tent. Are you kidding me?” she squeaked as Todd, Tiff’s boyfriend Vince, and Robbie Bailey came around the front of the SUV.

			Robbie seemed as surprised to see Joely as she was to see him.

			“Lookie here, boys. We’ve gone and found us some mermaids,” Todd crowed. He held up a case of beer. “Between this and the other goodies we brought, we’re gonna have a fucking-A party tonight.”

			Joely felt as if her face was on fire as she crossed her arms. Since it was just her and the other girls, she’d stayed in her bikini, only adding a pair of shorts after they’d gotten out of the water. Now, as Todd and Vince leered at her chest, all the while letting Jen and Tiff hug and kiss them with enthusiasm, she wanted to crawl into a hole.

			To his credit, Robbie didn’t seem any happier than she was. He headed straight for her. “What are you doing here?” he asked, his voice low.

			“I could ask you the same thing.” They were friends, thank God. But then again, she’d thought Jen and Tiff were her friends too.

			“We were driving around, and they asked if I wanted to come out here and drink some beer,” he admitted sheepishly. “I didn’t know you all were out here.”

			“Yeah, well, I didn’t know you were coming. I promised Jason there wouldn’t be any trouble. Mom and Dad are going to kill me when they hear about this. I don’t guess you drove, did you?”

			Robbie spread his hands. “No. I wish I had.”

			When Vince stepped in her direction, Joely edged closer to Robbie.

			“Oh, come on now,” Vince said. “We’re only having a little harmless fun.”

			“Fun I didn’t sign up for,” Joely countered. She looked at Jen. “You lied to me and to Jason. Do you have any idea how much trouble I’ll be in if he finds out about this? If my folks do? I’m just now getting ungrounded from the arrest.”

			Jen rolled her eyes, and a look Joely hadn’t seen directed toward her before crossed her face. It was disgust. “You need to get laid more than anyone I’ve ever known, besides Mrs. Stamper,” she said, referring to their spinster teacher. “Didn’t you say last week you liked Todd? He’s willing to make the sacrifice.”

			Joely felt like crying, even more so when Robbie stepped between her and Vince.

			He unbuttoned the short-sleeved shirt he was wearing over a tank top and handed it to her. “Put this on. And we’re not interested in your party. Vince, give me your keys. I’ll drive Joely and myself home. You all can stay out here and do whatever the fuck you want.”

			Vince patted his pockets. “Damn. Can’t find ’em. Guess I dropped them somewhere back there in the grass. And I’m parked behind Jen, so you’re going to have to stay.” He stepped in close to Robbie, but Robbie didn’t back down. Given that he was about four inches taller than Vince, that wasn’t really surprising. “I thought you liked pussy, Bailey. Or are you too much of a momma’s boy to admit that in front of your little girlfriend here?”

			Thankfully, Robbie managed to hold on to his temper. “Fine. You won’t drive us, we’ll walk. Joely, let’s get your stuff.”

			The rest of the kids teased and taunted them as he followed Joely back to her tent.

			Once they were there, he told her to hurry up. “I don’t trust these guys to not try something. Do you have a flashlight?”

			“No, damn it. Just this lantern,” she said, patting the small camping lantern that did a decent job of illuminating the tent but wouldn’t do jack out in the woods. “Jen or Tiff might, but I doubt they’d give it to us. And I can’t get any signal on my phone.” She knew from trying earlier, and a second look now confirmed that.

			“Shit.” He sat back on his heels and checked his own phone as she pulled her bundle together. “Me either. And it’s dark tonight, clouds moving in, no moon. We might be stuck here. Walking out is going to be risky.”

			“Riskier than staying?” She took off his shirt and handed it back to him, then slipped her own T-shirt over her head.

			“I don’t know. I’m sorry, Joely. Sorry you’re in this situation. I’ll do whatever I have to in order to protect you.”

			She believed him. “I know. I’m so glad you’re here.” She started to shake as realization set in. “They had this planned. If you hadn’t been with them…”

			From the set of his mouth, Robbie was thinking along the same lines she was—that Joely would have been in a world of hurt if Vince and Todd had shown up alone. She was petite, and she barely weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet. She would have been no match for either of them.

			Self-loathing for putting herself in the situation to begin with set in. “I swear to God, if we get out of this, I’ll never be so stupid again.” She sniffled back her tears and zipped her bag. “I’m ready.”

			Robbie stopped her with a hand on her arm. “You aren’t stupid. Don’t even say that.”

			They crawled out of the tent. Vince and Tiff had disappeared. The splashing and moans coming from the water spoke eloquently as to what they were doing. Todd and Jen were seated close by each other on a lounge chair, sharing a beer.

			“Fuckers, where do you think you’re going?” Todd asked.

			“Away from you,” Robbie answered. “Do you have a flashlight, Jen?”

			“Nope. Sorry.” Her tone said she was anything but.

			“Then we’ll make do. Come on, Joely.”

			As she followed him to the vehicles, she was glad she’d chosen to wear her sturdier running shoes and not the loose sandals she’d been fond of lately. The grass and weeds were high, except for where the path had been cut in the road, and the last thing she wanted to do was twist her ankle or something.

			“We’ll stop and see if we can get in either of the vehicles,” Robbie told her in a low voice. “Stick close to me.”

			“No problem.” She grabbed the back of his shirt and held on.

			As soon as they left the circle of light cast by the campfire, the darkness became oppressive. Jen’s SUV was locked, but Vince’s truck wasn’t. Robbie opened the driver’s door and checked for the keys.

			“Yes,” he whispered in a triumphant hiss. “Son of a bitch left the keys in it. Get in. We’re going home.”

			The truck was parked on a slight incline, and they rolled the windows down and put it in neutral to let it coast backward a short distance before Robbie started the engine.

			They were halfway back to the main road, barely past the point where the dirt trail widened into a gravel lane wide enough for two cars, when they met a sheriff’s cruiser head-on. Both vehicles came to a stop, and Robbie turned his lights down to parking lights. The cruiser’s driver shined his spotlight in their direction, blinding them temporarily.

			“Shit.” Robbie groaned. “We’re screwed.”

			“You’re telling me,” Joely said. The light went off, and slowly her vision returned. Her voice was scratchy as the blond man behind the wheel stepped out, his fury obvious. “Of course it would be Jason.”

			He wasn’t alone, she saw, as Stacy Kirchner got out of the other side of the cruiser.

			“Joely Hudson, I know that isn’t you in the cab of that truck, given that you’re not supposed to be anywhere near here,” Jason hollered. His voice came through loud and clear, and so did his anger. “Get out here. You too, Robbie.”

			Saying a prayer that she could calm him down, she stepped out. “This isn’t what it loo—”

			“Hush. Not one damn word. Hands on the truck, spread your legs,” he said, whirling her around.

			Stacy quickly patted her down, and Joely felt tears sting her eyes.

			“Jason—” She stopped when he growled a warning.

			“She’s clean,” Stacy said as he finished his pat down of Robbie. “Are the two of you here alone?”

			“No, ma’am. There are four other kids up at the pond,” Robbie answered. “They’re drinking and… they’re drinking. You’ll see the rest.” His cheeks were pink, and he sent Joely an apologetic look. “We stole Vince’s truck so we could go home. He’s probably going to be a little pissed about that.”

			“Have you had anything to drink?” Jason asked.

			Robbie shook his head. “No. Not a drop. How did you know we were here?”

			Jason held up a hand. “We’ll ask the questions. Are there any weapons, either in this truck or up at the camp?”

			“Not that I know of.” Robbie looked at her.

			“Me either,” she whispered.

			A second cruiser pulled up behind Jason’s, and Ethan Moore got out. He was a friend of Jason’s and their other brother, Chase, and having Ethan there increased Joely’s embarrassment tenfold.

			He stopped a few feet away, shaking his head. “Joely, what in the world are you doing out here?”

			She couldn’t answer, just shrugged as she wiped away a single tear that had escaped.

			“How many kids are we dealing with?” Ethan asked.

			“Four more,” Stacy answered. “How do you want to handle this?”

			“Cullen wants them arrested for trespassing, so that’s what we’ll do. All of them, unfortunately. Sorry, Jason.”

			When she heard the name, Joely groaned. She’d known they were close to the man’s property, but she’d had no idea they were actually trespassing on it. She never would have agreed to the trip if she’d known. “Cullen Jarvis? This is his land? I thought it was Tiff’s dad’s. I guess that was another lie.”

			“Don’t you start on honesty, young lady. You have a hell of a lot to answer for,” Jason ground out.

			Ethan stepped between them. “Why don’t you take Joely and Robbie in? Stacy and I will wait for Wyatt, and then we’ll go in for the rest of the kids.”

			Geez. Wyatt Dixon, the sheriff himself, was on his way out? From the sick look on Robbie’s face, he realized the gravity of the situation too. Even though they weren’t the villains, they weren’t going to come out of this unscathed.

			“I guess I’d better.” Jason rubbed his hand over his face, not looking at Joely. “Think I can wait until tomorrow to call Mom and Dad?”

			Hot shame washed over her at the thought of that phone call. They’d been through so much lately, and now she was putting them through more.

			“They’re in Tennessee, right?” Ethan asked.

			“Yeah.”

			“If you take her to Sampson, you should be okay to wait.”

			When Jason pulled out his handcuffs, even Ethan seemed taken aback. “Jason, that’s not necessary.”

			“It wasn’t necessary the last time she was arrested either. Maybe this time will stick a little better.” He stepped over to her and pulled her hands behind her back as he recited her Miranda rights.

			Joely spoke when he was finished. “My bag’s in the truck. Can you get it, please?”

			Jason cursed under his breath. “Stacy?”

			She nodded and went to the truck to get the bag as Jason walked Joely to the back of the cruiser.

			“Watch your head,” he told her as he put her inside.

			Once she was in, she swung her feet around and tried to get comfortable. The cruiser’s backseat smelled faintly of sweat and vomit, and she tried to not think about who all had been back there and what they’d done. She didn’t look up as the trunk was opened or as Robbie was loaded into the backseat beside her. Jason had, she noticed, handcuffed his hands in the front.

			“He knows I had shoulder surgery this spring,” Robbie told her in a low voice. “That’s the only reason he didn’t cuff me behind.”

			She gave a slight nod, but it really didn’t matter. There was nothing she could do or say now that made this okay.

			Jason never gave her a chance to explain, not one time. He led her through booking without speaking, other than to tell her to turn here or put her hand there. Joely couldn’t remember ever having seen him so angry, and she hoped she never saw him this angry again.

			Though they’d been arrested, they weren’t being held at the jail, as tempted as she knew Jason was to leave them there. Wyatt had called and nixed that idea. Instead, after contacting Robbie’s mom, Jason called their grandfather.

			“He’s not coming out this late on dark roads,” Jason said as he hung up. “I’ll take you to him. You do not leave that house until I get there tomorrow. If you do, so help me…”

			He left her by herself while he went to get Robbie signed out to his mother. All Joely could do was sit and stare at her feet, trying to ignore the weight of the looks she was getting from the other deputies.

			Stacy, Ethan, and Wyatt had come in with the rest of the kids, but thankfully Joely didn’t have to face them. They were still back in the jail section of the courthouse, whereas she was in the bullpen at the sheriff’s department itself. She was sitting alone at the desk Jason shared with other deputies when Stacy came in.

			“Hey, there. You okay?” Stacy asked gently, her kindness almost undoing Joely.

			“Yes, thanks.”

			“I’m surprised to see you back in here. And a little disappointed.”

			Joely shook her head, shame warring with anger. “I didn’t plan to be here. This isn’t what it looks like. But Jason doesn’t want to hear that.”

			“He hears it every other day, kiddo. Nothing is ever what it looks like in here. And he’s worried about you. So am I.”

			“Well, he shouldn’t be worried for long. As soon as Mom and Dad find out, they’ll skin me alive. I’ll be grounded until I’m old and gray.” The hell of it was, she wasn’t kidding. Joely knew she was a disappointment to her mother. All the comparisons over the years to how her siblings had performed as children and how confounded Jackie was when Joely didn’t follow their paths had told her that.

			“Why were you out there?” Stacy asked.

			Joely thought about not answering, but she wanted at least one person besides Robbie to know the truth. “I was out there because Jen told me it was a camping trip. I didn’t know the guys were going to show up or that they’d be bringing alcohol. When they got there, Jen said she had set it up so I could get laid. That I needed it. If Robbie hadn’t been there…” She crossed her arms, not managing to hold in the shiver that wracked her body. “I didn’t know.”

			Stacy inhaled sharply, her chin lifting. That caused Joely to look up, to meet the woman’s eyes. There were shadows there, and thankfully, there was belief. There was also a good deal of anger.

			“Then I guess Robbie was your guardian angel tonight.”

			Joely nodded. “I’ll owe him for that for the rest of my life.”

			“I’ll talk to the sheriff and to Jason. I don’t know if it will do any good or not from a legal standpoint, but I’ll put in a word for you. And that should take some of the pressure off you from your family once they hear what you told me.”

			As much as she hoped it would, she knew it wouldn’t. “I wouldn’t hold my breath. But thank you.”

			Stacy and Jason regrouped a few minutes after that, then they dropped Joely off at Sampson’s a short time later. Her grandfather didn’t say much, just asked her if she was okay and whether or not she wanted to talk about it.

			“No, I’d prefer to go to bed,” she said, apologizing.

			He hugged her. “Okay. But you know you’ll have to answer some questions in the morning, right?”

			“I know.”

			She went to bed, where she curled up into a miserable little ball and cried herself to sleep.

			When she woke up the next morning, Jason was there. He was seated at the small table in the kitchen, having coffee with their grandfather, and his face was somber. He pushed out a chair when she stopped in the doorway.

			“Come sit down and tell me what happened,” he said quietly. “Please?”

			She studied him carefully before she edged into the room and took the chair. With a glance at Sampson, she told them everything from the time she’d left the farm. When she got to the part about Jen saying she needed to get laid, she had to look away from them to continue.

			Jason’s chair scraped back as he stood and went to the sink, but his quiet curses were still plain to hear.

			Sampson laid his hand on Joely’s shoulder. “He isn’t angry with you, sweetheart. He’s angry at those other kids.”

			“It was my own fault for being there. I’m the one who went.”

			“Bullshit,” Jason growled as he came back. He hunkered beside her chair, remorse and anger on his face. “Joely, you didn’t know. Hell, I’m the one who gave you permission to go. I’m sorry I didn’t listen last night.”

			“That won’t make a bit of difference to Mom. You know that.”

			He sighed. “I do know. I’m sorry, kid.”

			And it didn’t. When Jackie and Richard got home that afternoon, Jackie was in a full-on rant. She was so angry, in fact, that it scared Joely.

			“You’re doing this to get attention. You think you can act like this and get away with it? After everything this family has been through in the last few months, and now you’re doing this? Well, I have news for you, little girl. You’re going to toe the line from here on out, or you’ll be on the first plane out of here to boarding school. You’ll be lucky if you get to come home for Christmas.”

			“Mom, let her explain—” Jason tried, but Jackie cut him off.

			“I’m not interested in her explanations. I’ve heard enough of her excuses the last few months. And she’s going on the pill. If she’s out pulling shit like this, it’s only a matter of time before she turns up pregnant. Richard, you take her down to the office and run a damn pregnancy test. If it’s positive, we’ll take care of the problem. I’m not raising your child. Do you hear me?” she hissed at Joely.

			“Jackie, calm down.” Richard Hudson’s eyes were wide with shock. “Let her at least tell us what happened.”

			“No. I’m tired of dealing with her. I can’t do this. She’s your problem right now. I can’t deal with this. Take her down there and test her or I will. I mean it.” And with that, she stalked off, leaving stunned silence in her wake. A few seconds later, they heard the bedroom door slam upstairs.

			“I’m not pregnant,” Joely whispered. “Daddy, please. I swear I’m not pregnant.”

			“Joely… as much as I disagree with her delivery, I think your mother is right. We need to get you on something. Just in case.”

			She felt as though she’d been ripped apart as she looked at her father with disbelief. “I’m still a virgin. How can you say that to me?”

			“Dad, don’t you think that’s a bit much?” Jason asked, looking as devastated as she felt. “You haven’t even heard what happened.”

			Richard sighed. “It’s the pattern of behavior that has us concerned. I’m sorry, but I have to insist.”

			Something inside her broke when she heard those words. All the fight went out of her. “Fine. Let’s go do the test.”

			She headed for the door and went out to the driveway, where she stood beside his car, waiting. In a couple of minutes, Richard came out, Jason on his heels and arguing for all he was worth.

			“You’re making a big mistake, Dad. A big mistake. Don’t do this.”

			Richard, exasperated, turned to his youngest son. “I don’t need parenting advice from you, Jason Hugh. Back off.”

			Joely shook her head when Jason shot her a concerned look. “Let it go. It isn’t worth arguing about.”

			Later that night, she couldn’t sleep. She started to go downstairs to get something to drink, but the argument her parents were having stopped her at the head of the stairs. Torn, she hovered indecisively with one foot on the top step. She shouldn’t listen, but the argument was about her, and curiosity got the better of her. She sat down in the darkened hallway and listened.

			“I think we should send her now. Get her away from here and maybe she’ll straighten out,” her mother said.

			“She’s a good kid. She’s feeling her oats a bit. All the kids went through this, and they all grew out of it. She will too.”

			“All the kids did not go through this. Tell me a single time when Chase or Beth or Jason got arrested once, much less twice, in less than two months! I’m too old for this. I’m too old and I’m tired and I can’t deal with this anymore. I wish we hadn’t…”

			There was stunned silence from below.

			“You wish we hadn’t what?” her father asked in the deafening quiet, his voice hoarse. “You can’t mean to say that you wish we hadn’t had her?”

			Her mother didn’t answer immediately, which was an answer in and of itself. Joely had to close her eyes against the pain.

			Always in her heart, she’d felt as if her mother didn’t really want her. Felt that Jackie resented her presence, even as she loved her. But hearing it confirmed destroyed something inside Joely. She couldn’t think, couldn’t move, could barely breathe, she was reeling so hard from the blow.

			A soft footstep sounded, and she looked up in time to see Jason, his own pain showing plainly on his face as he stooped down next to her.

			“Come on. Let’s get you back to your room,” he said in a low voice as he helped her up.

			It took real effort to get her feet to work, but after a second, they did. She stumbled along quietly beside Jason, the trip to her room seeming to take forever. She was terrified her parents would come upstairs and find out that she’d overheard them.

			“Please don’t tell them,” she begged Jason as he eased her to a seat on her bed and sat beside her. “Don’t tell them I know.”

			“Shh, it’s okay. I won’t say a word. I promise.” He put his arms around her and held her while she cried. “It’s all right, Joely. I’m glad you’re here. We all are. And I know Mom loves you. She’s just had a lot of stress this past year, and it’s all caught up to her. As soon as she realizes how she’s acted over the last day or two, she’ll apologize.”

			But Jackie never did. She calmed down, but she watched Joely like a hawk, and Joely could tell she was constantly expecting her to mess up again. As a result, Joely had overcompensated. She’d always been a straight-A student, but she pushed herself harder than ever before. Once she was ungrounded, she got a job in a local yarn and fabric store and worked there after school and summers until she went away to college.

			She also went on the pill, taking it every morning in front of her mother without a word until the packet that ended right after her eighteenth birthday. When the time came to start another round, she dropped them into the trash can in front of Jackie and walked away. Whether her mother trusted Joely enough at that point to not argue or whether she didn’t care, Joely didn’t know. Either way, Joely considered it a victory.

			Word had gotten out around school about the arrests, and when she went back that fall, the story had morphed from the truth into something unrecognizable. Regardless of the fact that she was still a virgin, she ended up with a reputation as a girl who put out. Any of the guys Joely might have been interested in before either lost interest in her or expected her to do more than just kiss at the end of dates. And stubborn as she was, that made Joely buck up and send them all a collective “fuck you.” She turned her back on them in an effort to prove she didn’t need them.

			Worse, Carrie had heard the exaggerated tale—the one that had Joely and Robbie being caught buck naked together in a tent—and it took Joely months to convince her nothing had happened.

			It didn’t help that she and Robbie had been closer since that night, with him coming to treat her as a younger sister who was vulnerable, which she certainly was. That intimacy had shown in their interactions and led to more misinterpretation. She’d confided in him and Carrie about what Jackie had said, and they, along with Jason, were the only ones who knew Joely had overheard that conversation.

			She’d toed the line as Jackie had insisted, but she’d also rebelled at every turn—quietly, passively, and in ways that her mother couldn’t argue with. She dyed her hair bright, vibrant colors—purples, greens, blues, reds. She wore clothing that, in the most generous of terms, could only be considered eccentric. She no longer tried to join clubs and groups at school that her brothers and sister had but went her own way. If Jackie was going to treat her as though she was a freak and a misfit, Joely would do everything she could without crossing an actual line to reinforce that belief.

			In a way, learning that she really hadn’t been wanted had been freeing. She no longer had anyone to please other than herself. She had always thought that if she didn’t cause ripples, if she kept her head down, she’d be okay. Her relationship with her mother would smooth out and become easy, like the way Jackie was with Beth. But now she knew that was never going to happen. She didn’t have to worry about disappointing anyone because her existence had been a disappointment. There wasn’t anywhere lower to go, she reasoned, so she did what she thought was right. If someone else didn’t like it, that was their problem.

			She never got in trouble again and was in fact named valedictorian of her graduating class. And she never again got invited to any social events—other than wild parties she had no interest in attending. She tried to pretend it didn’t bother her that the so-called “good” kids didn’t want anything to do with her. She had her siblings and her grandfather, she had Robbie, and she had Carrie. They were her friends, they knew the truth, and they had her back.

			Or so she’d thought.

			Now, sitting beside the river, she found herself in a position she’d never expected to be in again—doubting to the core her value to the people around her. She was starting to think she should have stayed in India, and she hadn’t even made it home yet.

		

	
		
			Chapter 4

			The sight of the bundled-up brunette sitting on the bench at one of the overlooks on the Riverwalk caused Garrett to miss a step. He slowed to a stop behind her and looked around for Jason but didn’t see him.

			This should be fun, he thought and started toward her quietly.

			When he’d realized who she was earlier, his interest had been piqued. Joely Hudson was stunningly pretty in a fresh, sparkling way. His relief at figuring out who she was didn’t just stem from being thankful he hadn’t walked in on Jason having a fling. If he was being honest with himself, a big chunk of the relief he’d felt when he put two and two together had come from the knowledge that she was Jason’s younger, unattached sister. Emphasis on unattached.

			But when he saw how dejected she looked now, most thoughts of teasing her went out the window. Yes, she could have just been cold, but Garrett didn’t think so. He especially rejected that idea when he saw her wipe a tear away.

			“So we meet again,” he said as he came up to the bench and sat down.

			Joely started when she saw him, plastering on a quick smile. Not fast enough though.

			“You okay?” he asked gently.

			“Fine. The wind is a little sharp today, that’s all,” she said as she dabbed at her eyes.

			Garrett gave her an easy smile, pleased to see her eyes widen even though he was concerned. He didn’t trade on his looks, but he was vain enough to know that little telltale sign meant female appreciation. Pulling a clean handkerchief from his pocket, he handed it to her.

			“Handkerchiefs?” She took it from him, holding it as though she didn’t believe it was real. The corners of her lips quirked upward. “How quaint. Thank you.” The words could have been a jab, but her tone wasn’t condescending.

			“I believe you’re aware that I have a rather precocious four-year-old who always needs tidying or a bandage. Tissues don’t cut it. Handkerchiefs are easier and cheaper in the long run.”

			Her eyes narrowed. “When did you figure it out?”

			His smile widened into a grin. “When you called my brother ‘the hottie.’ To my knowledge, only one person on this earth calls him that. He turns all shades of red when Stacy tells him ‘Joely sends the hottie her regards,’ you know. It’s fun to watch.”

			She smiled fully, and some of the sadness lurking in her hazel eyes faded. “I guess this proves you do have a sense of humor, contrary to what my brother seems to think.”

			He sat back with a shrug, crossing his arms casually. “He’s pretty fun to tease too. He doesn’t know quite what to think about me. I like that.”

			“I heard that the two of you have had this weird relationship since you got to town. But I can’t get anyone to tell me what all pranks you’ve each pulled.” She looked at him expectantly.

			Garrett gave an exaggerated sigh. “I don’t know if I should tell you or not. Jason hasn’t figured out who’s done all these things to him yet.”

			She turned, resting her elbow on the back of the bench, and laced her fingers together. “That’s cruel. You can’t leave me hanging on my first day back in town.”

			When she batted her eyelashes at him, he laughed. “You promise you won’t tell him?”

			“Cross my heart.”

			“In that case… when I took the job, I knew there’d be a joker or two in the department. Humor helps cut the seriousness, you know?”

			Joely nodded. “I do.”

			“The first joke was sending me to the fourth floor for supplies. That was fairly benign.”

			She tilted her head, her brow furrowed slightly. “There isn’t a fourth floor in the courthouse.”

			“I know that. Now.”

			A delicate hand came up to cover her grin. “Newbie.”

			Garrett shook a finger in her direction, his heart stuttering at the sight of the grin. “Don’t you start. Anyhow, I let that one go. I knew to wait. Didn’t want to tip my hand too quickly. Sure enough, he upped the ante. I was in the middle of a presentation with Wyatt, Stacy, Jason, Ethan, and the prosecutor, and I couldn’t figure out why they were all snickering. Turns out, Jason had replaced some of my slides with pictures of Emma. And when I’d turn around to see the slide, he had a remote that he was using to switch them. He went the wrong way, and I saw what he’d done.”

			Her laughter rang out, infectious. Garrett knew he wore a stupid grin, but he couldn’t help it. She was enchanting, and he was making her smile.

			“Wyatt and the prosecutor?”

			He nodded. “Have you met Rhonda Roberts?”

			“No. I’ve heard stories though.”

			“Yeah. She’s not the kind of person you want to act frivolously around.”

			“How’d she take it?”

			He ran a hand across his face sheepishly. “She thought it was hilarious. But if the mood of the discussion had been different, she could have gotten quite angry. And I think Jason knew that, picked that particular meeting to pull his stunt. He’s good.”

			She nodded. “He’s very good. And Wyatt?”

			“Took it in stride. I don’t think he was too pleased with Jason, but he knows him. I’d say he was half expecting some kind of stunt. Jason probably even cleared it with him beforehand.”

			“That wouldn’t surprise me. Wyatt’s known us all since we were little, and he’s well aware of Jason’s penchant for trouble. Who do you think sends him out on so many weird calls, like the flame-throwing Easter bunny?”

			Garrett chuckled. “I wondered about that. I figured it was a collaborative effort.”

			“Somewhat. But Wyatt initiated it. And to be fair, my brother does have a talent for connecting with the oddballs, talking them off ledges. Anyhow, that’s beside the point. I’m assuming you retaliated?”

			“Yes, ma’am.” He realized he was having a blast simply sitting on a park bench talking to her. “Are you familiar with chia seeds?”

			“I am. They make great ‘pets’ and yummy pudding.”

			He frowned. “Pudding? From chia seeds?”

			“Yep. Mix a few tablespoons with some coconut or almond milk, add a little sugar, a little vanilla, maybe some cocoa powder or raisins. Pureed mango is tasty too. Mix it up, let it sit fifteen minutes, stir it again once or twice, then pop it in the fridge. It sets up overnight. It’s really good.”

			Garrett realized he was probably staring at her as though she was nuts, but it wasn’t the weirdest thing he’d ever heard. “Okay. I’ll have to try it.”

			“So what did you do with the chia seeds?” she prompted.

			“Got an old keyboard that didn’t work so well anymore and sprinkled them between the keys, then dampened it. Pampered it for a week and then switched it out one night after Jason left. When he pulled the tray on his desk out the next morning, he had a lush garden springing to life at his fingertips. To this day, he doesn’t know who did it.”

			“Oh, my God, that’s priceless!”

			He could see her plotting, and he smiled with satisfaction. “Who are you thinking of using it on?”

			She widened her eyes. “Me? Why, whatever do you mean? I would never do such a thing.”

			“Uh-huh. I don’t believe that for a minute. From what I hear, you are an absolute imp. Though I have to admit, I’m a little disappointed. I was hoping for at least one streak of purple or blue hair.”

			To his surprise, her sadness returned. “Well, I live to disappoint. Did the jokes stop there?”

			Garrett would have given a lot to know what had caused the sadness, and he hated that the joy had gone from her face. Determined to bring it back, he answered. “Of course they didn’t. A week later, I went in one morning to find my office filled with helium balloons. I had to fight to get the door open, and then we didn’t have anywhere to put them. Maria wasn’t any help because she was laughing so hard. Wyatt heard and came in. I’m right down the hall from both of them.”

			Her mouth dropped open. “What did he do?”

			“Stood there staring for a minute, then turned and walked away, muttering.”

			She snickered. “How did you get rid of the balloons?”

			“Well, I was going to use my knife to pop all of them, but given that it was the sheriff’s department and the sound could be misconstrued…” He saw her nodding and knew that she understood he meant gunshots. “I didn’t have a lot of choice. I fought my way through them and opened the window, then pushed them out to the parking lot. Ethan was coming in as they were going up, and he laughed so hard he almost fell over. I gather that’s a rare occurrence.”

			Joely was almost laughing that hard now. “It is. Oh, I can imagine it. How many balloons are we talking?”

			“At least a hundred, maybe two hundred even. The office really was stuffed. It took some effort. I have to admit, I was impressed.”

			“It’s too much! Oh, I love my brother.”

			“I got him back. And this time he knew it was me.”

			When he hesitated, she poked him. “You can’t stop there.”

			Garrett was a bit embarrassed to tell her. “I found a blow-up doll and inflated it. And I put it under his desk so that when he pulled his chair out, out came the doll. Facedown. Head in the seat of the chair. Cuffed to the arms.”

			That had her in tears—literally—and as she laughed, Garrett was pretty sure there were a few snorts mixed in with her mirth. After a minute, she used the handkerchief to wipe her cheeks.

			“A blow-up doll? In the sheriff’s department?”

			“Hey, I put a bikini on her at least. And I made sure it was on a day he was going to be there early, before the department opened for official business. She had a note attached to her, something along the lines of ‘since you like to blow things up.’ You could almost hear him cursing a floor away.”

			“That is awful. Awful,” she emphasized, her grin belying her words. “Where did you—never mind. I don’t want to know.”

			Garrett groaned and answered anyhow. “The Internet. Where else?”

			“Well, there is an adult store or two in Louisville…”

			He shook his head. “No.”

			“I wish I could have seen it.”

			“Robbie Bailey has the video somewhere. He got it on his phone.”

			Joely gasped, her hand going to her chest. “And he hasn’t shared that with me? I’ll have his head.” Her laughter finally died down for the most part, and she propped her head on her hand. “So other than pranking my brother and being pranked in return, how are you liking Leroy?”

			He blew out a breath. “It’s different. Very, very different. But not in a bad way. Emma really likes it. All the parks, the river, having her Uncle ‘Gain’ and Aunt Stacy nearby, all that. And thanks to this new position, I’m spending more time with her than ever. That’s a priceless gift right there.”

			“It is. And she’ll appreciate it when she’s older. What is it you do exactly?”

			“I’m the backup IT specialist, and I handle extensive background and records searches. I also go out on the occasional call with the detectives for support if they need it.”

			“That has to be different than what you’re used to.”

			Garrett nodded. “It is, but it’s less stress than being on patrol. That helps, what with my being a single father and all.”

			“I’ve heard so much about Emma from Stacy. Uncle Gain, huh?”

			He grinned. “She had trouble saying ‘Galen,’ so ‘Gain’ it is, and it stuck.”

			Joely’s smile turned sweet. “She sounds like a little pistol from what Stacy has said. I know she adores Emma. So does Gordon.”

			Garrett felt a good measure of peace when he thought about his daughter’s relationship with his brother and Stacy. “Emma is something else. And watching her wrap them around her little finger…” He’d never thought to have that kind of loving relationship with his brother, and he couldn’t put it into words, what it meant.

			“Where is Emma?” Joely asked.

			“With them. She had a sleepover last night. So how long have you been back?”

			She glanced at her watch. “Nineteen hours. More or less. As soon as I heard Carrie was having problems, I hurried home. I’m still halfway convinced I’ll wake up and be back in India.”

			He turned to face her more fully. “What was it like?”

			“India? It was indescribable. The sounds, the smells, the textures, the tastes… the people. It was warm and simple in a way life here isn’t, but still tremendously complex. Busy and hectic and chaotic, but relaxed at the same time. I know that probably sounds all philosophical, but it really was magical. I think I found myself there.” She tilted her head. “Carrie said Emma is gluten intolerant?”

			He nodded. “She is, and we try to avoid refined sugar as well, though she can handle a little of that. We found out right before we moved.” He struggled to find the words that would explain. “Emma has never been an easy child. She’s wonderful, she’s funny, she’s my whole world. But she’s never been easy. And over the last year or year and a half, she went from being headstrong to downright difficult. She’s a Gordon through and through, but this was… not right. Am I making any sense?”

			“Yes.”

			“Good. The last thing I want to sound like is that I don’t love my daughter or that I don’t want her. Nothing could be further from the truth.” When she sucked in a breath, he sent her a quizzical look.

			“That hits a little too close to home. I’m fine. Please, go on.”

			He was starting to put it together—her dejected posture, the tears, the sadness. Coupled with what he’d picked up during the last few months while socializing with the Hudsons, he was getting a picture of Joely that was creating more questions than answers. Nevertheless, he continued.

			“Well, she was in preschool in Kentucky. And as sweet as she is, she was becoming quite the little troublemaker. Tantrums and screaming fits, awful fits. Her teacher brought that up during a conference and suggested I get her evaluated for ADD or ADHD. Maybe even autism.” His mouth tightened as he remembered the woman’s self-righteous attitude, the dismissive way she’d looked down her nose at Emma. “So I took her to a counselor I knew, someone I’d worked with on some cases. She did a psychological exam, and she agreed—something was going on. But thank God, she was familiar with the effects gluten and refined sugar can have on a person. She told me to put Emma on an elimination diet for a month and see what happened.”

			“Wow. That can’t have been easy with a child that small.”

			He snorted. “You, madam, are a master of understatement. Emma hates vegetables, and if you do an elimination diet? That’s about all you’re left with to eat. The first week was awful. I think Ronnie—her maternal grandmother—and I both were ready to give in and cry uncle. But then she started to change, to calm down. And I saw a side of Emma that I’d not seen in a while.

			“By the time the month was up, there was no doubt whatsoever. She can’t have gluten, and she really shouldn’t have sugar either. Not unless I want her to turn into a little demon who throws tantrums and cries. We tried to ease her back onto it, and that was a disaster. And I can’t put my child through that. I won’t let her be put through that. She didn’t need medication; her diet needed modification. She’s a perfectly normal little girl as long as she doesn’t eat gluten or sugar. There are so many kids who do need more than a diet change, but thankfully, Emma isn’t one.”

			“I’m so glad you discovered it early and stood up for her. Too many parents would take the easy route or are never given the choice. A lot of people, medical professionals included, don’t know how devastating gluten can be.”

			There was a wealth of painful knowledge in those words, and hearing it hurt him. “I know. And thank you. You almost sound like you’re familiar with gluten-free living.”

			Her smile was a little quirky. “I am. I’ve been gluten-free since about two weeks after I went to India. The last few months have been an interesting learning curve, that’s for sure.”

			“Do you have celiac disease?”

			“No, but eating gluten causes a myriad of problems. Migraines, mood swings, acid reflux. Intractable stomach pain. For most of my teenage years, my stomach hurt. Ached like a toothache that ebbed and flowed, got worse with food. As a result, I avoided eating as much as I could. They couldn’t figure out why I hurt and finally settled on it being psychosomatic. Do you know that since I’ve been gluten-free, my stomach has not hurt once? And I’ve finally been able to gain enough weight that I don’t look like a heroin addict. Since I know food isn’t going to hurt me now, I actually enjoy eating.”

			He let his eyes trace her body, and he didn’t try to hide that he appreciated what he saw. “You definitely don’t look like any addict I’ve ever seen. I’m kind of surprised your parents haven’t mentioned the gluten intolerance. They know about Emma’s, and your mom’s always accommodating.”

			Her smile was tinged with bitterness. “The family doesn’t know. I ended up in the hospital over there, and if I’d told them, my parents would have been on the next plane out. That’s something they’ll find out about today probably. At least the intolerance, I mean. I’m not planning to mention the hospitalization until and unless I have to. So you didn’t hear that from me, okay? I’m not sure why I told you about it, as a matter of fact.”

			Garrett grinned. “I have one of those faces. It’s the dimples.”

			Joely laughed. “I’ll bet those dimples have gotten you quite a bit of mileage over the years.”

			He gave a good-natured shrug. “They’ve earned their keep.”

			An amicable silence fell between them, and he watched as she closed her eyes, tipping her face up to the breeze and the sun. No, Joely Hudson certainly wasn’t what he’d expected. She was something much more dangerous—she was an attractive, witty, sexy woman. Not at all the troubled young urchin he’d been led to believe she was.

			Ronnie, Emma’s maternal grandmother, had moved to Indiana with them. She lived a few doors down from the house they were renting, close enough to help with Emma but not close enough to smother them. She’d become friends with Jackie Hudson, and from what Ronnie had shared about what Jackie had told her, there was quite a bit of concern about Joely’s well-being.

			“Jackie thinks she’s into drugs, at least recreationally. She’s always been a little wild, even got arrested a couple of times when she was a teenager. I won’t go so far to say she’s the black sheep of the family, but there’s definitely some tension between her and Jackie.”

			Given the fact that Ronnie’s own daughter—Emma’s mother—had been a drug addict who’d lost her battle with substance abuse, the knowledge of Joely’s possible problems touched close to home for both Garrett and Ronnie.

			But now, sitting on the park bench beside Joely, studying her skin, her hair, the healthy glow of both, Garrett would have bet his car she wasn’t using and hadn’t been using for a long time—at least nothing more than occasional recreational use, and he doubted even that. She looked too healthy, too wholesome. Maybe he didn’t want to believe she was an addict and that was coloring how he read her. But he didn’t think so.

			When she opened her eyes to find him watching her, a becoming flush spread across her cheeks. “What?”

			“Just trying to figure you out.”

			She dropped her gaze to the river. “I’m simple. I like my job, I love my family, and I like to work with yarn. Nothing more exciting than that.”

			Garrett didn’t believe that for an instant. Before he could argue, however, she asked him about Stacy.

			“How big is she getting?”

			A spontaneous grin spread across his face. “She looks like she stuffed a little basketball under her shirt. It’s adorable. And everyone in the department is doting on her, which is driving her nuts. She has about three months to go, and she’s threatening us with torture if we don’t stop trying to pamper her.”

			“I can imagine, as independent as she is. How’s Gordon reacting?”

			“Like he invented pregnancy. It’s almost painful to watch, he’s so proud.”

			Joely chuckled. “I’d say. God knows he deserves to be happy. They both do. How are they doing, other than being ecstatically pregnant?”

			“They’re okay. They have one another to lean on, and they’re determined to stay in the present, look to the future, and not be weighed down by the past.”

			What a past it was. Gordon had lost his first wife a few years earlier to cancer, and Stacy’s estranged mother had reappeared in her life the previous summer, wreaking all kinds of havoc.

			“I’m glad. I hoped that would happen, that they’d be happy. That they’d heal each other.” She sighed. “As much as I’ve really enjoyed meeting you and talking with you, I’d better go. I want to swing by my grandfather’s before I go to the farm. I’ll launder this and get it back to you,” she said, stuffing the handkerchief in her pocket.

			He stood when she did, only then realizing how tiny she was. Garrett was six-one, and Joely barely came up to his chin. “How short are you? Stacy’s taller than you.”

			She narrowed her eyes at him, her hands going to her hips. “I beg your pardon? She is not. We’re the same height, thank you very much.”

			“You seem smaller.”

			“She has more hair. Wears it longer, I mean. At least she did.”

			“She still does. No, I think you seem more fragile. And I don’t mean that in a bad way,” he hurried to clarify when one of her eyebrows shot up.

			“Hmmm. I’m sure you didn’t. Regardless, I’ll have to take it up with you later. Right now, I need to go smooth the way home.” She held out her hand. “It was nice meeting you, Garrett Gordon.”

			He accepted her hand, his eyes widening at the tingle that raced up his arm. When he brought her hand to his lips to kiss the back, he didn’t know who was more surprised, him or Joely. “Back at you, Joely Hudson.” He let her go with a wink. “Would you like an escort to your car?”

			Her laughter escaped, bubbling out sweetly. “No, I’m fine, but thank you. I think I’ll be okay in broad daylight. See you around.”

			Garrett let her go with a two-finger salute. He watched as she walked away, his mind full of turmoil. “Yes, you will see me around. This afternoon, as a matter of fact,” he muttered half a minute later as footsteps sounded behind him.

			“Talking to yourself again, baby brother?” Gordon clapped hands on Garrett’s shoulders and gently shook him. “You know that’s the first step on the road to madness.”

			“Shove it. What do you know about her?” He lifted his chin to point in the direction Joely had gone as Gordon came to stand beside him.

			“Who? That little brunette you were chatting with? I don’t know. Who was she?”

			“Joely.”

			His brother’s green eyes widened with pleased surprise. “That was Joely? Really? Joely Hudson?”

			“Yeah, hottie, it was.”

			Gordon grinned. “I’ll be damned. How long has she been back?”

			“Not quite a day yet. And her family doesn’t know. She’s going to surprise them.”

			“Who’s surprising whom?” Stacy asked as she and Emma joined them.

			Garrett lifted his daughter into his arms, smacking a kiss on her cheek. “Joely Hudson is home. I missed you, Baby-boo. Did you have a good time?”

			Emma ducked her head, resting against him sweetly. “Yes, but I missed you, Daddy-boo. Who’s Joely?”

			“Beth and Jason and Chase’s sister.” Stacy’s smile was as pleased as Gordon’s had been. “I can hardly wait to see her. How is she?”

			“She seems good. A little sad.”

			Stacy pushed her hair back out of her face from where the wind had dragged it. “She has a complicated relationship with her parents. And she’s best friends with Carrie and Robbie, so I know she’s concerned about them right now. I’d say she has every right to be a little sad.”

			He was more curious about Joely than he should be, but he was also surprised by how little that bothered him. And he was as eager as Stacy to see her again, though for a different reason. He’d been enjoying building a new life in Leroy, but with Joely in the picture, things had gotten a lot more interesting.

		

	
		
			Chapter 5

			Joely wouldn’t say her homecoming was a disaster, exactly. No, that wasn’t the word she would use. Calamity, maybe. Or debacle, perhaps. But disaster didn’t quite cover it, didn’t lend the tragic humor to the day that it deserved.

			Her grandfather had been thrilled to see her. Sampson Olman had welcomed her with outstretched arms and genuine pleasure. So had Beth and Ethan. When they got to the farm, Stacy and Gordon were happy to see her too. Garrett wasn’t there yet, having stopped to drop Emma off at her grandmother’s.

			Joely was even fairly certain her father was glad to have her there. Her mother? Jackie was exasperated, to put it mildly.

			“I don’t understand why you didn’t tell anyone you were coming, that’s all,” she’d said as she bustled around the kitchen, getting food ready for the meal. “I wasn’t ready for you, and I don’t have anywhere to put you.”

			Joely had given up offering to help with the preparations after her first two offers had been soundly rejected. She sat on the opposite side of the large kitchen bar, holding Beth’s son Cole as he ate a snack. She exchanged a look with a sympathetic Beth, who was sitting beside her, feeding Ian.

			“Mom, you don’t have to ‘put’ me anywhere. I’m a grown woman. I can take care of myself.”

			Jackie set a casserole on the counter and propped her hands on her hips. The irony that it was a pose Joely herself often struck wasn’t lost.

			“How? Where are you going to stay? I need to keep the guest room open in case someone stays here during Ron’s funeral. And we converted your old room into a playroom for the grandkids.”

			Joely blinked. “What about all my stuff?”

			“It’s boxed up with the things you stored here out in the guesthouse. And you can’t stay there—there was a leak in the roof over Christmas, and that whole upstairs bedroom was damaged. We’ve not had good enough weather to get out there and do more than get a tarp up and the mess out.”

			Joely couldn’t lie to herself. Knowing that they’d taken her room apart hurt, especially considering that a playroom could have gone in the basement or the rooms of her married siblings who had houses of their own. And that some unknown person who might or might not be staying for a funeral was more important than her having a place to stay… it stung.

			From the tightness around Beth’s mouth, she wasn’t happy with this development either. “Joely, you can stay with us. You know you’re welcome.”

			“Or with us,” Stacy put in from Beth’s other side. “The house is huge. There’s plenty of room. Imagine what we could put Galen through.” She winked at Joely, and though her words were humorous, Joely knew she meant the offer.

			Jackie went to the stove and turned off the burners. “Don’t be silly. You two are still practically newlyweds, Stacy. And Beth, you don’t need your sister living with you.”

			“I beg your pardon, but that’s not your decision to make,” Beth told her, her voice clearly reflecting her confusion and growing anger. “Joely’s not some unwanted mongrel pup who wandered in off the street.” She looked at Joely. “You’ll stay with us until you decide what you want to do, and that’s that.” She nodded decisively, her eyes steely with determination even though a frown of concern creased her brow.

			Joely sent her a weak smile. “Thanks.” Nothing like a good old warm welcome from her mother to make her feel like an interloper. She hoped that would be the end of the drama, but her mother wasn’t finished.

			Jackie tossed her oven mitts aside and leaned in toward Joely, her eyes narrowed. “Are you pregnant? Because you’ve gained weight, which is something you’ve never been able to do. Sure, you say you’re not eating gluten now. But you didn’t come home when Robbie’s mother died, so I don’t buy that you came home just for Carrie. Especially considering that you and Robbie were intimate when you were kids.”

			Beth was outraged. “Mom!”

			As Robbie, Carrie, and Garrett came to a standstill in the wide kitchen doorway, uneasy silence spread across the room. Robbie’s face was flushed, Carrie’s pinched, and Garrett’s eyebrows were halfway to his hairline. Of all the times for him to show up…

			“With all due respect, Jackie, I have never been intimate with Joely. We’re friends, just friends. And it’s disrespectful to both of us that you keep perpetuating that falsehood. It’s hurtful, and I’d ask you to please not do it again. Ma’am.” Robbie cleared his throat and clasped Carrie’s hand tightly as he waited for Jackie’s response.

			“With all due respect, Robbie, bullshit. Sure, you’re just friends now, but I know what happened that summer. You’re both lucky Joely didn’t end up pregnant. You’re adults. I don’t see why the two of you can’t admit what went on.”

			“Because it didn’t happen,” he ground out. “That’s why.”

			If she hadn’t been mortally embarrassed, Joely would have been reaching for popcorn. Robbie was this close to losing his temper with her mother, and if the way his jaw tightened was any indication, one more good push from Jackie would send him through the roof.

			Jason came up behind them, peering between Carrie and Garrett. “What’s going on?”

			“Mom’s telling everyone how lucky I was to not get pregnant with Robbie’s baby when I was sixteen, and she’s thinking how best to get me to take a pregnancy test now. Since I’ve gained weight and all. I guess the upside of that is that I must have stopped using drugs, right, Mom?” Jackie’s mouth dropped open, but before she could speak, Joely shook her head. “I’ve always known you thought that. Don’t insult my intelligence by denying it.”

			Somehow Joely managed to hold on to her composure as she picked up her glass of unsweetened tea and took a long drink. When Garrett, of all people, came to her rescue, she could have wept.

			He walked over to her, put his hands on her shoulders, and sighed. “We wanted to keep it a secret, but I guess there’s no point anymore, is there, sweetheart?”

			Joely was glad she’d swallowed, or else her tea would have ended up sprayed across the island that was loaded with food. “Yes? No? I don’t know.” With no idea of where he was going, she didn’t know how to respond.

			“She is pregnant. With triplets. We’ve been seeing each other online and, uh, I sent some Gordon DNA over to India via a fertility clinic in Louisville. It’s potent stuff, you know. I mean, look at Stacy.”

			At the end of the island, Stacy started coughing. “Excuse me.” Her face red, she hurried from the room. Joely couldn’t tell if she was embarrassed, terribly amused, or a mix of the two.

			Garrett continued. “We got lucky we aren’t having six or eight babies, what with using the turkey-baster method, but I think three is a good, round number. Emma will love being a big sister.”

			Jackie was staring at him, befuddled shock clear on her face. That’s when Joely remembered something Carrie had told her earlier—that Garrett always played serious around Jason with the intention of making her brother believe he didn’t have a sense of humor. So it stood to reason that their mother had never seen him joke. Otherwise, Jackie would have immediately known he was lying.

			“So are you planning a big wedding or a small ceremony?” Jason asked, his arms crossed as he leaned against the doorway. He winked at Joely, though his countenance was concerned.

			“No ceremony, actually. We don’t want to rush into anything permanent, so we’re going to live together. We’ll make a promise to each other under the next full moon. Maybe when the kids are three or four, we’ll think about getting hitched. Doesn’t she look so precious holding this little guy?” He ran a hand over Cole’s dark hair, making the baby grin and babble at him.

			Beth was biting her lip, and her nose was twitching. She let out a low humming sound, and Joely knew her sister was on the verge of laughing. A glance in Robbie and Carrie’s direction told her they were still on edge, but maybe a little less than they had been.

			“That is the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard in my life. Richard!” Jackie called. “We’ll see what your father has to say about this.”

			Joely’s father came in through the dining room door a few seconds later. “You hollered?” When he saw Garrett’s hands on Joely’s shoulders, his eyes narrowed. “Joely?”

			“I’m pregnant with triplets, thanks to Garrett and a generous sperm donation via an intercontinental turkey baster. We’re going to live in sin and raise our babies. We may even start a commune. Don’t you think that sounds lovely?” she asked Garrett, who nodded in agreement.

			The words were absurd, utterly unbelievable, and she could hardly breathe as she waited to see how her father would react. She was barely managing to not scream from frustration and pain, and she was wondering in earnest why she’d bothered coming home.

			To his credit, her father took the proclamation in stride. “Ah. Okay. That’s… interesting. Here in Olman County?”

			“Yes, sir,” Garrett answered. “I do have a good job, and I’d hate to leave that. Especially with triplets on the way.”

			Richard nodded, rubbing a hand over his mouth. He looked at Jackie, a hint of sadness in his expression as he sighed. “Well, you’ll need some land for a commune. We have plenty of room here. I think we should deed you a few acres, maybe down on the corner next to the stream. Are you going to grow flowers and vegetables? You could probably get an organic certification and sell your wares at the farmer’s market this year.”

			“Richard, you can’t be serious. You approve of this?” Jackie was practically vibrating with outrage.

			He walked over to her and dropped a kiss on her cheek. “You can’t seriously believe them. They’re kidding. How in the world did this topic come up to begin with?” he asked Joely.

			“Mom thinks I’m pregnant because I’ve gained weight. Told you she would,” she said to Carrie.

			“I know. I’m sorry. I think you look smashing.”

			When Carrie sent her an encouraging smile, Joely breathed a sigh of relief. At least there was that.

			Jackie wasn’t finished. “Richard, this isn’t any laughing matter. If she is pregnant, we’ll have to deal with it. I’m not raising her child.”

			Any humor that had been in the room was sucked out at Jackie’s pronouncement. True anger crossed Beth’s face. Joely was surprised the rest of the family hadn’t shown up in the door to find out what was going on. She figured Ethan, Gordon, and her grandfather were probably outside, else they would have been in the kitchen too.

			“Mom, I’m an adult. I have a good job running my own business. I’ve lived overseas for almost a year. If I were pregnant—which I am not, but if I were—that is my business and mine alone. And you are the last person on the face of the earth I’d want to raise my child. You didn’t want to raise me, and I sure as hell wouldn’t subject an innocent baby to your martyred disappointment. Or have you forgotten what you said to Daddy that night after the camping trip?”

			Jason cursed low from the doorway, one hand running over his closely cropped hair, then tightening into a fist. The look he sent her was full of sympathy and concern.

			Joely hissed out a curse under her breath. She’d done it now. She really hadn’t meant to say that, hadn’t meant to bring it up at all, and had never wanted to throw it in her mother’s face. Especially not like this. But she was still raw from learning about Carrie’s disbelief, tired from the trip, and the words slipped out. Once spoken, they couldn’t be recalled.

			Jackie’s face paled. “What are you talking about?”

			Richard knew though, and pain flashed across his face as he stared at Joely. “You overheard us, didn’t you?”

			Joely gave a single, short nod.

			“We both did,” Jason added, his voice about as grim and quiet as it could be.

			Beth straightened, her gaze going from her parents to Joely, then to Jason. “What did you overhear?”

			Jason sighed. “Mom and Dad were arguing about sending Joely away to boarding school. And Mom basically said that she was too old to raise another child and that she wished she hadn’t had Joely.”

			“What? When? No. Mom, how could you do that? Oh, Joely. Oh, my God.” Beth’s devastation was obvious as she looked from her parents to Joely and back.

			“Why the hell are we just hearing this now?” Richard asked, his voice rough. “That was years ago!”

			Joely had had enough. She stood and handed Cole to Garrett. “Excuse me.”

			If she didn’t get out of the house, away from the hurt, she’d explode. And she had enough pride left not to want that to happen.

		

	
		
			Chapter 6

			After Joely left the kitchen, an awkward silence spread. Beth stood without a word, handed her son to Jason, and followed Joely. Jackie excused herself with a muted apology, hurrying from the kitchen to go upstairs as though she were being chased. No one seemed to know what to say as Ethan, Gordon, and Sampson came in.

			“I probably should have kept my mouth shut.” Garrett reluctantly handed Cole to Ethan. “I’m sorry. I never expected… I made it worse.”

			“No, you were trying to help,” Richard said. “And if it had been anyone except Joely, Jackie would have laughed. I’m sorry, everyone. This isn’t the kind of family dinner we had in mind.”

			“Screw the dinner,” Jason said. “What about Joely? What are you going to do?”

			Richard’s mouth tightened. “I don’t know. Why the hell didn’t you tell us she’d overheard that argument?” His voice was harsh, his eyes shadowed by guilt. “Damn it, Jason! That was seven years ago. Seven fucking years!”

			From the surprised look on Gordon’s face as well as everyone else’s, Garrett realized the doctor’s reaction was unexpected. Given the family’s adherence to the somewhat well-known swear jar they still kept, Garrett supposed it was.

			“We should go,” Carrie said from where she and Robbie stood in the doorway. “Can someone make sure Joely knows we’re available if she needs us? Ethan?”

			The detective nodded. “Absolutely.”

			“We should go as well,” Stacy said. “This is family time.”

			“I’m sorry about all this,” Richard said again. He braced his hands on the counter, staring at the food as though it held the secrets of the universe.

			Knowing the best thing they could do was get out of the way, everyone filed from the kitchen. As they reached the front door, Chase and Annie came in.

			“What’s going on? Why’s everyone so upset?” Chase asked.

			“I’d like to hear that myself,” Sampson put in.

			“I’ll tell you all in a minute,” Jason said as he walked the Gordons, Robbie, and Carrie to the door. “I’m sorry, folks. We’ll see you later.”

			After saying their goodbyes, Gordon, Stacy, and Garrett stopped next to Garrett’s SUV.

			“Well, that was simply awful,” Stacy said. “Poor Joely. She’s such a good, sweet girl.”

			Gordon kissed her temple. “She is that. I’m glad Emma wasn’t here for this. It’s a good thing Ronnie had that grandmother-granddaughter tea to take her to.”

			Garrett agreed. “So what now? Do you all want to go into town, get something to eat?”

			Stacy blew out a breath. “I guess, though I’m not really all that hungry now. What about that new burger place next to the ice cream shop?”

			“Sounds good. I’ll meet you there,” Garrett said.

			He used the drive into town to think about what had happened. Since moving to Leroy the previous fall, he’d spent a lot of time with various Hudsons or Hudsons-by-marriage. He worked with Ethan and Jason, who were two of the most solid cops he’d ever had the pleasure to work with. His brother was a partner in Chase’s law firm, and the whole family had welcomed Garrett as though he were a long-lost member.

			At first, he had thought the family had to be too good to be true. Sure, they bickered and even argued heatedly from time to time, but they were solid. They stood up for one another in a way he’d not seen a lot of. Most of the larger families he’d encountered seemed to have bitter rivalries, petty jealousies, and hidden resentments. But not the Hudsons.

			Yes, there was the concern Ronnie had shared with him over Joely. Aside from that, however, they were almost like something out of a fifties TV show. Emma was starting to think of Jackie and Richard as honorary grandparents, and the Gordons had even spent Thanksgiving and Christmas Day with the family.

			Now, he saw where the cracks in the family’s foundations were. And the cracks were huge.

			He tried to put himself in Joely’s shoes, hearing her parents arguing and her mother stating that she didn’t want her. Imagining it made him cringe. That was the kind of heartbreak that often ruined a child’s life. He remembered what he’d said to her earlier that day, about not coming across as not wanting Emma.

			“Shit. That’s why she got that look on her face. She’s the unwanted child.”

			As soon as they got to the restaurant, he was going to quiz Stacy and Gordon, see what else he could find out about Joely. He should probably steer clear of her, at least until he had a better idea of what the truth about her was, but he was intrigued.

			The fact that his instinct was to rush back to the farm and comfort her raised a warning flag, but he ignored it. She’d fascinated him that morning, and he almost felt compelled to see where that fascination would lead. His gut was telling him there was a lot of depth to Joely Hudson, depth she tried to hide. She was a mystery. And if there was one thing Garrett loved, it was a good mystery.

		

	
		
			Chapter 7

			Joely didn’t know where to go or what to do. She made it to the edge of the yard behind the garage and stood there, arms wrapped around her middle, and tried to hold on to her emotions. Within a minute, Beth had caught up to her.

			“Hey,” Joely said. “That was fun, don’t you think?”

			Beth slowly shook her head, keeping her eyes on Joely’s face. “Not even a little. At least not after you dropped that bombshell. Honey, why didn’t you tell me about this?”

			Joely shrugged. “It didn’t matter. It was over and done with. Besides, what were you going to do about it? You can’t make Mom feel differently. If I’d told you about it, all I would have accomplished was causing hard feelings. Maybe it would have guilted Mom into pretending she gave a fuck. Affection that’s forced is worthless. I’d rather have her indifference.”

			Her sister was fighting hard to bite her tongue, Joely could tell. With a shake of her head, Beth succeeded. “Well, all this mess aside, you know you are always, always welcome at my house. No matter what. Will you stay with us for a while?”

			“If you’re sure.” This time when Beth’s eyes narrowed, Joely forced a smile. “I know you want me. I’d be happy to stay. Not long, mind you—only until I figure out where I’m going. And right now? India is not out of the realm of possible. I’m starting to wonder why I bothered coming home.”

			Beth linked their arms together. “Oh, that’s easy. You came home because you missed my sparkling wit and excellent cooking.”

			Joely snorted. “Definitely. Your cooking is internationally renowned.”

			“It’s not as bad as it was. With two little guys needing nourishment, I’m learning fast. Especially since I’m home with them more than I’m not. Come on, let’s get you home. Get some food in you, get you some rest, let you play with your nephews for a while… everything will look better tomorrow.”

			“Yeah? I wish I could believe that,” Joely told her as they went around the garage to the driveway.

			“Hey, look at the bright side. At least Garrett’s on your team. That was a priceless defense. I may hug him for that.”

			Joely snorted. “It was pretty imaginative. Guess he gets being nice from his brother.” Any chance she’d had of the man being seriously interested in her had probably flown right out the window after that scene. She tried to tell herself it didn’t matter, that she wouldn’t have returned his interest even if it had existed. Her keys were in her pocket, and her purse was in the car. “Do you think I should go back in?”

			“Not unless you want to. Everyone’s emotions are too high right now. Uh-oh. Speaking of…”

			Richard came out the front door as they reached Joely’s car. She sighed, knowing she couldn’t drive away like she wanted to.

			“Beth, I need a minute with your sister.” Though the words were quiet, his expression was implacable.

			After Joely nodded, Beth conceded. “I’ll go get Ethan and the boys.”

			Joely watched her go in the house before turning toward Richard. She waited for him to speak, hoping he’d try to make amends but terrified he wouldn’t. For perhaps the first time in her life, she saw Richard Hudson at a loss for words.

			“I don’t know what to say to you,” he finally told her. “I don’t… I can’t begin to tell you… I’m not going to apologize for your mother’s words. I can’t do that, as much as I’d like to. I’ll tell you that I know she loves you and that what you heard isn’t as straightforward as it seems. And I hope she can set things to rights between you.” He ran his fingers into his hair and tugged.

			“As far as myself, I wish to God I could go back to that night, to that whole day, and do it over. There were a lot of things that happened back then that shouldn’t have. I wasn’t in a place to see that at the time. By the time I did, the damage was done. And I’m sorry. From the first moment I found out we were expecting you, I’ve loved you and I’ve wanted you. I’m glad you’re home now. I hope you believe that.”

			Joely wiped her wet cheeks, but there was no way she could lift her gaze to meet her father’s. “I’m going to stay with Beth for a few days. I think we all need some space right now. What with everything that’s going on with Carrie, it’s probably best that we all pretend this never happened. At least for a little while.”

			Richard blew out a breath. “Okay. If that’s what you want. But only for a little while.” He held out his arms, and Joely let him give her a brief hug. “I love you, baby girl. Call me?”

			“We’ll see.”

			Ethan and Beth came out with the boys then. Joely got in her car and rolled down the window.

			“I’ll head on over, if it’s okay with you,” she told them.

			“Sure. We’ll be there in a few minutes,” Beth answered. “Do you want my keys so you can go in?”

			“No, I’ll wait on the porch.” With a small wave, she drove away. Beth and Ethan lived only a couple of minutes down the road, and it was a short trip.

			“I think I’ll see if they mind if I take a nap,” she said as she pulled into their driveway. She was so tired, all she wanted to do was sleep. And right now, that was about as much as she could handle.

			[image: ]

			Getting Joely settled into the large bedroom Beth and Ethan had built downstairs didn’t take much. She only had four bags and a laptop.

			“Where’s the rest of your stuff?” Beth asked once they had her bags inside.

			“It should be here this week. I shipped it. And there were only three big boxes. I lived frugally in India. Most of my things are boxed up at the farm.”

			Beth laughed. “I guess I’ve forgotten what it’s like, being fresh out of college and not having a ton of belongings to lug everywhere. Do you need anything else?”

			Joely yawned. “No, just a nap. This is a nice room. I’m surprised you two went back upstairs after the boys were born.”

			“Well, we were kind of attached to that room,” Beth admitted, her cheeks heating. “Besides, it’s closer to the nursery. You take as long as you need. We’ll be out here. Oh, do you need me to make a grocery run, get you something special? I don’t know what all we have that’s gluten-free.”

			“No, I’m fine. As long as you have canned or frozen veggies, I can make something up. Thank you.”

			“Okay. Let me know if you need anything. We’ll be right down the hall.” With a smile, Beth left, closing the door.

			Beth stood in the hallway for a minute, letting the hurt of the day wash over her. She wanted to try to get the worst of it out of her system before joining Ethan and the boys in the dining room. To that end, she went down the hall and onto the back porch for some air.

			Once she had a handle on her feelings, she went back inside where the boys were finishing their lunches. Seeing their sweet baby faces smeared with spaghetti sauce, all the anger she’d managed to shove aside rushed back in.

			Ethan took one look at her and stood, coming around the table to wrap her in a big hug. “It’ll be okay.”

			“You can’t know that.” She kept her eyes on the boys, who were smiling and laughing as they played with their food and babbled at each other. Though they weren’t identical, they had that special twin connection she’d heard so much about.

			“I can’t promise you everything will be fine in a few days, but I don’t see your folks not doing everything they can to fix this. I think if they’d known about it years ago, it might have changed things. Seven years is a long time for a wound like that to fester.”

			She nodded, snuggling closer to him. “It is. And I’m going to have a few words with Jason as soon as I can, find out why he didn’t let us know about it sooner. Speaking of Jason…”

			Ethan tipped her face up and gave her a soft kiss. “He’s in trouble.”

			After Ethan had told her Jason was at a hotel last night, they’d discussed concerns they’d both been sitting on for some time. It turned out Beth wasn’t the only person in the family who’d wondered if something was wrong.

			“I know. And I don’t know how to help him. I really thought I’d done something and that was why Hannah had cooled toward me. But that she’s turned cold with Jason too? That kills me.”

			“All we can do is be there for him. You know that.”

			“Yes, and it sucks. How long should I give the folks before I talk to them?”

			Ethan chuckled and squeezed her tighter, lifting her off her feet. “I love you. Have I told you that today?”

			Beth smiled up at him. “Not enough. I can never hear it enough.”

			He kissed her again. “Well, I do. And I’ll leave that timeline up to you. You know your mom better than I do.”

			“So you’re not going to tell me to not push her?”

			“Nope. I think she needs pushed. I know Jackie loves Joely. Whatever caused her to say what she did, it had to be extreme. And as much as I know things happen, that tempers and emotions flare, I keep thinking about what Joely was like that summer. You didn’t see it since you were out and about in the big, wild world. She was so miserable, so hurt, and it all makes sense now.”

			That fateful summer was the one year Beth hadn’t come home from college but had instead done an internship at a large newspaper near the town where she’d gone to school.

			“So you really think we’ll figure it out?” she asked, needing his assurances again.

			“I do. And I think it’s going to be interesting to watch Joely and Garrett, but you didn’t hear that from me. Did he really say ‘turkey-baster method’?”

			Thinking about the joke, she grinned. “Yes. And he played it totally straight. All those pranks you’ve told me about that someone’s been playing on Jason? I’ll bet Garrett was behind them.” She traced a hand lightly over his chest. “I hope he understands that she’s not someone to be toyed with.”

			Ethan laced his fingers together at her waist and looked down at her indulgently. “Want me to give him a brotherly reminder?”

			“Please?”

			“Consider it done.”

			As Cole announced his desire to get down by throwing his cup onto the floor, she stepped away from Ethan with a sigh. “You like Garrett, right? He’s a good guy?”

			“Yes, and yes. He’s a good father, and he’s got enough of his brother in him that I wouldn’t feel too concerned about his interest in Joely.”

			Beth wiped Cole down as Ethan did Ian. “I’m going to tell Gordon you said that.”

			He winked at her. “I’ll deny it.”

			She stuck her tongue out at him. While she knew the next few weeks were probably going to hold some measure of unpleasantness for her sister, Beth had been through enough struggles to realize that sometimes the bad was what you had to go through to appreciate the good. It seemed as though Joely had already experienced more than her share of the bad, and Beth hoped that meant the good was just around the corner.

		

	
		
			Chapter 8

			He was in line at The Brown Bag when the cute little brunette sitting with Robbie Bailey caught his attention. It took him a few moments to place her, but when he did, the realization took him somewhat aback. Joely Hudson. She’d grown up since the last time he’d seen her, and he liked what he saw.

			Given his current personal situation, there wasn’t anything he could do about that attraction. At least not anything realistic. That didn’t mean she couldn’t play an active role in his fantasies.

			Once he got his to-go order, he stopped by their table. After all, it only made sense that he’d be polite and say hello. “Hey, Robbie. Long time, no see. How are you?”

			“Hey, yourself,” the former deputy said with a smile. He stood and they shook hands. “I’m doing okay. How about you?”

			He held up his order. “You know how it goes. I can’t complain. Say, how’s Carrie doing?”

			Robbie exchanged a look with Joely. “She’s holding her own. It’s been rough though. The funeral was hard. I figured we might see you at the visitation.”

			“I hoped to stop by, but I got busy with work. Will you let her know I’m thinking of her?”

			“Sure. Stay safe out there.”

			Joely echoed Robbie’s words, her smile friendly but impersonal. That was fine. He had an active imagination, and it wouldn’t take much effort to twist things around in his favor.

			As he went to his vehicle, he laughed to himself. That little mess Trey London had talked about cleaning up was taking out Carrie’s uncle. He’d gotten to see London’s handiwork up close and personal, and when he’d put it together, he’d sent his friend a text on the anonymous phone he kept for his off-book work. But for a single mistake—moving the body—the death would have been ruled accidental. He hadn’t been able to resist teasing London about that.

			London had called him. “What the fuck, man? I got sloppy. Think you can keep an eye open for me, let me know if they start putting things together?”

			“Sure. I’ll be glad to.” It was the least he could do as he still owed London for a favor the man had done him on the last job they’d worked together.

			So he’d hung close to the cops working on the case, eavesdropping casually the way he had a hundred times before. Since he was a colleague, getting information for London was simple enough.

			Thinking about Carrie made him think about Joely. He remembered then that the two women were best friends, and he smiled.

			“Two birds and all that shit,” he said to himself as he unwrapped his sandwich. “Oh, yeah. This is definitely going to be fun.”

			Things had gotten boring lately, but they were starting to heat up nicely. He might even have to send London a gift to say thank you.

		

	
		
			Chapter 9

			After finishing breakfast, Joely and Robbie parted ways outside The Brown Bag. She’d been thrilled to discover that her favorite coffee shop now had a gluten-free menu. Having at least one place she could go on a regular basis and grab quick, high-quality food was comforting in a way she’d be hard-pressed to put into words.

			She walked down the street past Sew On and So Forth, the shop where she’d worked as a teenager and during breaks, past the now-vacant building that had housed The Gallery on Main, and past the newly rebuilt Hudson Law Offices where her uncle John practiced. Her destination was the last building on the street, across the highway from the Riverwalk—Annie’s Arbor, her sister-in-law’s flower shop. She’d met with Annie the day before to look at the apartment above the shop.

			“Please know that if you don’t like it, you won’t hurt my feelings,” Annie had said as she and Joely walked up the steps that led from the parking lot in the back of the building to the apartment. “I thought it might be ideal for you to use for a while.”

			“I’m kind of surprised you haven’t rented it out before now,” Joely admitted. They reached the large deck at the top of the stairs. It was nearly twelve feet deep and ran the width of the building. To her right, a section of the deck was screened in. “This is nice.”

			Annie smiled as she unlocked the door. “I think so. The screened-in part has a door that leads into the half bath and on into the apartment. Here we are.”

			Joely stepped in, taking in the open space. “Wow, this is… it’s huge compared to what I’m used to.”

			The flat she’d rented in India was tiny, less than three hundred square feet. It had barely been big enough for Joely to set up an office, much less anything else. This apartment, however, had to be at least a thousand square feet. The ceilings were tall—nine feet, she guessed—and the walls were exposed brick all around the perimeter. Distressed, highly polished wood floors stretched the length of the apartment, giving the space a renovated industrial feel even though the building was barely over a year old, having been rebuilt after the same fire that had taken out the law offices.

			To the right, an open galley-style kitchen was laid out, equipped with top-of-the-line appliances and a wall of cabinets. A door opened on either end of that wall, which divided the living area from what was presumably the bedroom.

			“This goes to the half bath and utility room,” Annie told her, leading her to the nearest door. “And there’s a connecting door to the bedroom.”

			Joely followed her through the door, which revealed a large bedroom complete with ceiling fan and fireplace. Two windows on the front wall looked out onto the street below.

			“This is awesome. How much is the rent?” Joely asked as they circled into the living room. There was another fireplace there, plus plenty of room at the end of the kitchen for a small table.

			“Five hundred.”

			“Annie…”

			“That’s fair. Maybe it’s the family discount, but I figure I don’t have to worry about security deposits and all that stuff with you. After all, I know where your entire family lives. If you skip out on me, I’ll take it out on your brother.”

			Joely laughed. “There is that.”

			“Do you think this place would work?”

			“Are you kidding me?” Joely shook her head, incredulous, as she opened up the armoire-style refrigerator that was big enough to hold groceries for a family of four with room to spare. The dishwasher and stove were as nice. “If you let me rent this place, I may never leave. I could set up the living room over here,” she said, pointing at the corner of the room in the front of the building. “And I could put my office back here next to the door. I’d have my own window and everything. And these sills are so wide, I can probably start herbs or flowers or something.”

			Annie was grinning widely, clearly pleased with Joely’s response. “So? Do you want it?”

			“What do you think? When can I move in?”

			“Today if you can get furniture here.” Annie jumped up and down, then hugged her. “I’m so glad you like it. When we rebuilt the shop after the fire, I told Chase I wanted to make this place into an apartment you’d like. I so hoped you’d come home and stay.”

			Annie’s enthusiasm went a long way toward soothing Joely’s hurt from her mother’s unhappy response to her presence. When she said as much, Annie’s mood grew serious.

			“I think Jackie will come around. Now that everything’s out in the open, give it some time. It will work out.”

			“I hope so.” Joely shook her head, still looking around the space. “I would have chosen these colors, you know.” The space was decorated in neutral but warm tones, and in her mind’s eye, she could see how it would look once outfitted.

			“Well, I did pick your brain when we were at that stage. Remember?”

			Joely was stunned and not a little touched. “You really designed this with me in mind, didn’t you?”

			“Like I said, I hoped you’d come home and stay for a while. And I know you like your independence, so it was a weighted guess you’d need an apartment.”

			With some work projects hanging over Joely’s head and with Annie needing to get back to the shop, they didn’t linger. Even though she was eager to set up her first real apartment Stateside, Joely couldn’t neglect her responsibilities to her clients. She left Annie’s with a promise to come back the next day to settle up, then headed to Beth’s house to play catch-up from the days where she’d lost ground. She worked into the night, finally getting in bed after one a.m.

			Now, as she let herself into the flower shop, she went through her mental checklist again. She’d called the day before to get the utilities transferred into her name, and she had an appointment set up for two days from now—Saturday afternoon—for high-speed Internet to be installed.

			“There you are. Are you ready for the keys?” Annie asked.

			“I am. And I’ll be leaving here to go get furniture.” She named a local bargain outlet. “Is that still a good place to start?”

			“Absolutely. They even have delivery. Did Chase get up with you about your things from India?”

			Joely smiled. “He did. I’m hoping to get the furniture here today or tomorrow morning. I’ll probably stay with Ethan and Beth tonight, then move in here tomorrow evening. I’ll be helping Carrie with sorting through Ron’s things tomorrow during the day.”

			Annie eyeballed her with concerned amusement. “When are you planning to sleep, girl?”

			Joely laughed. “Sleep is overrated. I’m fine. I’ll crash Saturday after the cable guy leaves.”

			“Oh, to be your age again and have that boundless energy.”

			“Please. You’re not even ten years older than me.”

			“Yeah, well, it’s a long ten years. Do you need anything? Hands helping you move? Food? Drink? Handsome, shirtless men?”

			They burst into laughter.

			“Only if I’m not related to them,” Joely told her once she’d stopped snorting. “But I’m fine. I’m actually excited, if you want the truth. I think this is going to be fun.”

			“When are you planning to get your things from the farm?”

			“If I have time, tonight or tomorrow evening. Ethan’s volunteered his truck for transport.” She traced the petal of a daisy. “I’m dreading Sunday dinner. I don’t know if I want to try to show up or avoid it.”

			“I’d play it by ear if I were you. Maybe we can move it to someone else’s house. Get you and Jackie on neutral territory.”

			Joely nodded. “That sounds good. I don’t know if she’ll go for that or not.”

			“I’ll make some calls, see what we can set up.”

			“Thanks, Annie.”

			Keys to the apartment in hand, Joely headed for the bargain store. She had a healthy bank account, and if she found pieces she liked, she’d simply pay cash. That said, she wasn’t going to rush into any purchase, except possibly getting a desk so she’d be able to set up her office.

			As she took her time looking through the furniture store, she heard a small child’s laughter filtering through the aisles. Her thoughts went back to the day of the funeral and her first glimpse of Garrett’s daughter, Emma.

			After the funeral, Robbie had taken Carrie home to get some rest, as she’d been exhausted by the emotional roller coaster of the last few weeks. Not wanting to stick around and possibly face another scene with her parents, Joely had been preparing to leave as well when Wyatt Dixon had asked her to stay.

			“Jason’s on his way out. He has some new information, and he specifically requested you be here.”

			“Okay.” She hadn’t been happy about that, but what could she do? Say no? Partly in self-defense and partly because she wasn’t used to sitting and not doing anything, she’d gone to her car to get her knitting bag.

			Beth had joined her. “Want me to stick close to you?”

			“If you can. I’m sorry—I shouldn’t be such a big baby about it, I know, but I’m not ready to face the parents.”

			Beth dismissed her words with a wave. “I don’t blame you. And you’re not a big baby for not liking confrontation.”

			They’d almost made it back to the porch when a dark green SUV pulled up. Joely swore quietly. “And there’s someone else I’m not ready to face on my own.”

			Garrett got out and waved, then opened the back door. A few seconds later, a tiny girl climbed out, stopping to grin up at him. When he gently tugged on one of her pigtails, Joely’s heart melted.

			“Oh, my God. Look at her. She’s adorable,” she told Beth in a hushed voice as Emma preceded him up the walk.

			The little girl stopped two steps below them, tilting her head as she looked from Beth to Joely. With black hair and green eyes, she did look like a miniature, female version of Galen Gordon. And when she grinned, her dimples popped out, matching her father’s and her uncle’s. “Hiya, Miss Beth. Where are my babies?”

			Beth laughed softly. “Hiya, Miss Emma. Your babies aren’t here today. They’re with their other grandma, I’m sorry to say.”

			“Oh. Okay.” Emma’s attention shifted to Joely. “Who’re you?”

			“I’m Joely, Beth’s sister,” she explained. “I’ve heard a lot about you. It’s a pleasure to meet you, Emma Gordon.”

			Emma’s pigtails bounced as she nodded. She went up the steps, then stopped on the porch. Reaching out, she traced the embroidered pattern on the side of the bag Joely carried. “Whatcha got in there? It’s pretty.”

			“Emma,” Garrett groaned.

			“Well, it is, Daddy.”

			Joely laughed and pulled out the end of the scarf she’d been working on. “This is something I’m making.”

			Emma’s eyes widened as she petted the scarf as though it were a cat. “Wow.”

			Garrett went on up the wide steps past her, then opened the front door. “Come on with you, young lady. Your memaw’s waiting for you.”

			“Okay. Will you be here later?” Emma asked Joely.

			“I will.”

			“Okay.” And with that, she went inside.

			Garrett stood there for a moment, shaking his head. “She hasn’t gotten down the concept of personal boundaries. Sorry.”

			Joely grinned at him cheekily as she walked past him into the house. “Of course she hasn’t—she’s four. And she’s adorable.”

			He laughed as he let Beth pass, then came in behind her. “Thanks.”

			Ronnie left with Emma not long after that. Though Joely was disappointed to not get to see more of the little girl, she also knew the timing wasn’t ideal for a visit. Besides, she didn’t know how much of Emma she wanted to see. She found Garrett too attractive for her peace of mind. Add in Emma’s cuteness and the gentle way he’d interacted with his daughter, and the man was downright dangerous.

			Joely excused herself for a few minutes of privacy in the bathroom before Jason got to the farm. “Garrett’s way out of your league, and you’d do well to remember that. He’s a straitlaced cop, and even if he does find your assets attractive, that’s all it is. Typical male admiration,” she told her reflection as she washed her hands.

			Joely knew she was cute, could be considered pretty under the right circumstances, and might pass for beautiful once in a long while. She was probably a six or a seven. But she was also eccentric, liked doing her own thing, and didn’t conform easily to other people’s expectations. She lived to please herself and was something of a free spirit. So while the straitlaced cop might fall in love with the eccentric free spirit in romance novels, it didn’t happen in real life. When it did, it led to disaster.

			Even if Garrett did find her amusing and somewhat appealing, she wasn’t the kind of woman that men like him went for long-term. And she wasn’t the kind of girl who did short-term flings. No, it was best if she didn’t even let her mind go down that road of supposition. The what-ifs would eat her alive, and the disappointment when he walked away to go to someone more appropriate would simply hurt too much.

		

	
		
			Chapter 10

			“I’m trying to keep the big picture in mind,” Joely told Beth that next evening as they were preparing dinner. “It’s just a car. Carrie and I got out safe and sound, not even a scratch between us. But damn it, he blew up my car!”

			Beth gave her a quick hug. “I’d rather he blew that up than you, silly.”

			“I know. Me too. Still…”

			Earlier that day, Joely and Carrie had been at Carrie’s uncle’s farm, going through his belongings, when a strange man had shown up, intent on inflicting the most possible harm. Thankfully, they’d been able to escape to a safe room that had a tunnel that led away from the house. Unfortunately, the man had set fire to the house, Carrie’s old trailer, and Joely’s new car before he left. All three were a total loss.

			Much as Jason had predicted once he’d arrived at the scene and things were under control, Beth had put the kibosh on the idea of Joely moving out as she’d planned. “I need you to stay with us tonight. Please. Today was too close, and I need to be able to sneak downstairs and check on you.”

			Joely had happily agreed to stay, not particularly wanting to be on her own after the day she’d had. She’d just put the finishing touches on the roasted chicken dish they were having when the doorbell rang. After wiping her hands on a dish towel, she followed Beth into the living room to see who it was. She wasn’t surprised to see her parents on the porch. What did surprise her was the almost frantic expressions they wore.

			As soon as Beth opened the door, Jackie brushed past her and made a beeline for Joely. “We just heard what happened. I know you’re angry with me right now, but I don’t care. I need to hold you. Come here. Are you okay?”

			Before Joely could answer, Jackie had her wrapped in a tight hug and was rocking her back and forth. Richard wasn’t far behind and put his arms around both of them.

			Stunned, it took her a minute to raise her arms and return the embrace. “I’m fine. Without a car, but fine.”

			Jackie pulled back and cupped her face. “Are you sure? Jason called and told us about the arsonist. He said it was close.”

			Richard pushed the hair back off Joely’s forehead. “He said you were lucky to have gotten out of there, and they still haven’t caught the guy who set the fires.” He looked at Beth. “What are you doing for security? Sampson will probably be here soon too, by the way.”

			“Ethan will be home shortly, we’re keeping the doors locked, and there are two gun safes, one on each floor, with guns. But I thought Jason said they were speculating the guy had left the state. Joely and Carrie ID’d him. Trey London? He’s associated with the Jacobis?”

			“That’s what Jason and Wyatt said,” Joely confirmed. “You know Ethan won’t let anything happen to Beth and the boys. We’re perfectly safe here.”

			Hatcher Jacobi was a well-to-do businessman from nearby Jefferson County, Indiana. He’d died back in December, and information had come to light since Carrie’s uncle’s death last week that Jacobi was, in fact, Carrie’s biological father. The sheriff’s department was investigating, and there were strong indications that Hatcher Jacobi’s widow, Connie, was involved up to her neck with Ron’s death.

			“Regardless, we’re going to worry. Have you decided what to do about your car?” Richard asked. He and Jackie finally stepped back, though they didn’t go far.

			Joely crossed her arms loosely. “I don’t know. Jason loaned me his Jeep for now. I hate to know what this will do to my insurance rates. Molly started a claim, and I guess I’ll know in a couple of days how that’s going to go.”

			“Were you leasing or financing it?” her father asked.

			The sound of a baby waking came from upstairs, and Beth excused herself.

			Joely swallowed down her panic at being left alone with her parents and told herself to suck it up. “Financing. I could have paid cash, but I got a great interest rate. It made more sense to leave the cash in the bank and do payments.”

			Jackie’s eyebrows went up. “Where in the world did you get that kind of money?”

			Joely felt her hackles rise, but she forced herself to not overreact. “I’ve saved it. Not counting Daddy and Chase, I probably make more annually than anyone else in the family. Cost of living in India was minimal, I don’t have any college debt thanks to the trust fund Poppy set up for me, and I’ve worked since I was sixteen. It didn’t take long for it to build up.”

			She headed into the kitchen to check the food. Her parents followed slowly, and although she wanted to be rude, she couldn’t. She kept thinking about the flowers her father had sent her a couple of days earlier, complete with an honest-to-God, literal olive branch. “Will you stay for dinner?”

			“We don’t want to barge in,” Jackie said hesitantly.

			Beth came in then with the boys. “You’re more than welcome to stay. Joely made enough for an army.”

			Richard took Ian. Cole was still sleepy and had his thumb in his mouth as he rested against Beth’s shoulder.

			“Whatever it is, it smells good,” Richard said.

			Joely shrugged. “It’s roast chicken with lentils and rice. Oh, and curried butternut-squash soup.”

			“If you’re sure it wouldn’t be a bother, we’ll stay,” Jackie said, brushing her hand over Cole’s head. “Though if it tastes as good as it smells, we might have to leave the chef a tip.”

			Richard nodded. “I hear she needs a new car.”

			“Oh, no. No, no, no. You’re not buying me a car.” Joely propped her hands on her hips.

			“What are you going to do to stop us?” her father asked with an arched brow.

			Speechless, Joely looked from her parents to Beth.

			Her sister shrugged. “He has a point.”

			“So you think I should just let them buy me a car?”

			Beth smiled. “Why not?”

			“Because… because I’m an adult! And it’s a car!” Joely sputtered. She felt as though she’d walked into an alternate universe.

			“Fine. If you don’t want it, then I’ll take it. Mom, Daddy, how about it?” Beth winked at their parents. “You know I like red.”

			Jackie gave a soft laugh. “Like you’d ever get rid of that ratty SUV of yours. It’s practically a member of the family.”

			Beth sighed. “That’s true. I do love the Beast.”

			Ethan came in shortly after with Sampson, and they all sat down to eat. Everyone seemed to be making a concerted effort to keep the conversation as far away as possible from what had happened the previous Sunday. Mostly it revolved around Carrie and Robbie’s engagement, which had happened that afternoon—at the sheriff’s department of all places—and the investigation into Ron Smith’s death.

			“We’re getting frustrated,” Ethan admitted. “There’s not a lot to go on, even with the warrants we served this afternoon.”

			“Do you think this guy will come after Joely and Carrie, given that they saw him?” Jackie asked.

			“I hope not. Wyatt has Garrett checking with airlines and car rental places to see if London took off for somewhere. Given his background, that seems the most likely scenario.”

			Joely fumbled her fork when Ethan mentioned Garrett’s name. She didn’t miss the searching glance he sent her way after she dropped the fork, but she did ignore it. She felt a bit like an ostrich that kept burying its head in the sand, what with all the things she was ignoring. Garrett’s attractiveness was nearly at the top of the list.

			Richard and Jackie didn’t linger after the meal, though they both did hug Joely again, and tightly. She let Ethan and Beth show them out as she headed for the kitchen to clean up. When Beth came in a few minutes later, arms crossed and a thoughtful expression on her face, Joely was almost afraid to ask. Almost.

			“What?”

			“I think you should let them buy you a car if they offer again.”

			Joely frowned. “I don’t want to be indebted to them.”

			“I understand that. But they want to do it. I think they need to do it. Consider it a very, very nice peace offering. And it isn’t like they can’t afford it. You do remember that our father is a doctor, right?”

			Joely stuck her tongue out at Beth. “Of course I remember that. But if I let them buy me a car, I’ll feel like I’ve put a price on my emotions. Worse, they might feel like I can be bought. I don’t want that. I’ve never wanted that. I only ever wanted their approval, and when I saw that wasn’t going to happen, at least not with Mom, I stopped letting myself want it.”

			“But it never stopped mattering, did it?” Beth squeezed Joely’s shoulders. “You have the unfortunate luck of having both the Hudson stubbornness and the Olman obstinacy. The rest of us only have some of one or the other.”

			“Excuse me?” Joely laughed. “You’re trying to say I’m more stubborn than you and Chase and Jason? I don’t think so.”

			“I do. And I think it’s because things haven’t come as easily to you as they did to us. You had to fight and scrape emotionally growing up where we didn’t. That hard head isn’t a bad thing. But at the same time, now that all of what happened with you and the folks way back when is out, I don’t want to see your stubborn pride get in the way of reconciliation. That isn’t a dig at you, by the way.”

			Joely shot her a skeptical look. “Sure feels like one.”

			“It isn’t. I guess I’m asking you to try to look at your relationship with Mom now through an adult’s eyes and not through the eyes of that hurt sixteen-year-old kid. Neither of you is in the same place you were then. Maybe you’re in a place where you can understand each other enough to find some middle ground, build a friendship. Maybe you aren’t. As much as I hate to say it, sometimes families just don’t work the way you want them to. That may be the case with you and Mom. But give her a fair shot to try to fix things. Okay?”

			Though it pained her to admit Beth had a point, she did. “Okay. I’ll do my best.”

			“That’s all any of us can do, honey.”

			“What if it isn’t good enough?” Joely asked quietly.

			Beth looked away, her smile sad. “Then at least you tried. But I have faith.”

			Joely leaned against her. “Thank you. I’m glad I have you for a sister, you know that?”

			Beth put an arm around her shoulders and grinned. “I kinda figured you were. Let’s go play with the boys. Let this kitchen take care of itself for a while.”

			“After you.”

			Following her sister from the room, Joely sighed. Faith was one thing she’d been short on with regards to her mother. Maybe it was time she tried to change that.

		

	
		
			Chapter 11

			In town, word had spread about the fires. Given that Carrie was a dispatcher for the county and Joely was a family member of two sheriff’s deputies, the entire law-enforcement community was abuzz and on high alert. Since he was on the fringe of that community, he heard all about the arson from several different sources, including learning who they were looking at for setting it.

			As soon as he was able, he called London. He didn’t waste time on preliminaries. “What the hell happened?”

			“I figured you’d call. I had to hit the road, man. How big is the mess?”

			“Pretty big. They know it was you, and they’ve issued warrants.”

			London cursed. “Did the women make it out, or do I have to worry about a manhunt?”

			“They made it out. Did you mean to kill them?” He paced away from the door he was standing in, smiling at the man who’d come in the building. He’d spoken low enough that he didn’t have to worry about having his conversation overheard. “Is that something I need to take care of?”

			“Not just yet. I didn’t care one way or another since I’d already planned to leave. I wanted to destroy as much of the house as I could. If they start causing trouble, start pushing for the cops to find me beyond a token effort? I’ll have you handle it for me. I will need you to keep an eye on them.”

			He hated hearing that, he really did. At least the part about cleaning up London’s mess. He hoped it wouldn’t come to that. But he owed London, and if that was the favor the man called in, that’s what it was. As to the other… keeping an eye on Joely Hudson dovetailed perfectly with his fantasies.

			“You let me know what you need done and I’ll do it.”

			London cursed again. “I have to go. No one knows I have this phone, so I’m not going to ditch it yet. I’ll call you.”

			After they hung up, he went outside and walked down the street a short way. It was closing in on ten o’clock, and the night was foggy. He was in the middle of a twelve-hour shift, then he’d have a three-day weekend. He’d have as much time as he wanted or needed to follow Carrie and Joely around. Since his wife worked almost exactly the opposite his own schedule, he wouldn’t have to worry about answering any of her questions.

			He didn’t like thinking about his wife. That was an area of his life where he’d failed miserably. She hadn’t told him she didn’t want kids until they were married, and though he’d tried several times to change her mind, even going so far as to sabotage her birth control, he’d not succeeded. He suspected she’d had several abortions, but he’d not been able to prove it.

			Neither of them believed in divorce, and knowing they were stuck with one another made the misery that much more intense. So it was fine with him that they only saw each other once a week or so. Anything more and he wouldn’t be able to keep from killing her.

			He needed to go back inside soon, else he’d draw more attention than he wanted. It was only the first of March, and he wasn’t wearing a coat. But the night air felt fresh, cool, and alive. When an alarm sounded, he cursed.

			“Guess I’ll get air another time.”

			Right now, duty called, and just as he was compelled to do with Trey London, he had to answer the siren. Duty was the one constant in his life, and he wasn’t about to let his responsibilities slide.

		

	
		
			Chapter 12

			Joely had just returned from the post office on Tuesday morning and changed into her work uniform of yoga pants and a loose T-shirt when her mother showed up. Joely let her in without speaking.

			“You’ve really been busy here,” Jackie said, glancing around nervously. Her hands were clasped together at her waist. “This is nice.”

			“Thanks.” She watched her mother take a few steps toward the living room. The belt of her coat was tied so tightly, Joely wondered how she could breathe. Over-tightening her belt was something Jackie did when she was nervous, as was the hand-clasping. “So what brings you here today?”

			Jackie blew out a breath, then turned to face her. “I want to make things right between us. I need to. And I don’t know where to start.”

			“Neither do I,” Joely admitted before biting her lip. She crossed her arms and shrugged. “I’m… open to suggestions, I guess.”

			“Well, that’s something.” Jackie laughed, though the sound was more sad than anything. “I can’t go back and make up for the way things were between us when you were a child. This is so hard to admit, but I did resent you. That was one hundred percent on me. I judged you on your brothers’ and sister’s merits and not your own. I guess I still do. It’s hard for me to focus on who Joely Hudson the person really is and not who I perceive you to be. That’s something I have to work on.”

			Even though they were finally coming clean and talking as adults, hearing the words hurt. Joely raised a hand to her throat as though to protect herself from the pain. “That’s all I’ve ever wanted, for you to see me. And when I thought you weren’t going to ever do that, I guess I did my best to demonstrate exactly what you accused me of. Minus the drugs, boys, and drinking. I’ve never done any of that. It never would have been on my terms, and I didn’t want to let you win.”

			“Oh, Joely.” Her mother closed her eyes briefly. “We’ve got a lot of work to do, don’t we?”

			“Sounds like it.” Joely went to her desk and picked up a hair band, then pulled her hair into a ponytail. “It’s not something we’re going to fix in a day.”

			“No. But I do want to try. If you’re willing. I… I’d understand if you weren’t.”

			Joely had to swallow back her emotions, but after a moment, she managed it. The family had met in the park on Sunday for a picnic instead of going to the farm, and things had been civil but strained. As much as the stubborn child in her wanted to deny it, her mother had done her best then to offer a figurative olive branch. Now it was Joely’s turn to be the adult.

			Walking over to her mother, she held out her hand to shake. Jackie blinked, but she took the proffered hand.

			“Hi. I’m Joely Renee Hudson. Nice to meet you.”

			Jackie shook her head and used their connection to pull her close for a hug. “I’m Jackie. It’s nice to meet you too.”

			There was no way to know if this was really a new start or if they’d fall back into old habits. But remembering that faith Beth had spoken about, Joely decided to try to believe it was real. She wanted it to be, and for now, that’s what she’d go with.

		

	
		
			Chapter 13

			Though he usually picked Emma up from Ronnie’s house around five thirty, Garrett had called on his way home Thursday night to beg for an extra hour.

			“If I don’t get out and run a little tonight, I’m going to pull my hair out,” he’d told her.

			“Bad day, honey?”

			“Let’s say it presented its own set of challenges and leave it there. I hate to ask.”

			She laughed. “Hush. You know I’m happy to have her. Besides, this will give us time to finish a project we’re working on. You head on over when you can.”

			“Thank you.”

			Garrett didn’t know what he would do without Ronnie Johnson. She’d been one of the biggest blessings in his life, probably the biggest next to having Emma and building a relationship with his brother. If he hadn’t had her to rely on, he didn’t know if he could have survived being a single father.

			He tried not to take advantage of her generosity, but sometimes it couldn’t be avoided. He knew Ronnie had her own life, and he did his best to respect that. Most of the time, he was able to give her at least a few hours’ warning if he was going to be delayed in getting Emma, especially if it was going to be a long delay. But he’d been run ragged today and hadn’t had time.

			As soon as he got home, he changed into running clothes and warmed up, doing his stretches on the front porch. His house faced a large park, and he had a couple of jogging circuits he liked. Tonight he’d be taking the long way, and he headed down the street that led back down the hill toward downtown Leroy and the riverfront.

			The last few days had been somewhat trying, starting with the house fire on Friday that had almost killed Joely and Carrie. The stress from that had barely calmed down when word came in on Saturday morning that the woman apparently involved in the death of Carrie’s uncle had suffered a massive stroke. She was in a hospital in Cincinnati and wasn’t expected to recover.

			That wouldn’t have been so hard for the investigative team to take if they’d been able to catch Trey London, the arsonist and the man whom they thought had killed Ron Smith. But London had fled the country almost before they knew who he was, and from what Garrett had discovered, London wouldn’t be coming back anytime soon.

			For the members of the sheriff’s department who’d worked on the case, and particularly those members who were personally invested in the outcome, London’s escape was frustrating beyond words.

			It didn’t end there. Word had come in tonight, right before Garrett had left, that Connie Jacobi had died. He knew Carrie and Joely had gone up to Cincinnati that morning to visit Carrie’s half sister, and he knew the day had probably turned out to be rough. That bothered him more than it should, and he berated himself for feeling that concern.

			Garrett had always been stubborn. He didn’t think anyone in his family who had Gordon blood could claim to be anything but stubborn. So when he’d been warned to watch himself as it pertained to Joely not once, not twice, but four damn times, his stubbornness had reared its ugly head. He found Joely fascinating and attractive on multiple levels, but even if he hadn’t already been intrigued by her, he’d be curious after all the warnings.

			The first caution to watch himself had come from Jason. It was perfectly understandable, as she was the detective’s kid sister. Robbie Bailey had been the second to speak to him. After learning some of the details about their history from Gordon and Stacy, that made sense too.

			When Ethan had asked him what his intentions were, Garrett had gotten annoyed. But again, he understood the other man’s concern. Joely was Ethan’s wife’s baby sister, and Garrett knew how close the Hudson family was. Just because Ethan didn’t share that last name didn’t mean he wasn’t an integral part of the family.

			But when his own brother had warned him about hurting Joely, Garrett finally lost his temper.

			“What the hell, Galen? What is it about me that has you all so convinced I’m going to toy with her affections and ruin the girl?” he snapped. “What have I ever done to make you think I’d do that?”

			They’d been having lunch at The Brown Bag, and as Gordon’s words had caught him off guard, Garrett’s response hadn’t been quiet. Several patrons turned their heads in the direction of the booth where the men were seated.

			Gordon scowled. “Don’t take my head off. And you haven’t done anything. But Joely’s special, and she’s not someone you can play with and walk away from. Despite the reputation she worked so hard to build when she was a teenager, she’s a reserved, sheltered young woman.”

			“And here I was going to ask her to go get high and have illicit sex in the town square. Damn. Guess I’ll have to find someone else to screw around with,” Garrett said in a low voice.

			This time his brother growled. “Watch yourself, smart-ass. I’m trying to make sure two people I care about don’t get hurt.”

			Garrett counted to ten, then to twenty, before he could answer. “I appreciate the concern. I really do. And I give you my word that I won’t treat her like some damn light-skirt.”

			His words caught Gordon sideways, and his brother snorted with laughter. “Light-skirt? Been reading historicals again?”

			Instead of answering with words, Garrett had simply raised the middle finger of his left hand.

			Gordon sat back and grinned. “Westerns or vampires?”

			“Western vampires, thank you very much. Not that it’s any of your business.”

			Garrett loved to read, loved the escape into fictional worlds that books provided him. He tended to go in waves, jumping from genre to genre. Right now, historical paranormal was his drug of choice.

			Still shaking his head with amusement, Gordon had resumed eating. After he’d swallowed another bite, he returned to his questioning. “What are you thinking in regards to Joely?”

			At that point, Garrett seriously considered walking away. If he’d thought his brother would get the message and leave him alone, he would have. But there was that damned Gordon stubbornness to consider. More than likely, he would follow Garrett wherever he went.

			“I’m thinking she’s funny and she’s beautiful and I’d like to get to know her better. That’s all. Galen, I’ve only ever met her a handful of times. I don’t know enough to think anything more than that. She… she sparkles. And I like what I see, okay?”

			Gordon’s lips were twitching. “She sparkles? What is she, a vampire?”

			This time Garrett narrowed his eyes and sat back, his arms crossed. “Looks like I’m not the only smart-ass at the table.”

			Gordon shrugged innocently. “That’s one interpretation. And I get what you’re saying. That’s why everyone’s so protective of her, I think. Like I said, she’s special. She tries to project this tough image, but if you bother to look beneath that, there’s an insecure, fragile girl who’s been hurt way more than she should have been for someone her age. For what it’s worth, I think the two of you would make a good match. So does Stacy.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Yes. I guess I can tell you this now, since you’ve shown an interest. When we first heard you were moving up here? Joely’s was the first name that crossed Stacy’s lips when she started trying to figure out who to set you up with.”

			Garrett groaned and rubbed his eyes. “I knew it. I knew she was matchmaking.” He was glad his complexion didn’t lend itself to showing embarrassment easily, as he could feel his cheeks heat up.

			“Stacy likes you. And if you ever doubted that she forgave you for starting out so clumsily with her? The fact that she would even entertain the idea of you and Joely should tell you something. Stacy thinks a lot of Joely. Says she sees a lot of herself in the girl.”

			“Joely’s a woman, not a girl. Geez, Galen, you make me feel like a damn creepy old man.”

			“Well, considering I’m technically old enough to be her father? She’s still a girl from where I’m sitting.”

			Garrett snorted. “You aren’t that old.” Gordon was ten years older than his own twenty-eight, and with a start, Garrett realized that made his brother a full fifteen years older than Joely. “On second thought…”

			The narrowed gaze came from Gordon’s side of the table this time. “Watch it, youngster.”

			They both laughed, and Garrett sighed. “Once upon a time, I would have asked her out without even thinking it through. She’s pretty, she’s funny, she’s single… that’s all I would have been worried about. Now though, if I choose poorly, I’m not the only one who potentially gets hurt. And as attractive as I might find someone, if I don’t think they’d be a good match with Emma, I don’t even entertain the idea of dating them. Not even for a casual fling, as you put it. The cost to my daughter is too high.”

			Gordon was studying him closely. “I know it hasn’t been easy for you.”

			“No. But I’m the one who put myself in this position. And I wouldn’t trade Emma for the world. I just get aggravated when everyone seems to assume the worst right out of the gate.”

			His brother wiped his mouth, looking thoughtful. “If you were interested in… let’s say Carrie instead of Joely, I don’t think you’d be getting these warnings. But troubles with her mother aside, Joely got burned pretty badly about the time Beth was shot. I only know about it because I was living in Louisville then and Joely and I met a few times for coffee, sandwiches. I don’t even think her siblings know about it, at least not how bad it was. But they do know she changed after that, and they worry.”

			The fine hair on the back of Garrett’s neck was standing up. “Burned badly how?”

			Gordon’s mouth tightened. “She was involved with a guy. Seriously involved. And she caught him cheating on her. That’s all I can say. If you do end up dating her, she may tell you about it. But it knocked the breath out of her in a way that she’s struggled to recover from. So that’s why I’m asking what your intentions are. If you don’t think you could end up being serious with her, please don’t try. I’d like nothing better than to see you fall in love and get married and live happily ever after with her. But I don’t want to see either of you get hurt. And you could easily hurt her, Gare.”

			Garrett looked at the remnants of his meal. “I can’t promise you I’ll fall in love with her. I don’t know her well enough, as much as I like what I’ve seen so far, to even guess at that. But I’ll do my best to tread lightly, okay?”

			“That’s all I ask.”

			They’d parted ways soon after, with Gordon going back to the law office he shared with Chase Hudson and Garrett going back to work in the sheriff’s department. But for the rest of the afternoon, Gordon’s words had haunted him.

			Now the rhythmic pounding of his feet on the pavement had a calming effect, and by the time he made it halfway down the hill, a lot of the tension he’d been carrying faded. Just getting out and getting some movement that didn’t require him to think was the best medicine he could find.

			He’d almost made it to downtown when he reached a small gas station and grocery store run by a nice Indian couple. When he saw Joely come out dressed in running gear, he didn’t know whether to curse or laugh. As she stashed a small bag in the zippered pocket of her jacket, he slowed to a walk and crossed the parking lot to her.

			“Hey, stranger. What brings you here?” he asked, wiping his arm across his face. He tried to ignore the way her leggings clung to the curves of her calves and thighs.

			She smiled. “Hey back. I needed some spices for a dish I’m making tomorrow, and Raj and Leia’s is the only place in town that has them. You?”

			“Blowing off some steam. Are you heading home?”

			“I am.”

			He glanced over his shoulder in the direction he’d come. “Mind some company? My halfway mark is Annie’s Arbor.”

			She grinned at him. “If you think you can keep up, sure.”

			And she set off, leaving him to follow. She didn’t keep up the fast pace for long, just enough to tease him. After a short distance, they were jogging side by side.

			“How’s Carrie?” he asked.

			“Stressed. I guess you heard about Connie Jacobi?”

			“Yeah. It wasn’t unexpected, was it? Given the shape she was in?”

			“Eh. It kind of was actually. Her doctor ordered an autopsy. The kids were pretty upset, swore that she’d been getting better and was responding to them.”

			Garrett gave a low whistle. “Surely they aren’t thinking someone killed her?”

			“That’s what they’re wanting to find out. So where’s your mini-me?”

			He laughed. “With her grandmother. They’re working on some kind of project. She keeps talking about you, by the way. Emma does, I mean.”

			Joely shot him a look. “Really? Why?”

			“Because you’re that cool lady who let her play with yarn at the picnic Sunday, and you have the pretty fingers.”

			This time Joely laughed, and the happy sound punched him straight in the gut. “I guess she means my nails. She played with them the whole time she was sitting with me, just about.”

			“Yeah, she’s been on Ronnie all week to paint hers. Ronnie isn’t really a fingernail-polish kind of lady though.”

			“Well, I think I can probably set Emma up with someone who is, if you want.”

			Garrett grimaced, realizing his words had probably come across wrong. “I didn’t mean to imply I wanted you to… that is, I don’t mind if you… shit.”

			She was laughing so hard, she had to stop running. “I don’t have to, um, relieve myself, thank you.”

			He backtracked to her and stood there shaking his head as she snickered. “Go ahead. Laugh all you want. I won’t be offended.” He took the opportunity while she was distracted to admire her curves.

			“Oh, I hope not.” She straightened, wiping her eyes. “What I meant was Stacy and I share a similar interest in nail art, and if I can set it up with her, we could do a girls’ day or something and invite Emma. If you think she’s old enough.”

			“She is. And Stacy’s done her nails for her before. But something about yours stood out to Em. You don’t have to do that though.”

			Even in the orange glow of the streetlights, he could see her exasperation. She held her hand out, and he took it.

			“That’s what has her so fascinated.”

			When he looked, he saw that Joely’s nails were covered in tiny shamrocks that sparkled in the light. And he couldn’t help but notice how soft and fragile her hand felt in his. He wanted to lace their fingers together, but he figured that might get him more than an odd glance, given how much of a stranger he really still was. With some reluctance, he let go of her hand, but he did brush his thumb across her knuckles as he released her.

			“Where in the world did you find shamrocks?”

			“I have my sources. I’ll call Stacy and see what she thinks. When’s a good time for Emma?” she asked as they walked. They’d reached the courthouse complex and were only a block away from her apartment.

			“I’m guessing an evening or a weekend is better for you two. We don’t have any firm plans really since she’s only four. You two tell me when and I’ll make it happen.”

			“Okay. She’s a fun kid. You’ve done well with her.”

			He tried to slide his hands into his pockets, but the pants he had on didn’t have any. “I’ve not done it alone. Ronnie’s been a godsend.”

			“Still… she’s a good kid.”

			Instead of going down the sidewalk in front of The Brown Bag, Joely led him to the back of the building. A wide alley ran the length of the block, with extra parking for the businesses and delivery access for each building. It wasn’t terribly dark, but it wasn’t the most well-lit area he’d ever seen.

			“How often do you come out here at night?”

			“Well, since I got here not that long ago, I can’t answer that too accurately. But thus far, I’ve been this way pretty regularly. I try to keep it to daytime hours, but since you’re with me, I figured we’d be safe chancing the dark and gloomy alley.”

			He could hear the laughter in her voice and started to chastise her, but then she looked at him expectantly. Instead of lecturing her, he shook his head. “You aren’t that incautious. I know better.”

			“Oh, really?” she asked, an eyebrow raised. “And how do you know that?”

			“Because you’re the kind of girl who carries a multi-tool in her bag. Remember? You had it at Carrie’s during the fire, and that’s what got you two out of there. Plus you knew about safe rooms, and you’ve got several family members in law enforcement. How many weapons do you have on you right now?”

			She cleared her throat. “Just one or two… or four.”

			They’d reached the back of the flower shop, and she stopped at the gated area beside Jason’s Jeep. Garrett crossed his arms and tried his best stern cop face.

			She sighed. “A whistle, two knives, pepper spray, my cell phone, and sharp, pointy keys. All within easy reach. And I could have picked up several heavy weapons from the items lining the alley if need be. There’s a board with nails on it near Uncle John’s office that would make an excellent mace.”

			Garrett couldn’t help it. He grinned. “I’ll bet you tried to join the Boy Scouts when you were a kid, didn’t you?”

			She mimicked his pose. “Maybe. So?”

			“So it’s a good thing. With those kinds of instincts, how come you didn’t go into law enforcement?”

			“Because I didn’t want to constantly have to battle the bad sides of people. I needed to still be able to believe in the good in the world at the end of the day, and I know you all see more of the dark than the light. I’m not cut out to deal with that face-to-face daily.”

			“It can take its toll.” He wondered what her feelings were on being involved with someone in law enforcement, though he quashed that train of thought before it even took off.

			She looked over her shoulder toward her apartment, then back at him. “Listen, I didn’t get a chance the other day at the fire or on Sunday to say thank you. And I want to do that.”

			“For what?”

			“You know what for. Sticking your neck out there for me with Mom. You didn’t have to do that, and I appreciate your trying.”

			He shrugged, uncomfortable with the thanks. “It didn’t exactly work out the way I’d hoped.”

			“No, but it was funny and sweet. So thank you.”

			Sweet. She thought he was sweet. Yep, that’s what any man under eighty wanted to hear from the woman to whom he was attracted.

			“How are things between you two now? Are they any better?” he asked, shoving his ego aside.

			She leaned against the Jeep. “They’re… a work in progress. Time will tell, I guess. We’ve got a lot of grievances to clear out, and it’s going to take some effort. We’ll see.”

			“Families can be complicated. Yours is a good one. I hope it all works out.”

			Joely tilted her head, studying him. “I take it you’ve had some experience with complicated families?”

			Garrett snorted. “Someday I’ll tell you about my parents. Maybe on Halloween. It’s a good hair-raising story.”

			“Ouch. I kind of figured, given what little Gordon’s said over the years. I’m sorry.”

			“Ah, it is what it is. Anyhow, I guess I’d better head back up the hill. It was nice running with you.”

			“Back at you. Maybe we’ll see each other out there again. Are you sure you’re safe to go back in the dark?” She grinned at him.

			He laughed. “I think so. I’ll see you around.”

			“I’ll look forward to that. Good night. Say hi to Emma for me?”

			“Of course.”

			It took every bit of his willpower to jog away. If he wasn’t terribly late for picking up Emma, he probably wouldn’t have. But the reminder of his daughter stepped in and saved him from possibly making a fool of himself, and he was grateful. Though he figured there was a high probability he’d be asking Joely Hudson on a date soon, he wasn’t quite ready to do that just yet.

			[image: ]

			Once she was safely inside her apartment, Joely raised her hand to look at it. Her fingertips were still tingling where Garrett had touched them. That was okay, she reckoned, as the tingling matched her fluttering heart. The man was too attractive for her peace of mind, that was for damn sure.

			She unzipped her pocket and put the spices she’d purchased on the counter, then gripped the granite edge for support even as she berated herself for being stupid. “He isn’t for you, Joely. No matter how sweetly he smiles at you.”

			It wouldn’t do for her to forget who she was and who Garrett was. No matter how much she wanted to throw that caution aside, serious men like him didn’t go for quirky girls like her, not for long-term commitments. But oh, she wanted to throw that hesitation out the window, possibly more than she’d wanted anything since becoming an adult.

			“Damn. I’m in trouble.”

			She headed for the shower, trying desperately to rebuild her mental wall as she ran the water. Determined to put Garrett Gordon and his too-attractive dimples to the back of her mind, she stripped down and stepped inside the tub. She had enough on her plate without worrying about him, thank you very much. At least that was what she told herself. And that was what she’d have to come to believe if she wanted to keep her heart safe.

		

	
		
			Chapter 14

			The morning after her jog with Garrett, Joely was up early. She’d had disturbing dreams all night—a weird combination of Connie Jacobi’s death mixed with a flirtatious man whose face she never saw and a wild, tangled forest of trees. She did her yoga routine and took a few extra minutes to meditate in an attempt to clear her mind of the disturbing images.

			Once finished, she walked to the open window to get some fresh air. The square outside the apartment was foggy, and the morning was so cool, she’d stayed inside to do her exercises. Despite that damp chilliness, a lone figure was sitting on one of the park benches closest to the river. When she realized who it was, she frowned. “Jason?”

			He looked so dejected, she knew immediately that something was wrong. After closing the window, she grabbed her coat and slid her feet into her hiking boots, then set off to see what in the world was going on. She had to stop on the sidewalk in front of Annie’s Arbor to wait for traffic to clear, and when it did, she dashed across the street. He glanced up as she approached, but he didn’t speak.

			Joely stood in front of him a moment, studying him. His face was etched with fatigue and something else, something she thought might be pain. He was facing the river, his feet on the bench as he sat on the table itself. Not sure where to even start, she eased down beside him. Leaning into him gently, she waited.

			After a couple of long, long minutes, he let out a shuddering sigh. “Hey.”

			“Hey.” When he didn’t say anything else, she bumped his shoulder with hers. “What’s wrong?”

			He moved his head with a jerk. “Hannah came home.”

			Joely slid her arm around his. The tension in his muscles was so high, it felt as if she were hugging a statue. She wasn’t sure she wanted to know, but she had to ask. “And?”

			“She’s filing for divorce.”

			She closed her eyes, letting out a breath of disappointment. “I’m sorry.”

			Jason shrugged. “Yeah.”

			“Where are you staying?”

			“I’ll be at the house. I was with Chase and Annie last night, night before. She came in Wednesday late. She’ll be gone this afternoon. Her daddy hired movers to get her things and take them back,” he told her bitterly.

			“She… what? What do you mean, gone? Where’s she going?” Joely asked, straightening so she could stare at him.

			“Back to New Mexico.”

			She couldn’t comprehend it. “No. She can’t do that. What about Paulo?”

			“He’s going with her. Hell, she didn’t even bring him back. He’s out there with a family friend. Hannah didn’t want to cause ‘unnecessary drama.’”

			Joely shook her head. “She can’t do that. You’re his father.”

			Jason’s laugh was harsh. “Not according to her, I’m not. I’m only his legal guardian in case something happens. She never let the adoption go through—kept saying that he got too many death benefits from his biological father for me to adopt him. It bothered me, but she had a point. I couldn’t take those resources away from him. So all we ever had drawn up was a guardianship paper. Chase is looking into it, but he isn’t hopeful. The best I can probably do is get visitation out there and a couple of weeks a year here. How the hell am I supposed to be his father from fifteen hundred miles away?”

			The anguish in his voice broke Joely’s heart. “Maybe she’ll change her mind.”

			The look he sent her was so full of disillusioned anger, she knew that whatever had happened between him and Hannah was ugly. “And maybe that water out there will turn to grape Kool-Aid,” he said, pointing at the river. “No, she’s done. The only way she’d stick it out is if I give up the badge. Get out of law enforcement entirely. And God help me, I can’t do it. I won’t do it. I might as well cut off my arms.”

			“I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do?”

			He shook his head slowly. “Not a damn thing.”

			“Let me know if that changes?”

			“I will.”

			They fell silent, and after several minutes, Jason sighed again. “I’m supposed to go to Chase’s office here shortly. I’m meeting with Wyatt first to let him know what’s going on. I’ve not worked since Wednesday. I don’t know if I’ll need to fly to New Mexico to check on Paulo or what. Hannah said she’d let us talk via a web call this evening when she gets home, but I don’t know if I believe her. She’s been getting between us for a couple of months now, distancing us. I think she’s been planning this all along.”

			“What does Chase think?”

			“That I’m right, that she’s been planning it for a few months. Ever since I got winged back in November. And what she said Wednesday night pretty much confirmed that. She said she wasn’t cut out to be a cop’s wife. The risk is too big.”

			“Well, I wish like hell she’d figured that out before she married you,” Joely told him angrily. “It isn’t like she didn’t know who you were.”

			Jason put his arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “Knowing it and living it are two different things, kid.”

			“Bullshit. Have you told the family yet? Other than Chase?”

			“Ethan knows something’s up but not the details. I’ll probably tell him today and try to get up with the folks later. I don’t want everyone finding out Sunday at dinner. Speaking of the folks, how are things with you and Mom?”

			“Better. We’re trying to start over and come at things as adults, strangers. Which we are, in a way. Are you sure there isn’t anything I can do?” she asked as he stood.

			Jason stretched, grimacing as he moved too far in one direction. “Just be yourself. I’m glad you’re home. That’s going to help considerably, as much as anything can right now.”

			“Yeah?”

			He kissed her forehead. “Yeah. I’d better go face the music. I’ll see you around, kid. Stay out of trouble, okay?”

			“I’ll try. You do the same.”

			She watched him go, anger and heartache building until she felt as if she could break the metal bench her feet were on. Though she didn’t know Hannah well, as she’d been away at college when the single mother moved to town and hadn’t been home much since, Joely had always liked her. The easy affection between her and Jason was plain for anyone to see. It was hard to fathom that Hannah would do something like this.

			“Joely Hudson, what are you doing out here in this miserable fog?”

			She jumped at the sound of her grandfather’s voice. She turned to see Sampson Olman heading in her direction from the opposite side of the square. “Hey, Poppy.”

			The offices of the newspaper he owned and had helped build, the Olman County Journal, sat on the corner of the square directly across the park from Annie’s Arbor. Though he was in his eighties, he was still very active and was in fact only semiretired.

			“Where’d Jason go?” he asked as he drew near.

			“To talk to Wyatt.” Joely stood to hug him, and when he sat down where Jason had been, she sat too.

			“I saw the two of you from my office window,” he said, jerking his thumb in the direction of the paper. “Looked like you were having a serious conversation.”

			“We were.” Joely debated whether to tell him what the talk was about. Figuring he’d be one less person for Jason to worry about telling, she went ahead. “Hannah came back, but she’s not staying. She’s filing for divorce. She didn’t even bring Paulo back so he could say goodbye.”

			Sampson was solemn as he gazed over the Ohio River. “I was afraid of that. How’s Jason?”

			“Not good.” She hesitated. “He said Hannah wanted him to quit his job, leave law enforcement.”

			He nodded. “That doesn’t surprise me either. I figured as much a few months ago. Every time he got called away for something, you could see it on her face.”

			“Well, it surprises me. I know it isn’t easy having a spouse who’s a LEO,” she said, using the acronym for law enforcement officer. “But I thought those problems usually happened when the spouse started wearing a badge after the wedding. How could she not know beforehand? She wanted him to quit, Poppy. Said that was the only way she’d stay married to him. Being a cop is who Jason is. It’s a part of him. How can she not understand that?”

			“If I had to guess, she did understand it. Sweetie, you have to remember that you don’t see Jason the same way she would. You grew up with him being in law enforcement. You’re used to the idea. She came into it less than two years ago. Marriage is hard enough without the added pressure and stress that comes with wearing the badge. And for Hannah… from my understanding, she had more to do with the opposite side of the criminal justice system when she was younger. I’m sure that comes into the picture somewhat.”

			Joely contemplated his words. “Do you think that’s why she couldn’t hack it?”

			“Maybe. And I do think she loves your brother. Or at least she did when they got married. But Hannah’s been hurt a lot in her life. After Jason had that close call last fall, I think she saw how easily it could have gone wrong. She didn’t want to get hurt anymore, and she started backing away. Once she did, she couldn’t stop.”

			Something in the way he spoke made Joely think he was talking as much about another marriage as he was Jason’s. “You’re thinking about Grandma, aren’t you?”

			He patted her knee. “It’s hard not to, given the circumstances.”

			For the last thirty years of their marriage, Sampson’s wife, Grace Olman, had battled chronic depression and debilitating anxiety brought on by the death of their son Joseph in Vietnam. Though she’d managed it well enough for the longest time, for the last few years of her life, she’d disappeared into herself much like a dementia patient would.

			“It was a little different, what your grandmother went through, but the essence of the withdrawal is the same—she pulled into herself to keep from getting hurt. The weight she carried about Joe was too heavy, and then when I had that cancer scare, it was too much for her. That’s why I saw it in Hannah, I suppose. I’d seen it with your grandmother. I hoped I was wrong. And maybe I should have said something to Jason. But by that time, it was already too late. What’s he going to do about Paulo?”

			“He isn’t sure. He’s meeting with Chase later to go over options, I guess.”

			Sampson shook his head. “That’s a sad, sad situation right there. I take it she’s moving back out West?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It wouldn’t be so bad if she were staying here, but it would still be tough.” He sighed. “We’ve got a hard road ahead of us, my girl. And Jason has the hardest road of all.”
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			Later that afternoon, Joely was catching up on correspondence when Annie buzzed her.

			“Hey, do you have a minute?”

			Joely saved the e-mail draft she was working on. “Sure. What’s up?”

			“Well, an order for flowers came in for you. But it’s… can you come down?” Annie asked, sounding perturbed.

			“Okay, I’m intrigued. I’ll head that way.”

			When she walked into the flower shop, she was surprised to find her sister-in-law frowning as she paced in front of the counter.

			“What’s wrong?”

			Annie handed her a piece of paper. Creased from where it had been folded, it was a printed image of a lovely bouquet. There was a typed note below the image.

			“‘Make this for Joely Hudson. No card.’ Okay, that’s mysterious,” Joely drawled. “Where’d this come from?”

			“The mail, of all things. And there was a hundred-dollar bill inside. The return address is a post office box here in Leroy. Any idea who it could be from?”

			The first person who popped into Joely’s mind was Garrett. “I don’t know. Maybe. Do you have the envelope it came in?”

			Annie handed it to her. “This reminds me too much of what happened with Beth. I think we’d better call Ethan.”

			Joely scowled. “You don’t think that’s overreacting?” The envelope wasn’t anything out of the ordinary, nor was the stamp. Both the addresses were printed with an inkjet, not handwritten.

			“No, I don’t. Maybe I’m being a little paranoid, but I’m not overreacting.” Annie bit her lip and tugged on one of her curls. “Who do you think might have sent them?”

			“He probably didn’t. I don’t see him being all mysterious,” Joely said. “But it might have been Garrett.” She felt stupid even saying it out loud.

			Annie grinned. “I think he’d be more direct, though it wouldn’t surprise me in the least if he did send you flowers, the way he looks at you.” Her amusement faded. “I’ve not made the bouquet yet. I wanted to talk to you first. What do you want to do?”

			Joely laid the papers on the counter. “I guess you have a point. It is kind of suspicious. I hate to bother Ethan though.”

			“I’ll call him. Hopefully you simply have a mysterious new suitor who’s a little shy,” Annie said as she went behind the counter and picked up the phone. Within a couple of minutes, she had explained the situation to Ethan.

			“He’s tied up right now, but he said to keep the papers intact. He’ll come over as soon as he can,” she said as she hung up.

			Joely walked to one of the large windows that looked out on the street. “It’s probably nothing, right?”

			Annie joined her. “Right.”

			“I talked to Jason this morning.”

			“Oh? Where at?”

			“Out there on the square. It was early, just after seven. He told me what was going on.”

			Annie sighed. “I’m afraid it’s going to get ugly.”

			Joely turned to her. “Beth’s not going to take it well.”

			“No, she won’t. She’ll blame herself, I think.”

			“I would. Right or wrong, I would,” Joely admitted. “But it’s not her fault.”

			A couple of years earlier, Beth had been shot. After the fallout from that, she’d left town for a while to regain her equilibrium. It was on that sabbatical that she’d met and befriended Hannah. Beth had returned from New Mexico, and Hannah had come along a short time later, saying she wanted a safer place to raise her son, Paulo. Jason had taken one look at the single mother and fallen head over heels. Joely knew her sister well enough to know that now that things had fallen apart, Beth would take a lot of the responsibility for that failure on her own shoulders.

			“It’s a fricking disaster all the way around,” Joely said. “And there’s not a damn thing we can do about it. I hate this. I hate it so much.”

			“So do I.”

			Ethan called then to tell them he’d be running later than expected.

			After putting the call on speaker so Joely could hear as well, Annie told him, “I don’t think it’s anything that needs immediate attention. Do you want to pick it up later tonight from Joely or come by tomorrow?”

			“Tomorrow would work. I can be there first thing.”

			Annie looked at Joely, who nodded. “That’s fine. Thanks, Ethan.”

			When the call ended, Joely and Annie looked at each other.

			“Now what?” Joely asked. “Do you make the flowers up or what?”

			Annie shrugged. “I don’t know. If they’re from someone you know, well… they did pay for a bouquet.”

			“And if they’re not from someone I know or want them to be from, what then?”

			Her sister-in-law shrugged. “Then I’ll abide by your wishes.”

			“Let’s wait and see. See what Ethan says.” Joely ran her hands through her hair. “Today’s a bust. I think I’ll head upstairs and grab my purse, then head out for a little bit. I might go down to Sew On and So Forth, see Marly and Ellen. I’ve not had a chance to do that yet.”

			Joely had worked for the women for several years as a teenager and college student and had built strong friendships with both of them.

			Annie smiled. “You should. I know they’d be glad to see you.”

			“I think I will. Maybe that’ll take my mind off everything,” she said, gesturing around. “Let me know if you need me. Just call and I’ll pop down or over or whatever.”

			“Will do. Say hi to them for me.”

			As she went back upstairs, Joely kept thinking about the flowers order. She didn’t see Garrett sending them. No, his style was more direct. But if he hadn’t sent them, who had?

		

	
		
			Chapter 15

			Garrett picked Emma up shortly after five on Monday evening at Ronnie’s. When he told her she had books waiting at the library, she bounced all over the place.

			“Can we go? Can we go? Please…” She grabbed his hands and tugged, leaning back to grin up at him.

			Ronnie laughed. “You’ve started something now.”

			“I have, haven’t I?” Garrett asked with a smile as he lifted Emma and settled her on his hip. “I thought we might go get the books, yes. And maybe get some food while we’re out. A date, if you will.”

			Emma cheered, then placed a noisy kiss on his cheek. “Let’s go, Daddy-boo.”

			“Yes, ma’am.” She had him wrapped around her little finger, but Garrett didn’t care. She wasn’t spoiled even though she was pampered. “Ronnie, we’ll see you tomorrow. Thanks.”

			“You’re more than welcome. Emma, you mind your daddy tonight.”

			“I will, Memaw. Love you.”

			The whole drive to the library, Emma chattered at him happily from the backseat, telling him about her day. Garrett loved listening to her talk. Every day, it seemed, she surprised him with something either ridiculously funny or deeply insightful about her life. That was something he’d not expected when he’d become a father—the sheer delight of getting to watch his child discover the world.

			He glanced in the rearview mirror when she quieted and saw her looking at her fingernails.

			“Daddy, how come men don’t paint their nails?”

			“Um, well…” How in the world to answer her? “Most men don’t like nail polish. It, uh, it feels funny on our nails.”

			She frowned, contemplating his answer. “How come?”

			“Because it’s made for girls. Sometimes boys wear it, but most of the time they don’t.”

			“Cause it feels funny?”

			Garrett nodded. “Yes. Cause it feels funny.”

			“That’s too bad. I like nail polish. I like Miss Joely too. She’s so nice, and she has pretty things.” She let out a little sigh, then she moved on to the topic nearest and dearest to her heart in recent weeks. “Miss Joely likes cats.”

			Garrett gave an inward groan. “Does she?”

			Emma nodded. “She petted Chloe and let her get in her lap and her bag and everything.”

			Chloe was Stacy and Gordon’s cat. True to her word, Joely had set up a girls’ day with Stacy and Emma, and they’d spent the afternoon together.

			“Really? Look, we’re here,” he said somewhat desperately as they pulled into the parking lot of the library.

			“How come they don’t let cats in the library?” she asked as they walked up to the front door.

			“Because not everyone who comes in the library likes cats. And some people might be allergic. They’d sneeze and their eyes would turn red, and they wouldn’t be able to read the books.”

			“Oh. I guess so. You’re not ’lergic to cats are you, Daddy?”

			He’d be lying if he said he wasn’t considering developing an allergy, but he couldn’t be dishonest with his daughter. “No, Baby-boo. I’m not.”

			“Good. So we can get a cat, right?” The look she sent him was so calculating, Garrett knew he was in this fatherhood thing way over his head.

			“No, Emma. Not right now.”

			Her scowl was dark and unhappy, and Garrett braced himself. The only thing that saved him from an argument was his daughter spying Joely Hudson standing at the checkout desk.

			“Miss Joely! You’ll tell my daddy to get a cat, won’t you?” she said, running over to Joely.

			Startled, Joely laughed even as she pulled Emma in for a hug. “Sweetheart, that’s between you and your daddy. Hi.”

			“Hi.” Garrett gave a sheepish shrug at her knowing look. “We’ll talk about the cat thing later, Em.” He turned to Joely. “How are you?”

			“Well enough. You’ve met Stella, I’m assuming?” she asked, gesturing to Ethan’s mother, who worked at the library.

			“Oh, several times,” Stella answered. “This young man and his little cutie-patootie are in here pretty often.”

			“Uh-huh. She even baked me cookies once,” Emma said, peeking over the counter to wave at Stella. “Daddy, can I go play in the toys?”

			“Sure. Just stay where you can see me, okay?” Garrett watched as she dashed to the area set aside for kids to play. It was jungle themed, the walls lined with posters and cutouts from popular children’s books.

			“Here are your books,” Stella said, scooting a stack across the counter to him. “Do you want to look for some more, or is this it?”

			“This is it for now, thanks.”

			Once Stella had him checked out, he grinned at Joely and gestured to the low-backed love seat on the edge of the play area. “Are you busy?”

			She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. “I have a few minutes. What’s up?”

			“Nothing much. Galen told us what’s going on with Jason. I didn’t get a chance to talk to him today. How is he?”

			Upon Gordon’s recommendation, they’d not gone to the Hudsons’ for Sunday dinner as usual, figuring the family needed the day to themselves.

			“He’s torn up, but he’s managing. Hannah did let him talk to Paulo a couple of times over the weekend, and that helped. It’s still a really bad situation.”

			Garrett shook his head. “I can’t imagine. I hate that he’s going through it.”

			Her smile was sad. “So do I. What’s this whole cat thing about?”

			Groaning, he rubbed his face. “You saw how Emma was with Chloe Saturday, I’m guessing?”

			Joely’s lips were twitching as she answered. “I did notice she has an affinity for the cat and vice versa.”

			“Affinity. Yeah, that’s a good word. Did Stacy tell you about the catnapping?”

			“The what? No.”

			He nodded. “My daughter’s a catnapper. And I was her unwitting accomplice.”

			Joely laughed softly. “Oh, I have to hear this.”

			The way she leaned forward reminded him of the first day they’d met, when he’d been sharing stories with her about the pranks he and Jason had pulled on each other. Much as with that day, he wanted to keep her smiling.

			Settling in comfortably, he crossed his ankle over his knee. “Emma spent the day at Galen’s a few weeks ago. Ever since we moved up here and she met Chloe, she’s been on me about a cat. Well, when I came by to pick her up, she blew past me with her bag and went to get in the car. I didn’t think much about it. Galen and Stacy weren’t upset or concerned, and Emma has a mind of her own, as you may have noticed. So we head home, get about halfway there, and instead of talking to me, Em is talking to her bag. And her bag is moving.” He waited until Joely’s laughter died down a bit before continuing.

			“When she unzipped the bag and Chloe’s head popped up, I about drove off the road. Between the shock and trying to watch her in the rearview, you know. So I pull over and turn around in my seat, and yes, there is my brother’s cat in my backseat.”

			Joely was snorting, she was laughing so hard. He could tell she was trying to keep her volume down given they were in a library, but from the way Stella was grinning at them, she wasn’t succeeding.

			“How upset was Chloe?” Joely managed to ask through her amusement.

			“She wasn’t. She loves getting in bags. And she loves Emma. She’s a good cat.”

			“Oh, my. What did you do?”

			“After dying from the mortification? I drove back to Galen’s. Got out, held on to Chloe so that she couldn’t get loose, and made Emma ring the doorbell. You should have seen the way their jaws dropped when they opened the door.” He shook his head, his face hot. “Emma apologized, but she was so confused. Chloe wanted to go, she said. Had gotten in the bag on her own.”

			Joely wiped her eyes with the back of her hand, grinning at him the whole time. “I’d pay good money to have seen that.”

			“It was one for the books, that’s for sure. But ever since then, we’ve been going ’round and ’round about whether Emma needs a cat of her own. I know she’d love one, but we’re in a rental for now, and I don’t particularly want to get one until we’re in a house of our own. She’s as stubborn as I am though, and I’m not sure which of us will win.”

			“You’re bigger than her.”

			“She’s cuter.”

			Joely’s cheeks turned pink. “She’s very cute.”

			Garrett grinned. “What about me?”

			“You’re okay.” She shook her head. “You will get her a cat someday, won’t you?”

			“I will. Maybe not right now, but soon. So I hear you got some flowers?”

			She blew out a breath. “Yes, I did. And we don’t know who they’re from. How’d you hear about it?”

			“Ethan. He mentioned that you thought they might be from me, so he asked.” Garrett kept his tone as casual as he could.

			She covered her face with her hands and whimpered. “Ahem. I may have to strangle him.”

			He grinned. “If I ever send you flowers, I promise you’ll know they’re from me. And he was doing his job, so no strangling. You don’t have any idea who might have sent them?”

			“No. I had Annie make up a couple of bouquets and send them to a nursing home for people who need them. People who don’t normally get flowers, you know?”

			“That was nice of you.”

			A sharp pinch hit him in the chest. When he’d been a patrol officer in Clay County, they’d commonly get 911 calls from elderly people who’d been forgotten by their families. They didn’t need emergency assistance—they were just lonely. He’d never minded taking those calls, as he considered them almost as important as anything the sheriff’s department did. That Joely had been so generous with the flowers, thinking of people so often forgotten, touched him.

			“That was nice of you.”

			“It was a better use of the flowers than what I would have for them.” She cursed under her breath when a pretty blonde walked into the library. “Shoot me now?”

			Garrett lifted an eyebrow. “Why? You know her?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			The blonde headed straight for them, a smirk on her perfectly made-up face. “Well, what do we have here? Joely Hudson having a conversation with an honest-to-God man? I don’t believe it.”

			“What do you want, Jen?” Joely’s face was cold as she stared at the woman who’d stopped a few feet away.

			“There’s no need to be rude. I’m killing some time while I wait for my date. You do remember Todd, don’t you? From school?”

			Joely’s eyes narrowed. “Why don’t you fuck off?” she asked softly, the harshness of her words a sharp contrast to her quiet tone.

			Instead of leaving, Jen propped a hand on her hip. “Hope you aren’t dating her,” she told Garrett, jerking her head toward Joely. “She’s a frigid little bitch. No fun at all.”

			Before the two women could kill each other, he stood. Garrett glanced over to make sure Emma wasn’t near enough to hear. She was still in the corner, giggling with another little girl around her age.

			Getting as close to Jen as he dared, he backed her up a few steps with his sheer physical presence. “You need to go. Find somewhere else to wait.”

			Jen studied him, then sniggered. “I’ve offended you. Maybe you’re as big a prude as she is. Match made in heaven.”

			“Lady, I don’t know you, but you’ve obviously got some serious issues,” Garrett said as a brown-haired man came in and headed in their direction. “Go bother someone else.”

			Emma ran over then, dancing in place. “Daddy, I gotta go.”

			Joely stood and held out her hand. “I’ll take you, sweetie. Excuse us.”

			She led Emma past Jen and the man, not even looking at him as he stammered out her name with a hello.

			Garrett stopped the blonde from following Joely by grabbing her arm in a careful hold. “Oh, no. You leave them the hell alone.” He looked over her shoulder at the man. “You’re with her, I’m guessing?”

			“Yeah. Jen, what did you do?” He’d watched Joely leave, then turned back to Jen with a frown.

			She snatched her arm away from Garrett with a hiss and narrowed eyes. “Not a damn thing. Little bitch must have you pussy-whipped but good.”

			“Young lady!” Stella’s voice rang out loudly as she crossed the room. “You are in a public library, and I’ll remind you to mind your language and your tone. The two of you need to leave.”

			“We’re going. I’m sorry, ma’am.” The man touched Jen’s shoulder. “Come on.”

			Garrett stood stiffly as they left, watching to make sure the woman didn’t veer off toward the restroom and Joely.

			Stella was beside him, shaking her head the whole time. “That girl has always been trouble. You know she’s the one who was with Joely when she got arrested the second time, right? And from what I hear, she was as wild as a March hare in college. I think she and Joely went to the same school then too.”

			“There’s definitely something between them, that’s for sure. Did you hear what she said?”

			“No, but I could read her body language. Is Joely okay?”

			“We’ll see.” Frustration ran all over him. He’d been on the verge of asking Joely out when the other woman had come in. That chance was probably gone now.

			Stella patted his arm. “You take care of Joely, you hear? She’s a good girl. I saw how you made her laugh earlier. Don’t let this get to her. Let me know if you need anything.”

			Garrett paced as he waited for Joely and Emma to come out of the restroom. He wasn’t sure what had happened exactly, but a whole hidden conversation had taken place between Joely and Jen. One thing was certain, however—as soon as he could, he was going to find out what the confrontation was about.

		

	
		
			Chapter 16

			As Joely helped Emma use the restroom, she had to fight back her mortification and anger. It was bad enough that Garrett knew she’d suggested his name as a potential admirer. But to have Jen show up and run her mouth…

			“You okay in there?” she asked Emma. The bathroom only had one stall, and Emma had insisted she was big enough to use it by herself.

			“Yes. I’m almost finished. Miss Joely, who was the lady you were talking to?”

			Joely crossed her arms and stared at the tile floor. “She’s someone I went to school with.”

			Emma came out of the stall. “I can’t reach the flusher. Is she your friend?”

			“No, she isn’t. She’s not a nice person, sweetie,” she said as she went into the stall to flush.

			“Memaw said you gotta try to make friends with people you go to school with, but I don’t know about that. There’s a boy I don’t like in my school,” Emma said as Joely held her up so she could wash her hands.

			“How come you don’t like him?”

			Emma frowned, and her lower lip jutted out. She stalked to the towel dispenser and waited as Joely got one for her. “Cause he pulls my pigtails. But I took care of him. I kicked him. Hard.”

			Joely struggled to keep a straight face. “You kicked him?”

			“Uh-huh. Right on the ankle. Daddy said if a boy tries to hurt me, I should kick him here”—she pointed between her legs—“but Jesse didn’t hurt me that much. I just wanted him to stop, so I kicked his ankle. He cried like a baby and told the teacher. Daddy had to go talk to her.”

			Between the kicking and the catnapping, it sounded like Garrett had his hands full.

			“Did you get in trouble?” Joely asked as they went back to the main room.

			“Only at school. Daddy said I was a good girl and we’d not tell the teacher I wasn’t in trouble at home. Right, Daddy?”

			Garrett smiled even as his eyes searched Joely’s face. “I did. And we discussed the difference between hair pulling and real trouble. Remember?”

			Emma nodded solemnly, then grabbed Garrett’s hand and tugged on it. “I’m hungry. Are we gonna eat? And can Miss Joely go too? Please?”

			The dratted man grinned at her discomfort. “If she wants to.”

			When Emma came over to her, her green eyes wide with excitement, Joely was lost. “I don’t want to interrupt your dinner.”

			“You wouldn’t be. Come on. Say yes,” Garrett said. “Unless you’re chicken.”

			“Excuse me?”

			He spread his hands. “We are rather intimidating. I could understand if you were afraid to risk it.”

			She could tell by the sparkle in his eyes that Garrett knew she wouldn’t be able to resist the dare. If Emma hadn’t been begging her to go, she’d have told him no just to mess with him. But she couldn’t do that to Emma.

			“Okay. Let’s find some grub.”

			“Yay!” Emma danced her way to the door. “You can ride with us, Miss Joely. And you can tell Daddy all about cats and fingernails.”

			“I’ll be happy to,” she said, sending Garrett an arch look. “Why, I’ll bet we could talk about cats and fingernails all evening.”

			He sucked in a breath. “Now, wait a second,” he protested. “We are not talking about cats or fingernails.”

			“Wanna bet?” Joely threw a wicked grin over her shoulder as she followed Emma to their SUV.

			“I’m doomed. Utterly doomed,” he muttered as he unlocked the car and helped Emma get in the backseat.

			Joely laughed. “You started it. Just remember that.”

			As he went around the front of the vehicle, she didn’t miss his quirky smile or the little chuckle he gave before getting in. She was still stinging from having run into Jen, but she wouldn’t think about that right now. She’d have a whole evening after she went home to do that. Right now, she had dinner with a precocious four-year-old to enjoy. She wouldn’t let herself think about sharing dinner with Emma’s dad either. No, she wouldn’t go there. Not if she wanted to get through the next few hours without freaking out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 17

			Garrett couldn’t remember the last time he’d had so much fun on a date. No, he hadn’t asked Joely out for a romantic dinner. And she probably thought he’d only invited her along because of Emma. She likely didn’t even consider it a date. But Garrett was going to take whatever advantage he could get and run with it.

			By the time they dropped her back off at her car at the library, he was trying to figure out ways to extend the evening. It was eight thirty, and Emma was dozing in the backseat.

			“How do you like the new car?” he asked quietly.

			“It’s just like the old one, and I liked it well enough. I’ve never been a big car person. As long as it gets me where I need to go, I’m happy,” she said, unbuckling her seat belt. She looked back at Emma. “She’s out.”

			Garrett glanced in the rearview mirror. “Yeah, once she gets tired, she’s down. She had a blast tonight.”

			Joely smiled. “So did I. She’s such a sweet little girl. I do have one question—where in the world does she get her energy?”

			He laughed. “That is a question adults have been asking about kids for eons. And the answer is always the same—I have no idea.” He toyed with the steering-wheel wrap. “Do you want me to follow you back to your place, make sure you get in okay?”

			“My place is half a mile down the road. I’ll be fine. But I do appreciate the offer. I’d better go, let you get her home. Thanks for dinner.” She moved to open the door.

			He stopped her with a hand on her arm. “What would you say to us having dinner some night, just you and me?”

			“What… you mean like a date?”

			“Yeah. Exactly like a date.”

			Instead of a hesitant yes or even a maybe like he’d been expecting, a shuttered look crossed her face. “I don’t think that would be wise.”

			“You don’t?” He was so stunned, that was all he could come up with.

			“No. I like you, I really do. But given how closely our families are connected, I think we’d be better off as friends. Though I am flattered by the invitation.”

			Garrett didn’t know what to say. As vain as it sounded, he didn’t get turned down much. As a matter of fact, he couldn’t remember the last time it had happened. “O-okay. I, uh, hope I haven’t offended you by asking.”

			“Not in the least. And maybe in another time and place… but not now. Good night, Garrett.”

			“Night.”

			“Give her a big hug for me?” she asked before she closed the door.

			“I will. See you around.”

			He waited until she had her car started before he pulled away, and he drove slowly to make sure she made it out of the parking lot. Joely’s rejection floored him. He kept going over the evening, trying to figure out if he’d done something to upset her or turn her off. And nothing stood out. Nothing. He didn’t think he’d imagined the attraction between the two of them, but apparently…

			Once home, he carefully got Emma out of the backseat, tucking her into his shoulder when she grumbled in her sleep. Inside, he headed straight upstairs to put her to bed. She felt a little warm, and she hadn’t eaten much for supper. His experience as a father told him she’d probably wake up sick tomorrow, if not sooner. A vicious bug had been going around her preschool, and he’d been expecting her to come down with it. He’d have to call Ronnie later and see if she had plans tomorrow, just in case.

			He got her into her gown and tucked in bed, then he sat beside her to watch her sleep. He hated to even go down the mental road he was on, but he had to consider that Joely might have turned him down because of Emma. He’d met women who, though they’d liked Emma, liked children in general, didn’t want to take on the responsibility of another woman’s child. Not even casually to date him.

			Garrett couldn’t say much. Before he became a father, he’d been the same. Oh, he hadn’t been mean about it, but he’d avoided dating women with children. He’d been young and not interested in anything serious.

			He didn’t want to think Joely was like those other women. She’d seemed different. But he thought about how young she was and he had to wonder.

			Brushing the hair off Emma’s cheek, he sighed. “Time will tell, little one. Good night.”

			He kissed her forehead then turned off the light, pulling the door almost closed as he left. There were still tasks to be done before bed—laundry, dishes, packing lunches for both of them for tomorrow. Busywork. Nothing that would distract him from the disappointment of Joely’s rejection.

			Two hours later, he was turning back his bedcovers. Not for the first time, he paused and stared at the bed. The empty bed. Tonight especially it got to him. He wouldn’t trade Emma for anything, and he wouldn’t want to share his life with the kind of woman who wouldn’t love his daughter. But sometimes the loneliness ate away at him. The need to be held, to be loved.

			He hadn’t had that with Emma’s mother. They’d had a brief fling that burned brightly. He’d realized they weren’t a good fit around the time he’d figured out she was using drugs. And they’d stopped seeing each other a few weeks before she’d discovered she was pregnant.

			As he turned out the lights and lay back, he wondered if he would ever find someone to be with. His brother’s words from the other day, that he and Stacy had thought of Joely for Garrett, flitted through his mind as he was drifting off.

			“They never would have thought that if they hadn’t believed we’d work. Maybe I’ll pick Stacy’s brain tomorrow. See what she thinks about this.”

			He didn’t know if it was his disappointment or his stubbornness or a mixture of both that was driving his refusal to believe Joely wasn’t interested in him. But he wasn’t quite ready to give up yet. Not if there was something he was missing.

		

	
		
			Chapter 18

			“What do you think that was all about?” he asked his partner Monday night. They were parked in the library’s lot, piggybacking off their Wi-Fi, and had watched as Garrett Gordon dropped Joely Hudson off before driving away.

			“The usual, I’d say. He’s a nice enough guy. A little straitlaced for someone like Joely though.”

			“You know her?”

			His partner nodded. “Went to school with her. She was a couple of years behind me.”

			“Huh. She was wild?”

			“Nah, just a little… odd. Didn’t go with the flow, blend into the crowd, you know? She did her own thing and fuck anyone who thought differently.”

			That roused his curiosity. He remembered some of the outfits she’d worn as a teenager, but as he was quite a bit older than her, he’d not paid much attention other than to note her oddity. “I remember her standing out a bit, what with the punk-rock hair and all.”

			His partner laughed. “Yeah, that was Joely.”

			When he’d mailed in the order for the flowers, he hadn’t considered how he would find out whether or not she had gotten them. He knew better than to order them in person or even buy flowers at a grocery store and hand deliver in the middle of the night or when she wasn’t home. That was too easy to trace. No, the method he’d used was the safest, and as odd as it might sound, he trusted Annie Hudson to fulfill the order.

			He’d been following Joely as much as he could since the previous Monday. Trey London had asked him to keep an eye on things, after all, and he was more than happy to use that as an excuse to tail the pretty brunette.

			He’d just left the hospital in Cincinnati, having taken care of Connie Jacobi, when she and Carrie had shown up. As his burner phone wasn’t connected to his car’s hands-free feature, he hadn’t wanted to risk driving while calling to let London know the woman was dead. So as he made the call, he sat in the parking lot of the hospital and looked around. When he saw Joely and Carrie, his heart sped up and he slid down in his seat a bit.

			They were a good distance away from him, probably had no idea he was there, but he couldn’t take the chance they’d see him and ask questions. As he watched them stop outside the main entrance to talk, he thought of all the ways he could make trouble for them.

			The wind picked up and Joely shifted, turning her head so that her hair blew around instead of across her face. It struck him then how beautiful she was. How clean and wholesome. He couldn’t help but compare her to his wife, who was thin as a rail, tanned to the point of resembling shoe leather, and had hair so over-processed it felt like straw.

			With shiny dark hair, creamy skin, and well-toned curves, Joely’s petite body was the polar opposite of his wife’s. The arousal growing inside him as he watched her and Carrie walk into the hospital told him clearly which woman he preferred.

			For the whole drive back to Olman County from Cincinnati, his thoughts had circled around Joely and how he wanted to proceed. London was nervous and wanted to make sure nothing happened with the investigation into Connie Jacobi’s death.

			He, however, was confident nothing would come of it. The method he’d used to kill her was natural, very organic. He’d used it several times before and no one had figured out a thing, even at autopsy.

			From everything he’d been able to pick up via eavesdropping and gossip, the police were letting the case go. They were content to sit back and wait for London to come back to the States, and there was nothing suspicious about Connie Jacobi’s death. As usual, the autopsy had been inconclusive and the death would probably be ruled natural, pending toxicology results. Those would take a few weeks, he knew, but he wasn’t worried.

			Taking care of the woman had canceled his debt to London. They were even now. And since it looked as though there wouldn’t be any fallout, he was free to focus on Joely. If he knew where to get in touch with the man, he might even be tempted to send London a thank-you card for showing her to him. Sure, he would have run into her eventually, but he didn’t know if he would have really looked at her if London hadn’t asked him to.

			He knew the Hudson family usually had a big to-do on Sundays. And since he worked the later shifts these days, that gave him plenty of time to do some exploring. He’d already driven by Joely’s apartment as part of his normal routine, and he’d gone in the flower shop under the guise of buying some flowers for his wife. He hadn’t given them to her, of course—she would have immediately been suspicious of his motives. He’d ditched them in the Dumpster at work.

			With his background, he was able to easily assess the kind of security system Annie had in place. What he wasn’t able to tell was whether or not that same system extended to the apartment upstairs. That would take a more personal assessment.

			“So what are your plans this weekend?” his partner asked. “Anything fun?”

			He smiled. “Oh, yeah. Lots of fun.”

			“That’s a wicked look. Guess you won’t be spending time with the old lady, huh?”

			He laughed outright. “No, guess I won’t.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 19

			Garrett didn’t work up the courage to go to Stacy until Wednesday. Even then, she came to him. He’d started downstairs to the bullpen half a dozen times but always veered off before reaching her or came up with something to talk about that wasn’t Joely. She’d asked him a couple of times whether he was okay or not, so he knew she was suspicious, but his sister-in-law was nothing if not patient. That quiet calmness was one of the qualities he appreciated most about her.

			“Hey, what’s up?” he asked when she knocked on his door before lunch on Wednesday.

			“Nothing much. You busy?”

			He gestured her inside. “Come on in. I’m never too busy for you. What’s going on?”

			She closed the door, then took a seat in one of his guest chairs. “I have some folks I need a little heavy digging on, background wise.” She handed him the file folder she carried. “Think you can get on this for me later today?”

			“Sure. I don’t see why not,” he said, glancing through the file. “Is it eyes only?”

			“No.”

			Garrett lifted an eyebrow and looked at the closed door. “Okay. Am I in trouble?”

			Stacy smiled. “No. You know you look just like Galen when you do that.”

			“What, the eyebrow thing?” He grinned. “Who do you think I learned it from?”

			She laughed. “He’s so happy you’re here. It’s been really good for him, having you and Emma close by.” She rubbed her belly thoughtfully as she studied him, wincing a bit. “And you don’t just look like him; you sound like him too. Baby Gordon thinks you’re Daddy.”

			“He’s responding to me?” Garrett asked, feeling somewhat awed. “Wow.”

			“You never got to experience that with Emma, I take it?”

			He shook his head. “Rochelle was already with someone else by that point. I was on the sidelines. But you didn’t come up here to talk about that, did you?”

			“No. Are you okay? You’ve been… odd the last few days.”

			“Gee, thanks.” He laid down the file and picked up the stress ball he kept on his desk. Even manipulating it wasn’t enough movement though, so he stood and went to the window. “I need some advice about something.”

			“Okay.”

			“I’ve been wanting to talk to you about it, but I haven’t known how to approach you without sounding all sulky teenager.”

			She snickered. “Okay. Well, I’m here now, and even if you do sound all sulky teenager, I won’t hold it against you. What’s going on?”

			He turned from the window to face her. “Emma and I had dinner with Joely Monday night.”

			A wide grin spread across Stacy’s face and she gave a tiny fist pump. “About time.”

			“What? She’s only been in town a few weeks, Stace. Anyhow, it was…” He searched for the right word to describe the evening, wanting to properly convey how he’d felt. “It was fun.”

			“That’s something you don’t have a lot of, isn’t it?” she asked, her head tilted to the side. “Not adult fun, anyhow.”

			Garrett sighed and sank down on the wide ledge. “No. And I’m not complaining,” he hastened to add. “But after dinner, I dropped her off at her car. We’d met at the library on accident, you see. And I, uh, I asked her out.”

			“And?”

			“And she said no.” He glanced at Stacy only to see her nodding. “You aren’t surprised.”

			“No, I’m not. You are though.”

			“Very. And I’m not sure how to deal with it.”

			Stacy’s next words stung a little. “You aren’t used to getting turned down.”

			Garrett’s mouth tightened with embarrassment. “No.”

			“When’s the last time that happened?”

			He shrugged. “I can’t remember. High school, maybe.”

			She gave a soft laugh. “Oh, Garrett. I’m sorry. I’m not making fun of you, I swear. But I’m glad she turned you down.”

			Stunned, he stared at her. “You’re what?”

			“I’m glad. She shouldn’t make it easy for you. And before you get all upset with me, I’ll explain,” she said, holding up her hand. “But first, tell me about Monday. You said you ran into her at the library?”

			“Yeah. We talked for a bit while Emma played. It was going well. Then this chick Jen something came in and she and Joely… they don’t like each other. Stella said Jen was part of the camping trip?”

			Stacy winced. “Yeah, ‘don’t like each other’ is putting it mildly. How ugly did it get?”

			“She said some harsh things to Joely. If the setting had been different, it probably would have been a cat fight.”

			“Cat fight? I’m going to overlook you saying that. This time,” Stacy said with a shake of her head. “Jen’s a pure bitch and she has it in for Joely. Has since they were teenagers. Joely’s never known why. How much do you know about Jen? I’m surprised Joely agreed to go anywhere with you after running into her.”

			He spread his hands. “Emma asked her to. And I know basically what I told you. I was dying of curiosity, but it wasn’t a conversation I wanted to have in front of Emma. Can you fill me in?”

			She studied him closely. “How seriously interested in Joely are you?”

			“I don’t know the answer to that. Enough that I didn’t shrug off her rejection. Enough that I’m embarrassing myself to ask you about it.”

			“You aren’t embarrassing yourself, or you shouldn’t feel like you are,” she told him kindly. “You know I arrested Joely twice, right?”

			He nodded. “I’ve heard a little about that, yes.”

			Stacy smiled. “She was my first arrest here. And oh, I didn’t want to arrest her. She was such a nice kid. Had this sardonic sense of humor that came from nowhere and would catch you off guard. She still does. But I didn’t have a choice that first time. She broke the law. It was really a harmless prank, but the arrest was justified. The second time? She never should have been arrested.”

			“Was that the camping trip?” he asked as she moved to get more comfortable in the chair.

			“Yes. Joely honestly thought it was an innocent trip that she, Jen, and Tiffany were going on. No boys, no booze, nothing but some teenage girls having innocent fun. But Jen set her up. She’d invited two boys along, and they brought alcohol and some drugs. By some miracle, Robbie Bailey hooked up with the guys before they left town, and he’d tagged along. If he hadn’t, I don’t even want to think about what probably would have happened to Joely. She was so tiny, there’s no way she could have fought off four teenagers. She’d have a hard time now. Hell, I’d have a hard time and I’m trained in protecting myself. Those guys were big—star athletes. And Jen had it all planned out. I don’t know if the guys would have been man enough to not go along with her or not.”

			Cold, sick nausea grew in Garrett’s stomach. “You mean you think they would have raped her.”

			“I do, at the very least. That’s one reason she and Robbie are so close—he saved her that night. She knew what was up as soon as the guys showed up. She never would have put herself in that situation willingly, not even at that age when kids are typically blind stupid. Joely was different, smarter, and I’ve often wondered if that’s why Jen picked on her.”

			Garrett exhaled roughly, staring at the stress ball in his hands. “Why is her mother so convinced Joely was to blame?”

			Stacy shrugged. “I don’t know that Jackie ever learned the truth about that night. From what Jason said when he talked to me about it, she would walk away whenever someone tried to tell her. It was a rough time for the family. They’d just lost Jackie’s mother a few months earlier, and it wasn’t an easy time for a while before her death.”

			“Yeah, but to not listen to your child about something so important? Stacy… that kills me.”

			“It hurt her when it happened. Joely changed after that. I think part of her gave up. And Jason was there. The night it happened? We were on patrol. Ethan was there, and he backed Jason down before he could say too much to her, but it wasn’t pretty.

			“Joely confessed her suspicions to me when we brought her and Robbie in, but I didn’t get a chance to talk to Jason about it until after we’d dropped her off at her grandfather’s for the night. When I did? Oh, he hated himself. I could see it. That’s one reason he’s so protective of her now.”

			“And none of the rest of the family knew about this?” he asked.

			“They knew she’d been arrested. Knew there’d been a party. But Joely wouldn’t talk to anyone. She did eventually talk to me some. I started going in Sew On, and she worked there. That’s where we started building a friendship, over yarn and fabric.”

			He could imagine all too well how painful the situation must have been for Joely. Given what he’d heard at the Hudsons’ that first day and what he’d learned from Ronnie about Jackie’s views on her daughter, a lot of the puzzle pieces were falling in place now. “So what does all that have to do with Joely turning me down and you being glad she did?”

			Stacy got up with a tiny groan and came to stand beside him. When she laid a hand on his shoulder, he was shocked. His sister-in-law had major, major issues with touching people other than his brother and Emma.

			“What I’m going to tell you now? I don’t think her siblings know. And it’s relevant to her rejection, else I’d never mention it. About a year after Joely went to college, she got paired up with Jen as a roommate. They called a truce, largely because Jen played on Joely’s feelings and swore up and down she was sorry for what had happened between them. Joely gave her a second chance.”

			Garrett swore. “I’m not going to like this, am I?”

			“No. The spring after Beth was shot, Joely was seeing someone. They were serious. At least she was. She… the Hudsons as a whole are fairly conservative when it comes to relationships, Jason being the exception. Even he wasn’t wild, but he dated more than his fair share of ladies before meeting Hannah. Anyhow, after everything that happened in high school, Joely got a reputation as a girl who put out. She didn’t, but Jen spread rumors about the camping trip, and it’s hard to prove you didn’t do something when everyone is saying you did. By the time school started that year, that trip was practically an orgy as far as the rumor mill had it.”

			“Damn. And this is a small town, and I know how that works,” Garrett said.

			“You guessed it. So when Joely gets to college, she’s got this wall built around herself. This guy somehow managed to get inside, and she was ready to commit to him. They were all going to Mexico for spring break. Joely’s always had this overdeveloped sense of responsibility, so she stayed behind for a day. She had something she had to wrap up at school or her job, I forget which. Everyone went ahead, including Joely’s boyfriend and Jen.”

			“I’m really not liking this. Am I going to have to go kill someone?”

			She scowled. “You can’t speak a word of this to anyone, you hear me? Not until and unless Joely talks to you about it. I’m only telling you now because I’m afraid you’ll hurt her or get hurt yourself by not knowing.”

			He held up a hand. “I’ll keep my mouth shut. So what happened? I think I can guess.”

			“Probably. Joely caught an earlier flight, walked in on him having a threesome with Jen and another guy.”

			She paused long enough for Garrett to curse and stalk across the room. Once he’d gotten a handle on his anger, he turned back to her. “Jen had been planning it all along, I’m betting?”

			“Give the man a cigar. Yes, she had. And the kicker of the thing is this, Garrett. Joely was planning on being intimate for the first time on that trip. She was ready to take that step, and she got blown out of the water.”

			He felt his heart break in his chest. “Damn.”

			“They didn’t see her. They were too busy getting their jollies. And when I say they were having a threesome? Joely’s boyfriend was in the saddle when she walked in.”

			Oh, he definitely wanted to kill someone. “Who was the jackass?”

			“That doesn’t matter.”

			“Yes, it does. I’ll find him.”

			“No. Because that would really not win you any points with Joely.” She took the seat he’d vacated on the windowsill. “She caught the next flight home, moved out of the dorm that week, and broke up with the asshole when he came home. And she’s kept herself walled off since.”

			Garrett didn’t know what to say. He barely knew what to think. “So why did she turn me down?”

			“Honestly? You’re too handsome.”

			A snort of surprised laughter escaped him, though it held no humor. “Excuse me?”

			“Joely knows you’re interested in her. Robbie told her about the incident at the farm—‘eyes on your own paper, chief.’ Were you really checking her out in front of Jason?”

			He groaned, truly embarrassed. “Yeah. I was.”

			She chuckled and shook her head before growing serious. “The thing is, I don’t think she believes you’re interested in her. In Joely. You think she’s attractive, you maybe think she’s funny, but in her eyes, there’s no way someone like you would be seriously interested in someone like her. She doesn’t measure up to your standards. So as much as she would like to say yes, in my opinion, she’s terrified. And that’s why I’m glad she turned you down. If you want to get her to go out with you, you’re going to have to work for it. You’re going to have to prove to her that you are interested in Joely the person. Make sense?”

			He sat on the edge of his desk and blew out a breath. “Yeah, it does. It makes a lot of sense. I was worried that it was Emma, that she was saying no because I’m a single dad.”

			Stacy’s smile was soft. “No. If you’d seen them together Saturday… no. She’s already halfway in love with Emma, and vice versa. They click. They understand each other.”

			The relief he felt was telling. “So what do you suggest? What do I do?”

			“Well, if you really want to pursue Joely, you’re going to have to woo her. It won’t be easy, and she’s probably going to try more than once to turn you away. But I think the two of you would be good for each other, if my opinion matters any. I’d like to see you try to win the girl.”

			“You know your opinion does matter. It matters a lot.” He crossed his arms. “You’ve given me a lot to think about.”

			“Think carefully. Like I said, I’d hate to see either of you get hurt.”

			After she left, he stayed for a while on the corner of the desk, trying to figure out where in the world to begin courting Joely. For the first time in his life, it mattered in a way that it hadn’t before. He could really mess up this time if he didn’t get things right. And that scared him to death.

		

	
		
			Chapter 20

			Friday morning, Joely stopped by Sew On and So Forth on her way back from the post office. She was mostly caught up on her projects, and when she’d been in the other day, Marly had mentioned the group of knitters and crocheters who gathered every Friday morning.

			“We sit and knit, and if anyone needs help with a project, they get it. You should come down. It’ll be just like the old days.”

			Now that she was getting settled into her apartment and life in Leroy, Joely was getting antsy for company that wasn’t family. She’d made some good friends over the years at the craft shop. A casual morning spent around the long table, trading stories and talking yarn, sounded like a tremendous idea.

			“Good morning!” she greeted Marly when she walked in.

			“Hi! I was hoping you’d stop by this morning. How are you?” the motherly woman asked as she hugged Joely.

			“I’m okay. You?”

			They made small talk as Marly got the table set up for the knitting circle. By the time she was finished, the first customer had come in. Joely hid her dismay when she saw who it was—Ronnie Johnson.

			“Hey, Ronnie.”

			The older woman seemed equally surprised to see her there. “Hello. Marly, I found that pattern.”

			Joely took a seat on the opposite side of the table from Ronnie and Marly as they discussed the pattern. It wasn’t that she didn’t like Ronnie, but Ronnie didn’t seem to care for her. She’d been nice enough when they’d met, but she was definitely standoffish. She’d even hesitated to shake Joely’s hand, though she’d unbent a little when she learned about Joely’s gluten sensitivity. Joely figured the attitude stemmed from Ronnie’s friendship with Jackie and what Jackie had probably told her in confidence.

			“So what are you working on?” Marly asked Joely. “Did you bring some of those yarns you found in India?”

			Joely smiled. “I did.” She pulled a small bag from her larger knitting tote before handing it across the table. “This is for you. I hope you like it.”

			Marly’s eyes lit up. “Oh, you shouldn’t have. But thank you,” she said, digging into the bag eagerly. When she pulled out the soft merino-blend yarn dyed vibrant reds and oranges, she gave a breathless “oh.”

			“I thought that might be up your alley,” Joely told her. “Can you believe how soft it is?”

			“No. This is gorgeous. How can I order it for the shop?”

			Joely laughed. “There’s a form in the bag with their website on it. It’s a small shop, very boutique, and they spin and dye the yarn on the premises.”

			Marly handed the yarn to Ronnie, who nodded as she touched the yarn. “That’s really nice. Maybe a little too soft for me.”

			“Well, you’re just a beginner,” Marly told her. “You’ll be working with this sort of yarn soon enough.”

			“They have a green cotton that would match Emma’s eyes almost exactly,” Joely said, picking up her own work in progress, a pair of socks. “I ordered a few skeins. I thought I might make her a sweater for this fall.”

			“You shouldn’t do that.” Ronnie frowned. “You barely know her.”

			Joely shrugged, keeping her eyes on her knitting to hide her flinch. “She’s a sweetheart. Practically family. I’ll enjoy it.”

			“Joely always was one of the most generous knitters we ever had,” Ellen said as she came out from the back area of the store, which opened onto the alley. Her specialty was fabric and sewing notions, whereas Marly’s was fiber and yarn. Ellen gave Joely’s shoulder a squeeze as she sat beside her. “I don’t know how many caps she knitted for people up at the hospital and in the nursing home.”

			“It was good practice, kept me sane. Besides, everyone I knew had knitted gifts coming out the yin-yang after the first year. The family practically begged me to stop in self-defense.”

			Marly laughed. “You keep telling yourself that, sugar. You know your handmade gifts are coveted.”

			The bell over the door rang as it was opened, and a tall, distinguished man stepped inside, a leather bag in hand. He stopped when he saw Joely, his eyes widening with delight. His smile was quick to follow.

			“My word. Joely Hudson, is that you?” Ted Falin asked. In addition to being the pastor at the church her parents attended, he was a counselor. After everything had fallen apart when she was a teenager, Richard had taken her to Ted for therapy. He was one of the few people she’d let see the truth about herself. Though he hadn’t served as her therapist for long, deciding she didn’t need counseling, he’d remained her friend.

			Joely stood and crossed to him, grinning widely. “Yes. What in the world are you doing here?” she asked as he pulled her in for a tight hug. “Oh, it’s so good to see you! I’ve been meaning to call, but I haven’t had a chance. How are you?”

			“I’m doing well. Look at you, young lady. My goodness, you’ve grown up on us.” He held her hands out to the side. “I can hardly believe it’s you.”

			“You’re looking pretty handsome yourself.”

			He gave a pleased nod. “I’m holding my own. So you’re back now?”

			“I am. I’m renting an apartment over Annie’s shop. What are you doing here?” She linked her arm with his.

			“I’ve come for the knitting.” He held up the bag he carried.

			“Really? When did you learn to knit?” she asked as they went to the table.

			He laughed. “According to Marly, I haven’t yet. Good morning, ladies. Ronnie.”

			Something about the way he looked at Ronnie, and the way she looked back, made Joely put two and two together. She wasn’t sure what the picture added up to, but there was definitely something there.

			“Ted.” Ronnie acknowledged him with a regal nod, her gaze going from Ted to Joely before dropping to her own work.

			Once they were seated, conversation quickly turned to catching up. When the proposed riverboat casino came up, the tension in the room became palpable.

			“They want to locate it on the other side of the interstate,” Marly said. “And they’re swearing up and down their traffic-impact studies show that it won’t interfere with anything downtown here, other than drive more traffic to local businesses. But I still don’t like it.”

			“It’s a mixed bag, that’s for certain,” Ted added. “I think it will bring more traffic down here, but the downside—higher county-wide property taxes and housing costs, higher crime, the increase in tourists only interested in getting to the boat to lose their life savings—that’s much too high a price to pay for increased tax revenue. It’ll damage the community and turn it into something we don’t recognize, I fear. I’m hoping we can stop it before the initial studies get off the ground.”

			“Mmm, good luck with that,” Ronnie said from across the table. She looked at Joely as she spoke. “Most of the young people want it, and their voices are loud. What your generation doesn’t understand too well is what gets lost when that kind of ‘progress’ moves to town. It’s too easy to get caught up in the excitement and the glitz.”

			Joely’s hands tightened on her knitting. “That’s a very broad brush you’re painting me with, and it’s the wrong color. I think the casino would be a bad addition to Olman County. But from what I understand, there’s plenty of support among the older folks as well as ‘my generation.’ A more accurate representation might be to say the support is split along economic lines. At least that’s what the community surveys are showing.”

			“The casino’s supporters are trying to paint those of us who oppose as religious zealots,” Marly said. “They claim we couldn’t possibly have any legitimate reason for not wanting the boat here that isn’t based on Bible-thumping bigotry.”

			“That’s utter bull… hockey,” Joely said with a snort. “Religion doesn’t come into this, as much as they’d like it to. That’s a straw man. It’s all about the practicalities. Most people here don’t care one way or another if people want to gamble. We just don’t want it here. Let them put the boat in Cincinnati or Jeffersonville. They’re bigger. It won’t change those places so much.”

			“You’re certainly in the know for someone who’s been living on the other side of the world,” Ronnie told her, her tone anything but conciliatory.

			“Regardless,” Ted said, stepping in, “I think we have enough support to knock back the proponents. The next meeting is coming up in a couple of weeks. You should attend.” He looked at Joely. “Your voice would be appreciated.”

			“I’ll try. And it might stop them now, but there will always be a next time. The issue will come up again in a couple of years; you know it will.”

			He sighed. “I do. And God willing, we’ll stop it then too.”

			“Leroy, if the town plays its cards right, is sitting on a gold mine as it pertains to tourism,” Joely said. “It’s quaint, it’s charming, and it has a solid infrastructure that doesn’t need a ton of work to bring it up to modern spec. We’ve got skiing twenty minutes away, organic farms and cattle ranches, even a decent Amish and Mennonite community not far from here that’s open to the idea of tourism. That isn’t even counting the downtown area itself, which is loaded with historical buildings. And I think the current mayor has the kind of vision it takes to work with those kinds of resources to make this place a hot spot of Americana. As long as he stays in office and the county commissioners don’t get in his way, we won’t need the boat.”

			Ronnie’s eyebrows were nearly to her hairline, and her mouth was pinched with disapproval. Joely wasn’t sure if it was because she’d dared speak back or because she’d made an articulate argument. She didn’t much care. She was used to people underestimating her.

			Talk turned to less argumentative topics after that, and before long, it was creeping up on noon.

			“Do you have plans for lunch, Joely?” Ted asked.

			“I do not. You?”

			He smiled. “I was hoping I could ask a certain young lady to be my date.”

			She winked at him. “I’d be honored.”

			She didn’t look at Ronnie, didn’t have to in order to feel the woman’s anger. If Joely had any regrets about turning down Garrett, they mostly disappeared when she thought about how closely Ronnie was involved in his and Emma’s life. Whoever he ended up with would have her as a surrogate mother-in-law, and Joely had seen enough of her friends and even family have problems with an unhappy mother-in-law to not want to go there herself.

			No, she’d definitely made the right decision Monday night. No matter how many moments of weakness she wished she’d been able to tell him yes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 21

			When Garrett picked Emma up Friday night, Ronnie was clearly upset about something.

			“What’s wrong?”

			She made sure Emma couldn’t hear her. “That Joely Hudson. I don’t like the girl. She’s a know-it-all.”

			He shook his head, unable to process what she’d said. “What? Joely?”

			“Yes, Joely. She was in the yarn shop today. Dominated the conversation, practically took over the group. I can understand why Jackie doesn’t get along with her like she does the other kids.”

			Garrett didn’t know what to say. He’d been giving serious thought for days now to the discussion he and Stacy had had. To have Ronnie speak up with such an obvious dislike of Joely threw him for a loop. “Who else was there?”

			She shrugged and wiped the kitchen counter. “Marly, Ellen. Ted. The usuals. He knows her apparently. They’re good friends. Went to lunch together.”

			“Ah, I see.” Her anger was starting to make sense now.

			Ronnie sent him a sharp look. “What does that mean?”

			He knew better than to tell her he thought she was jealous. “Nothing. Not a thing.” Emma saved him by running up with her backpack. “We should head out.”

			“Okay. I’ll probably take a drive Sunday, maybe go down to Louisville for the day. Let me know if you need me, and I’ll stay here.”

			“We should be all right. You go have fun.” Garrett pressed a kiss to her cheek. “You know, you should ask Ted to go along with you. It’d be good for you both.”

			Her mouth tightened. “He probably has plans now, not that it matters. You know I’m not interested in a relationship.”

			“I know you keep saying that. And I still think you two would have fun together. Good night.”

			As he and Emma walked the short distance home, he sighed. He’d often wondered what would happen if he became interested in someone Ronnie didn’t approve of. They had a wonderful, close relationship. She was like a mother to him in ways his own mother hadn’t been, couldn’t be. But he’d never expected he might meet someone she’d be jealous of. And he had no doubt that was what was going on.

			He smiled as he let Emma inside the house. Ronnie would really be perturbed if she knew what he was thinking—that by acting jealous, she might have given him the very tools he needed to get closer to Joely so that she’d let her guard down enough to let him in. If Joely really was friends with Ted Falin, Garrett might be able to coerce her into helping him get Ted and Ronnie together. And by coupling them up, he might get coupled up himself.

		

	
		
			Chapter 22

			Getting into Joely’s apartment Sunday was easier than he’d expected. He waited until she left at noon, then he walked from where he’d parked his vehicle behind a vacant building a few doors down. He didn’t try to skulk or scurry, just walked normally as though he had every right in the world to be there.

			Once on the deck outside her door, he looked around carefully for any signs of a security system. Sure enough, the telltale window sensors were present when he peered inside. Thoughtful, he tapped on the glass. He had no way of knowing, without opening the door, whether she’d set the alarm. As he was feeling particularly amped up, he decided to take a chance. Pulling out his lock picks, he set to work. In short order, he had her deadbolt undone and the door was swinging open.

			“Why, thank you,” he said when no screeching alarm sounded. “I do believe I will come in.” Stepping inside, he went to the nearby alarm panel, which was lit with solid green all the way across. She hadn’t set it. “Careless, Joely. You should know better.”

			After closing the door, he stood there taking in the smells and sounds of the apartment. It was neat, sparsely furnished, and smelled like furniture polish and sweetly scented female. The low hum of the refrigerator was the only sound.

			He took his time, starting his exploration at her workstation. She’d set it up nicely with dual monitors, a shelf of reference materials over the desk, and an expensive office chair. Some knickknacks had been arranged on the windowsill next to her computer, and a framed corkboard was on the wall. As he studied the pictures she’d placed there, he deduced what was important to her. Family and friends featured prominently, though there were images of locations he assumed were from her time in India.

			The desk itself was neat, the papers stacked in one corner. He was proud of her for keeping such a tidy workstation. His wife couldn’t keep their kitchen table organized and clean, much less a working desk.

			Moving on through the wide-open room, he pulled on the thick latex gloves he’d brought. An area between the office and the living room consisted of low shelves of craft supplies, including books and a lot of yarn. He couldn’t tell what color she preferred, as the entire rainbow was represented. But many of the decorations in the kitchen were purple, so he guessed that was her favorite.

			A couple of shelves were still in boxes, awaiting assembly. She obviously wasn’t finished doing up the room, though there weren’t any boxes stacked in corners and signifying where she’d stopped unpacking. He’d expected a few, given how recently she’d moved in.

			“Maybe in the bedroom.” He kept his voice low, as though he were afraid of being overheard. There was a reverence in the space, and he hated to disturb the peaceful quiet.

			His next stop was the kitchen. As he opened cabinets and her refrigerator, he saw that she ate ridiculously healthy food. Most of her packaged dry goods were beans or rice, and what little processed food she did have was labeled gluten-free.

			“Choice or necessity?” he mused.

			Circling around, he took the door on the end of the kitchen that opened into the utility room. Straight ahead of him was a half bath, just past the washer and dryer. On the right was a door going back out onto the deck into the screened-in area. To his left was another door. This one led into her bathroom.

			He smiled. “Now we’re talking.”

			He didn’t rush through his inspection, stopping to carefully lift her cosmetics and soaps, smelling them. When he opened the medicine cabinet over the sink, the first item his eyes lit upon was a packet of birth-control pills.

			He sucked in a breath. “That’s convenient.”

			They were the same brand his wife had used before she got smart and started getting a shot at her doctor’s office. He’d be able to replace Joely’s with the ones he got online with little effort. He checked to see where she was in the packet, smiling when he picked it up. Behind it was a new, unopened set. “That’ll make things easier.”

			She was halfway through the first pack, so he’d have at least a week to get what he needed from his favorite website devoted to helping husbands knock up their wives. By next Sunday, he should be able to switch them out.

			Very carefully, he placed the pills back exactly as he’d found them, then closed the cabinet. He’d saved her bedroom for last as he’d wanted to spend a little more time there. Even though it wasn’t as tidy as the front room, what with the bed sloppily made and a small pile of clothes in the corner next to the hamper, it was still clean. He moved to her nightstand to see what it contained, surprised when he didn’t find any condoms or vibrators.

			“So are you letting men ride bareback? Or are you a lesbian?” He’d never heard any rumors to that effect, but that didn’t mean she wasn’t. “Maybe you just keep your toys somewhere else.”

			His curiosity was well and truly engaged now, and he headed for the large built-in wardrobe to see what he could find. Though he located some racy underwear, he still didn’t find any toys. “So do you just use your hands?”

			Most of the women he’d been with had at least one vibrator or dildo. The puzzle of why Joely didn’t intrigued him. “I’ll have to figure that one out.”

			Making sure nothing was out of place, he went through the door that led back into the living room. Three large bookcases lined the wall, and he took a few minutes to peruse her reading material. At the very top, tucked away in the corner, he found a stash of erotica.

			“Well, if this is any indication, you’re not a lesbian.” He flipped through one of the books. He put it back where he’d found it, then adjusted his erection. He’d definitely be riding his wife hard tonight. As a matter of fact, he might have to head home and take care of matters himself once or twice before the bitch got in from work.

			At the door, he glanced outside to make sure no one was in the parking lot before he slipped out. He locked the door behind him, hurried down the steps, then back to his car.

			He’d been thinking about getting Joely a gift, but he’d wanted to wait until he’d gone through her apartment before choosing one. After seeing her private space, he had a good idea of what to get her now. Unlike the flowers, he wouldn’t be able to mail in an order for this. No, he’d have to hand deliver the package, which meant a midnight visit. He could hardly wait.

		

	
		
			Chapter 23

			Nearly a week after the mess of a morning at the knitting circle, Joely was headed to The Brown Bag for lunch. She was a few minutes ahead of the lunch crowd, but a spring downpour had hit and the place was full. Ted was at the back of the line, and with a smile, she went over to him.

			“What kind of trouble are you getting into this fine spring day?” she asked.

			He grinned at her. “As much as I can. You?”

			“The same. You here for lunch?”

			“No, just coffee. I have appointments all afternoon, and I needed to get out of the office for a few minutes. What about you?”

			She pushed her hair back off her face, tucking a loose strand behind her ear. She wasn’t sure if she could stand keeping it at its current length for long, having gotten used to short cuts. “I’m also getting out of the office, but I’m out for a little while. The Internet’s down. Plus, I needed a break. I have a cover that’s giving me fits.”

			They chatted as the line moved forward.

			When they got to the register, Lauren, the cafe’s owner, smiled at them. “You two again?”

			Joely laughed. “You’d better start locking the doors.”

			After they placed their orders and got their drinks, Joely found a table. “Will you sit for a few minutes?”

			“Just a few. How’s your week been?”

			“Quiet enough for the most part. I’m helping Carrie plan the wedding. And Jason’s needed a shoulder… he’s had a better few weeks, let’s say that. What about you?”

			“The usual. I’ve been thinking about slowing down a bit this summer—take fewer clients and try to enjoy myself.” He ran a finger around the lid of his coffee. “I never thought I’d say it, but I’m starting to think about dating again.”

			Joely tilted her head and smiled. “I figured you would eventually.” Ted’s wife had passed away three years ago after an unexpected illness. “Have anyone in particular in mind?”

			He dipped his chin to give her a chiding look over his glasses. “Young lady…”

			She shrugged expansively. “What? I just asked. If the daggers thrown my way when you asked me to lunch the other day were any indication, I’d say you’re not the only one thinking about dating.”

			His cheeks turned ever-so-slightly pink. “Surely not.”

			“Oh, yes.”

			Ted chuckled. “No, I don’t think so. I’ve asked her out. She said no.”

			Joely lifted her coffee. “Maybe you need to ask again. Maybe she was scared the first time or something.” She took a long drink, the warm liquid soothing as it made its way to her stomach. “Oh, that’s good. And seriously, you should ask her again. How long has it been since the first time?”

			“About a month. I’d feel stupid if she said no again.”

			“You’d feel stupid if you didn’t ask and she would have said yes this time,” she told him pertly. When she saw the man crossing the dining room with her order, she gave an astonished laugh. “Oh, my gosh! Tristan?”

			Lauren’s brother, Tristan Taylor, grinned. “Joely! Dang, girl. Look at you.” He set down the tray and hugged her. “Now I’m really glad I came home. Let’s go out.”

			Joely rolled her eyes even as she squeezed his waist. “You haven’t changed a bit. What are you doing here? You haven’t given up the camera for an apron, have you?” she asked, tugging on the green cotton wrapped around his middle.

			“Nah, I’m just helping out. Are you back in town?”

			“I am.”

			A whistle sounded from behind them, and they turned. Lauren was shaking her head and grinning. “Flirt on your own time, baby brother. Chop-chop.”

			“Slave driver,” he called. “I have to go. I’ll see you around?”

			“Absolutely.” She resumed her seat as he went back across the room. Ted was studying her. “What?”

			He smiled. “Nothing. You should take your own advice. Go out with him.”

			“No.” She laughed. “Not Tristan. He’s kidding. We’re just friends.”

			“Didn’t look like you were just friends,” Gordon said, coming up to stand beside their booth. “I’m crushed.”

			Ted chuckled. “On that note, I’m out of here. I’ll consider what you said, Joely.” He nodded at Gordon, who stood back to let him out.

			Gordon slid into the seat Ted had vacated. “So you and Tristan, huh?”

			She sighed. “No, not me and Tristan. He really was kidding. Tristan flirts with anything that’s female. Are you eating?”

			“Yeah. Garrett’s getting it.” He gestured toward the line, and when Joely leaned out of the booth to see, sure enough, there was Garrett, looking stony.

			“Oh.”

			Gordon’s green eyes were twinkling with amusement when she turned back to face him. “Yeah, oh. I thought he was going to rush over here and rip Tristan’s throat out when he saw you hugging him.”

			Her face felt so hot, Joely was sure it was bright red. “We’re just friends.”

			“You and Tristan, or you and Garrett?”

			She narrowed her eyes. “Don’t you start.”

			“I don’t know what you mean,” he said innocently as Garrett came up. “Do you mind if we sit with you?”

			“Go ahead.”

			Though things hadn’t been weird between them the previous Sunday at dinner, there was a definite awkwardness now as Garrett took the seat beside his brother. Gordon—the devil—knew it and was enjoying every minute, if his grin was any indication.

			“So what’s Tristan into these days?” Gordon asked. “Still doing photography?”

			“That’s what he said. I’ve not seen him since I left school.”

			Tristan had been in the same program as Joely in Louisville. Though he had been a couple of years ahead of her in high school, he’d changed his major in college and she’d caught up to him. They’d worked together on some projects, and as she thought about that, an idea occurred to her. She stared at Gordon, assessing him.

			He frowned suspiciously. “What? I don’t like that look.”

			“I’m just thinking about something. How camera-shy are you these days?”

			“Why?”

			“Because I have a cover that’s giving me fits, and you’d be perfect for it.”

			Gordon shook his head adamantly. “Oh, no. No way.”

			Garrett looked from her to his brother, amused. “What kind of cover?”

			Her smile was slow. “The racy kind.”

			“No.” Gordon groaned in dismay. “Forget it.”

			“Oh, really?” Garrett asked, ignoring him. “Do tell.”

			“Uh-huh. I’ve been working on it all week, and it’s refusing to cooperate. I can’t find the stock images I need.” Joely studied Tristan when he came up with the men’s orders. “Have you set up your studio yet?”

			“I have. Just about, anyhow. Why? You need something?”

			“I do. What’s your availability?”

			He glanced over his shoulder toward the line. “E-mail me. Or better yet, call me. You have my number?”

			“Unless it’s changed.”

			Tristan winked. “It hasn’t. Call me,” he said as he headed back for the kitchen.

			Joely turned back to the brothers. “It’s just a few hours of your time,” she told Gordon. “And I’ll pay you. Not lawyer scale, but money is money.”

			“Forget it,” he said with a scowl.

			“Nope. You’re exactly what the author describes, right down to the eye color. I’ll ask Stacy. She’ll give you permission if that’s what you’re worried about.” She took a bite of her salad, barely managing to keep a straight face as he sputtered. She winked at Garrett, who was laughing. “So how’s my girl?”

			“Anxious to see you again. She had a virus this week and missed a few days of school. I guess she ‘Miss-Joely’d’ Ronnie nearly to death.”

			Joely laid down her fork, dismayed. “Why didn’t you call me? I would have come to see her.”

			He shrugged. “I didn’t want to bother you.”

			She narrowed her eyes, then looked at Gordon. “Hit him for me, would you?”

			“Gladly.” Gordon thumped his brother on the back of the head, making Garrett scowl mightily.

			“Watch it,” he growled.

			Gordon shrugged. “You deserved it.”

			“Next time Emma wants to see me, let me know. I’ll be there,” she told Garrett, her appetite gone. “Especially if she’s sick. I didn’t think Ronnie hated me that much.”

			The men exchanged an uncomfortable look.

			“Ronnie doesn’t hate you,” Garrett protested. “She’s just… well, she’s jealous.”

			“She’s what?”

			He nodded. “She’s jealous. You’re friends with Ted. She has feelings for him.”

			Joely shook her head, incredulous. “He said she turned him down.”

			“She did. She’s afraid of getting hurt. That doesn’t mean she wants to see him date someone else.” He looked at her, a challenge clear in his gaze.

			Her jaw dropped. “You don’t mean me.”

			Garrett shrugged. “No?”

			“No!”

			When Gordon snickered, they both turned to him with frowns.

			“I’m just observing,” he said, holding his hands up in self-defense. “Maybe you two should try to get Ronnie and Ted together socially. Might solve both problems—Ronnie’s jealousy and her and Ted needing that push.”

			Joely crossed her arms. The idea had merit. “I can invite him to the farm Sunday for dinner.”

			“I’ll see that Ronnie’s there,” Garrett conceded. “Maybe we can seat them together?”

			“Sounds like a plan. Now, as far as this cover photo shoot goes…”

			Gordon shook his head. “No.”

			“It’ll take me a few days to get the costumes in,” she continued as though he hadn’t spoken. “What size pants do you wear? You don’t look like you’ve gained weight since last summer. Are you still working out? You need to be ripped for this cover.”

			“Costumes?” Gordon sputtered at the same time Garrett answered, “Thirty-four thirty-six.”

			She whistled. “Long legs.”

			“Joely, I love you dearly, but I’m not dressing up in costumes for you. No.” Gordon crossed his arms, and the set of his jaw was stubborn.

			Joely just smiled. “We’ll see about that.”

			[image: ]

			“You want him to what?” Stacy asked later that same day.

			“Dress up as an angel through three different time periods and pose for erotic-romance book covers.” Joely anxiously waited to see what the detective’s response was. She’d buzzed Stacy right after lunch to ask for a few minutes. Stacy had told her to come over to the sheriff’s department.

			An unholy glee lit up Stacy’s face. “How erotic?”

			Joely blushed. “The books are explicit. The covers won’t be so much, but they’re going to have to convey heat. He’d be shirtless. And, um, there will be a female model involved.”

			Stacy’s eyes narrowed. “Who, exactly?”

			“Me.”

			“Okay.” She pursed her lips, her face clearing. “And he said no?”

			“He didn’t just say no,” Joely told her. “He said, ‘Hell, no.’ So if you approve, I’ll need you to work him into it.”

			“An angel?”

			Joely nodded. “A fallen angel. Black wings.”

			“What will you be wearing?” Stacy asked, sitting back, her hands resting protectively on her baby bump. A tiny smile was playing around her lips, and Joely relaxed.

			“Three costumes—a Regency-style ball gown, a Victorian lingerie ensemble, and a modern bra and pair of shorts. Gordon would be dressed in leather breeches for two and jeans for the third. And the third pose is in bed, so I’d need you to stand in there. We can Photoshop you out and me in during post-production. No offense, but while I don’t have a problem standing next to your husband while scantily clad, I won’t get in bed with him.”

			Stacy laughed out loud. “And Garrett was there when you proposed this? Oh, Joely, it’s too delicious. I wish I’d been there.”

			Joely waited until Stacy’s laughter had died down. “I didn’t give them many details, actually. Just that the book was racy. They don’t know what the costumes are.”

			Still grinning, Stacy held out her hand and Joely took it. “You tell me when to have him there, and we’ll be there. Oh, I can hardly wait to get home and tell him. Can I sell tickets?”

			Joely snickered. “Not a bad idea, but no. He’d really kill us.”

			“Probably. So who all would be there?” Stacy asked, leaning forward to prop her chin on her hand.

			“You and Gordon, me, Tristan, and probably Beth. I’m going to need help getting in and out of the costumes, and she’d hurt me if I didn’t include her.”

			“This sounds like such fun. Do you have to do this often, have photo shoots?”

			“Not too often. I can usually find what I need on the various stock image sites. But for these books? No. And this client is huge—she’s a best seller.” She named the author, and Stacy’s eyes widened.

			“I read her books! Oh, Galen has to do it now. You leave that to me. He’ll do it.”

			Joely stood, her smile edging into wicked. “I’m not going to ask how you plan to get him to agree, but thank you. This has been driving me nuts, and I can’t let her down. Now that I have her as a client, I don’t want to lose her. Are you sure it’s okay?”

			Stacy nodded. “Yes. If you were anybody else, I’d say no. But you’re special. And this really does sound fun. You should invite Garrett along though. Just to make it that much more enjoyable,” she added when Joely frowned. “Think about how much he could tease Galen after seeing him dressed up as an angel.”

			“Uh-huh. I’m on to you, lady,” Joely told her with a smile. “Thank you. I’ll be in touch with a time.”

			As she headed back to her apartment, she couldn’t help but chuckle at the thought. If the opportunity presented itself, she’d ask Garrett, but she wasn’t going to seek him out. It stung that he hadn’t called her when Emma was asking for her, but she barely knew them, so she supposed it made sense. Still, now that she knew the little girl had wanted to see her, she didn’t know if she could wait until Sunday to visit her. She didn’t want Emma to think she’d forgotten about her. Joely just couldn’t figure out how to approach Emma without seeming like she was after Garrett.

			“I’ll think about it for a while,” she told herself as she unlocked her apartment door. “If I have to break down and call the man, I will. Emma’s more important than my pride. And that’s something Ronnie should have known.”

			Her anger at the older woman heated up again as she thought about how disappointed Emma must have been. Joely hated when people played games. She hoped she was misreading Ronnie, that it had been a simple misunderstanding. Otherwise, even if Joely and Garrett weren’t involved, until she and Ronnie learned to bump along together, things could be rough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 24

			Though she had every intention of figuring out a way to see Emma, the same virus that had likely hit the little girl waylaid Joely that evening. Thankfully it didn’t last long—only twenty-four hours—but it took her a little longer to recover fully. Once her head was no longer hanging over a toilet bowl, she texted Stacy and got Garrett’s number.

			I want to check on Emma, say hi, she told Stacy, since I didn’t get to see her when she was sick.

			Cool. But she and Ronnie went to Kentucky for a couple of days. They won’t be back until late tomorrow.

			“Damn.” Tomorrow was Saturday, and if Emma was in Kentucky, chances were good that she wasn’t missing Joely too much. I’ll wait then. Don’t want to bother her. Thanks.

			A minute went by, then another text came in from Stacy. Garrett’s coming here for supper. You should join us. I’m not cooking, LOL.

			Joely smiled. Stacy was multitalented, but cooking was not one of her strengths. Rain check? Had a virus yesterday, still feel puny.

			I’ll hold you to that, came the prompt response. You need anything?

			No, I’m good. Going to rest this evening. Thanks though. Night.

			She laid the phone on her desk and pushed her chair back with a groan. The evening was falling dusk outside, and she went to the windows that overlooked the street and square beyond. Earlier in the day, the city workers had been checking the fairy lights that decorated the trees on the square, and now those lights were on. Their soft glow was magical, and Joely sat on the wide chaise she’d put underneath one of the windows so she could look out. As she watched, a couple strolled arm in arm from one side of the park to the other.

			Feeling like something of a voyeur, Joely watched them until they disappeared from sight, then she turned her gaze heavenward, where stars were starting to twinkle in the clear, dusky purple sky.

			“You could have said yes, you know. When he asked you out,” she told the sky softly. “But you’re too big of a damn chicken. Which hurts worse—getting your heart broken or being alone?”

			A tiny devil’s voice whispered that she might not get her heart broken at all, and Joely closed her eyes against the idea.

			When she’d walked in on Brian and Jen and Jen’s boyfriend having sex, she’d been devastated. The betrayal had cut deep, but it hadn’t shattered her heart. On some level, she thought she’d been expecting it all along. Her mind turned to Ted.

			Joely had no doubt he’d loved his wife deeply. She’d seen them together, and they hadn’t hidden their feelings. They’d each been the half of the other. Losing her had ripped him apart. But he was brave enough to step out again, to open himself up to that kind of risk. Joely didn’t know if he’d ever find the kind of love with someone else that he’d had with his wife, but he was willing to try.

			She sighed. “And compared to him, you’re not coming out favorably here, Jo. Brian sucks ass, but he didn’t love you for thirty years and die. So get off your sorry ass and take a chance.” The problem was, she didn’t know how to start. And was Garrett really who she wanted to start with?

			She was starting to think it didn’t matter if he was only interested in her superficially. Maybe it was time she had fun, which was something she felt she’d forgotten how to do.

			With a groan, she reached for the spread on the corner of the couch, then relaxed against the back of the chaise and covered herself. The only light on in the apartment was the one on her desk, and the chaise was comfortable.

			“We’ll see what the world looks like tomorrow,” she promised herself around a yawn. “No need to rush into anything right now.”

			Warm, comfortable, and tired, she drifted off. Her last glimpse at the sky before she fell asleep was to see a meteor streaking across the indigo expanse, and she barely remembered making a wish for someone to love as she closed her eyes.

		

	
		
			Chapter 25

			Garrett was eager to see what would happen Sunday. He’d made sure Ronnie would be at the Hudsons’, but he hadn’t told her Ted would be there as well. He was afraid she wouldn’t go if she knew that.

			When he’d told Emma where they were going, she’d been so excited, she shrieked and ran around in a circle. “Are we gonna see Miss Joely?”

			He laughed. “We are. You like her, huh?”

			“Yes. She’s fun, Daddy-boo. Do you like her?”

			“Yeah, I do.”

			Ethan was heading inside when they pulled up, and he stopped on the porch to wait for them. “Hey, Emma girl. I hear you took a big trip.”

			“I did. We went to ’tucky. Where’re my babies?”

			The detective laughed. “Beth has them upstairs, getting them ready for a nap.”

			Emma looked at Garrett. “Daddy, if I’m quiet, can I go see?”

			“Yes, but you do what Beth tells you to, okay?”

			“Okay!” she hollered as she ran inside, only slowing once she reached the stairs.

			Ethan sighed. “That’s what I have to look forward to, isn’t it?”

			Garrett clapped him on the shoulder. “Yep. Times two.” He knew from the other man’s smile that Ethan wouldn’t have it any other way.

			“Come on in. Most everyone’s in the living room while we wait for Ted. Stacy told me we’re playing matchmaker today?” he asked in a low voice.

			“That’s the idea.”

			Ronnie’s car was in the driveway, and when he didn’t see her in the living room, Garrett figured she was probably in the kitchen. He took a seat on the hearth and waited to see what the conversation was about. Sampson, Annie, Gordon, and Stacy were seated around the room, and Ethan took a spot on the empty love seat next to the couch.

			Within a couple of minutes, Ted had shown up, along with Jason, and both men had joined them in the living room. Garrett made the introductions as Beth came down with Emma, who went to the kitchen.

			Beth came on in, poking Jason in the ribs as she passed him, then sat beside Ethan and leaned into him. “Have you been at work?” she asked her brother.

			Jason glanced down at the dress shirt and slacks he wore instead of his usual jeans. “We had someone come in to give a statement on a case.”

			Joely came to the door, stopping a few feet behind her brother. As Garrett watched, she studied the way Jason was standing. With one hand on her hip, the other on an invisible wall, she widened her stance and created a mirror image of his pose. Every so often, he would shift, and when he did, she copied him.

			Even though Jason was blond and tall, versus Joely’s petite darkness, there was a marked resemblance that let a person know they were related by blood. Her impression was eerily accurate. But Garrett couldn’t figure out why she kept throwing out her right hip.

			Looking at Jason, the only thing that stood out about his right hip was the placement of his badge. When he looked back at Joely, she winked and used her knuckles to pretend to polish the spot where the badge would be on her. Garrett had to look away to keep a straight face.

			“So we have all the statements we need for the case now,” Jason was telling Ethan. “We should be able to go to Rhonda tomorrow and get her to press charges. Why are you smiling?”

			Before Ethan could answer, Joely took a few steps forward, coming level with Jason. She nudged him with her elbow, then polished the invisible badge again before resuming her mockery.

			Jason scowled down at her. “What are you doing?”

			“Nothing,” she answered, meeting his scowl with one of her own. When he crossed his arms, she did as well.

			“Oh, come on. Not the living caricature game.” Jason rolled his eyes as everyone laughed. “What’s with the hip? You need Dad to look at that for you?”

			“No. I’m just pointing out what a nice, shiny badge I’m wearing.” She chucked him under the chin before walking over to stand in front of Annie, where she cocked the hip out even farther and once again pretended to polish the badge. “See it? Shiny badge!”

			“Okay, come on, kid. I’m not that bad.” Even though he wasn’t laughing along with everyone else, Jason’s face wasn’t as stern as it had been. He wrapped her in a loose headlock and bussed the top of her head. “I don’t actually polish my badge.”

			“Oh, yes, you do,” Stacy protested. “I’ve seen you do it.”

			Jason stuck his tongue out at her, which made everyone laugh harder. “You people…”

			“Should I do someone else?” Joely asked, leaning back against him.

			“Absolutely. I shouldn’t be the only one who gets made fun of today,” Jason said as he released her. “Do Ethan.”

			Joely raised an eyebrow. “Oh, he’s easy.” The words caused Beth to cackle with laughter.

			Ethan’s face was turning red, and he shook his head ruefully. “This ought to be good.”

			Shaking her arms, Joely made a production of rolling her shoulders. When she adopted a fierce frown and walked over to Sampson, her grandfather had to take off his glasses and wipe his eyes, he laughed so hard.

			“Now come on,” Jason said. “How is that Ethan?”

			Joely turned her scowl on him. “I have business to conduct here. Stop interfering. Now, where were we?” She turned back to Sampson. She didn’t linger though, and she moved around the circle of people. The whole time, she kept the frown on her face. But when she got to Beth, the frown cleared and out came a sunny smile.

			Gordon burst out laughing. “Oh, my God, that’s perfect. That’s dead-on you!” he told Ethan through his chuckles.

			The detective groaned, though he was smiling. “What? I’m happiest when she’s around. So?”

			Beth touched his hand. Her own smile was soft, and they exchanged a message without words before she turned back to Joely. “Do someone else now.”

			Joely shook her head. “Really?”

			“Yes,” Sampson said. “And make us guess.”

			She put her hands on her hips, glancing around the room. When Jackie and Richard came in, Ronnie and Chase behind them with Emma, Joely’s mouth widened into a grin.

			“Oh, this is going to be good. Mom, come sit down here next to Poppy.” She steered Jackie to sit on the edge of Sampson’s chair.

			“What are you all doing in here that’s so funny?” Jackie asked.

			“You’ll see,” Beth told her with a wink.

			Joely walked back over to stand beside her father, tilting her head to look at him for a minute. With a decisive nod, she closed her eyes. Garrett could see her centering herself, then she shifted.

			“That is unreal,” Gordon told him in a low murmur. “She’s a damn good mimic.”

			Garrett nodded, watching as she walked over to her mother and slowly slid her arm around Jackie’s shoulder.

			“Jackie, did you happen to see what came in the mail today?” Joely asked, her voice lowered to a more intimate tone.

			Jackie blinked at her even as Beth whimpered with laughter and titters went around the room. “Um, no? It’s Sunday.”

			Joely sighed. “That doesn’t matter. The latest journal came in. There’s a fabulous article inside on the efficacy of a new miracle drug. You should let me read it to you later. Fascinating stuff,” she said, moving closer to play with Jackie’s hair. “We could go out to the pond, take a picnic basket and a blanket…”

			Jackie’s eyes widened as her face turned red, and Garrett could see her put it together in her head. She lifted her hands to her cheeks and pressed her lips together tightly, but she couldn’t prevent a small laugh from escaping. “Oh, goodness. Oh, Joely.”

			“Now, now, don’t get too excited, but there’s an article on podiatry in there too.” She lowered her voice to a whisper. “Podiatry, Jackie. Do you know how sensitive the foot is?”

			The giggles and snickers in the room erupted into full-blown laughter as Richard groaned and covered his face. “Oh, dear God. Caricatures?” he asked Jason, who was grinning.

			“Caricatures.”

			Joely looked over her shoulder. “You really need to work on your pickup lines, Daddy.”

			“Why? It obviously worked, didn’t it? I mean, it got us the four of you,” he responded, moving to stand beside her.

			The look on her face as she realized she really had mimicked one of his romancing routines was priceless, and it sent the room into even more laughter. Garrett didn’t think there was any child on the planet who, when confronted with the realization that their parents had sex, didn’t have that look on their face.

			When she turned to Jason with a horrified “eww,” the detective lost it. He laughed so hard, he bent double and had to hold on to his stomach. Every time he rose up, he looked at Joely and laughed again.

			“Excuse me,” he finally managed. “I need some air.”

			Joely released Jackie, shaking her head the whole time. “I need air too. I’ll never look at medical journals the same way again,” she said as she headed for the front door to follow Jason.

			“Legal journals are good too,” Chase called after Joely, wincing as Annie slapped his shoulder.

			Joely’s “Gross!” echoed back down the hall, then the front door closed.

			Chase stood and went to his father, looking after Joely before turning back to face his parents. “Do you know she’s the only person on this planet who could get him to laugh like that after the week he’s had? I can’t get my head around you even thinking you wished she hadn’t been born.”

			He didn’t wait for a response but followed his siblings from the room. All the laughter died. The regret Garrett saw on Richard and Jackie’s faces told him they’d suffered greatly with the realization of what Joely had overheard.

			Richard hugged a tearful Jackie. “We’ve still got some fences to mend, looks like.”

			“I’ll go check on them,” Beth said as she stood. She stopped by her parents and touched both of them before heading for the porch.

			Jackie squared her shoulders and drew in a shuddering breath. “Well, dinner is ready. Why don’t we all go on in and get our plates?”

			“Absolutely,” Sampson said, standing. He touched his daughter’s cheek. “Give it time. They’ll come around.”

			“I hope so, Daddy.”

			As Garrett helped Emma get a plate together, he maneuvered so that Ronnie was helping Ted. He thought about the tightness on Joely’s face the other day at The Brown Bag when she’d mentioned how Ronnie felt about her, and how hurt she’d been after the triplet-turkey-baster debacle.

			As interested as he was in pursuing Joely, if he couldn’t steer things in a more positive direction with her and Ronnie, he didn’t know if he would go after her. He might end up having a talk with Ronnie if things didn’t improve between them. He couldn’t sit back and let them fight. Not because it would be difficult for him, but for the simple reason that Joely was still vulnerable, and he didn’t want to see her hurt again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 26

			After dinner, which Joely was happy to note went amazingly well considering all the tension in the room, she put the second phase of her Cupid plan into action.

			“Hey, Emma. Have you ever visited the pond here on the farm? There might be some ducks out there now that it’s warming up.”

			The little girl’s eyes widened. “Ducks?”

			Joely nodded. “Ducks. I brought some cracked corn to feed them. I can’t promise you there’ll be any, but we could go look. It’s nice and warm today.”

			“That sounds like an excellent plan,” Ted chimed in. “I could use the chance to stretch my legs after that meal. What do you think?” he asked Ronnie.

			The woman’s hand fluttered to her neck. “I suppose so.”

			Joely turned away to hide her smile, bumping into Garrett. “Sorry.”

			“No problem.” His hands came out to steady her. “A walk does sound good. Will you show us where the pond is?”

			“Sure.”

			With Emma leading the way, Garrett and Joely in the middle, and Ted and Ronnie bringing up the rear, they set out. Joely was a little surprised no one else had joined them, but everyone claimed to have plans. She had to wonder if that was deliberate or not, but she didn’t examine their excuses too closely.

			Since they were fairly isolated, she leaned toward Garrett and asked, “Think it’s working?”

			He glanced over his shoulder. “She’s taken his arm. That’s a good sign, right?”

			“I hope so.”

			“Emma, not so far ahead,” he called. “How’re the plans for the photo shoot coming?”

			Joely shrugged. “Costumes are on their way, and Stacy’s this close to getting Gordon to agree. We’ve set it up for next Friday at six. Tristan’s renting the building where Charity had The Gallery, a few doors down from Annie’s. You should stop by.”

			Garrett shoved his hands into his pockets. “I might try. What kind of costumes are we talking about?”

			She blew out a breath. “Your brother will be taking on the role of a fallen angel. There are three covers, same series, arcing over two hundred years. So he gets off pretty easy—all he has to worry about are breeches and jeans. I’m the one who’ll be dolled up in period costumes.”

			He gave a little jerk and his steps slowed for an instant. “You’re on the covers too?”

			She nodded. “I had a video call with the client when I had so much trouble finding stock images, and as soon as she saw me, she insisted I was perfect.” She raised her hands to her cheeks and grimaced. “I was kind of stuck.”

			“And what kind of costumes are you going to be in?” he asked, grinning.

			With an embarrassed laugh, she told him. “It won’t be the first time I’ve posed for Tristan. He used me as a model for some shots for his senior portfolio, but the idea that my image will be on covers that a ton of people will see? That’s daunting.”

			Garrett raised a dark brow. “Well, in that case, I have to be there. I can’t miss seeing you and Galen all dressed up.”

			Her nerves increased tenfold at the thought, but she reminded herself that she’d asked him. What he said next, however, made her wonder if she’d been right to ask Gordon to pose.

			“It’s ironic, really, that he’ll be playing a fallen angel. Our old man would get a kick out of that.”

			“How so?”

			Garrett moved his shoulders restlessly. “Galen and the old man don’t get along very well. As a matter of fact, they hate each other. I was lucky that by the time I came along, Dad had stopped drinking. But Galen… he grew up in it. And our father wasn’t a nice drunk.”

			“Oh, Garrett, I didn’t know that.”

			“Not many people do. The same year they had me, Galen got sent to foster care. He was with a family for years. The first time I met him, I was six years old. He was sixteen, and he wasn’t happy that he’d been sent back to us.”

			“Wow. So why would your father be amused at the fallen-angel thing?”

			“Because he always taunted Galen about being the spawn of the devil. The green eyes, you know. Dad’s a religious zealot, and he’s superstitious. He’s a preacher. And his old man, our grandfather? I guess the man was the devil himself, if what I’ve heard over the years is true. Galen looks just like him, even down to the eyes. And Dad took his hatred out on my brother since he couldn’t get back at his father.”

			“That’s awful. Just awful,” Joely said, stopping. “Do you think it will bother Gordon to dress up as an angel? I never would have asked if I’d known.”

			Garrett shook his head. “No, he’s fine. If Stacy can get him past his reluctance, he’ll get a kick out of it.”

			She let out a relieved breath. “Good. That’s good. So your father is a preacher?”

			He nodded. “Oh, yeah. Not your average friendly pastor like Ted. Don Gordon is an old-time Holy Roller. He puts on a damned fine show, I’ll say that. Hellfire, damnation, and honest-to-God Bible-thumping.”

			Ted and Ronnie caught up to them.

			“Why are we stopping?” Ted asked.

			“I needed a minute.” Joely handed him the bag of cracked corn. “You two go on ahead.”

			“Okay. We’ll keep an eye on Emma for you,” he said with a smile. “Take your time. I’m guessing the pond is on down this path?”

			“It is. You can’t miss it.”

			“Who’s matchmaking for whom here?” Garrett murmured as the older couple hurried after Emma.

			Joely snorted. “I think that would be anybody and everybody. Except Jason. He’s the anti-Cupid right now, poor guy.”

			“How is he?”

			“Struggling.”

			Chase hadn’t had any luck making progress with Hannah on a custody agreement, though Jason had been served with divorce papers at the first of the week. She sighed as she thought about how lost her brother was, then shoved her worry aside. For the moment, as much as she hated to admit it, there was nothing she could do for Jason.

			“So getting back to your family. Your dad is really a preacher?” she asked.

			“He really is,” Garrett confirmed with a lopsided smile. “And I thought about following in his footsteps for a while.”

			Her eyes widened. “You?” she squeaked.

			He laughed. “Yes, me. Is it that surprising?”

			“Um, yeah. I guess that means you don’t share Gordon’s agnostic views, then?”

			“No, I don’t. I don’t go to church every time the doors are open, but I do go.”

			She couldn’t comprehend it. “You don’t strike me as someone who’d contemplate becoming a preacher. No offense.”

			“None taken. And by the time I was eighteen, I’d learned I wasn’t cut out for a collar, so to speak. I don’t think Dad ever forgave me for that betrayal. When Emma was born, he became convinced I’d been converted by Satan. He blamed that on Galen, you know. Since he’s the devil’s spawn.”

			She shook her head, saddened by the thought. Gordon was such a good man, a kind man. He was about as far from the devil as anyone Joely had ever met. “That can’t have been easy on any of you.” She hesitated, not sure how to ask about what had occurred to her when he’d mentioned green eyes. “How does your dad feel about Emma?”

			Garrett’s smile turned cold, and for the first time, she saw the steely protective father inside the man. “He thought she was okay until her eyes turned green when she was about nine months old. And then he started trying to preach the evil out of her. Mom was still watching her for me then, and she called me one day in tears. I could hear Emma screaming in the background. All Mom told me was to get over there. You’ve never seen anyone drive so fast in your life.”

			His jaw tightened as he looked in the direction Emma had gone. “He was standing over her crib, Bible in hand, reading as loudly as he could—screaming like a damn madman, really. He wouldn’t let Mom get to her. I almost killed him that day. If I hadn’t needed to get Emma out of there, I would have beaten the shit out of him for scaring my daughter so badly.”

			“Oh, Garrett.” Just the thought of it broke Joely’s heart at the same time as it enraged her. “How could he do that? Was she okay?”

			“She was scared to death. She wouldn’t let me put her down for the rest of the day, and she was jumpy for about a week. I think she’s too young to remember it. I hope so, anyhow.” He shook his head. “I’d never really understood what Galen had been through until that day. When he came back to live with us, he was as tall as he is now, taller than Dad, even though he didn’t have Dad’s muscles. But he’d learned a few things through the years, and Dad left him alone except for some verbal jabs. When I saw how Dad was with Emma, I caught a glimpse of what Galen’s childhood had to have been like, and it was so ugly. Aside from getting her out of there and wanting to kill Dad, my first instinct was to run to Galen and apologize. It’s a pure miracle he’s as good a man as he is now. He got lucky and was placed with a great foster family. That’s what saved him.”

			“I can’t imagine. That explains a lot about why Gordon believes the way he does, however.” She had her arms wrapped tightly around herself, partly for comfort and partly to keep from hugging Garrett. “What did you do after that?”

			“I went to Ronnie, asked for her help. She helped me find a nice lady who kept a few kids in her home, and I got Emma in there.”

			They’d stopped beside the barn, and needing to move, Joely went to the door and slid it open. “What about her mother?”

			Garrett followed her inside. “Rochelle wasn’t in any shape to help. I don’t know if you’re aware of it or not, but she was an addict. Pills, meth, booze, you name it. She stayed sober from the time she found out she was pregnant until right after Emma was born, but that was as good as it got. I had custody from day one, and she only got supervised visits once a month. Emma doesn’t remember her.”

			Joely shook her head slowly, trailing her hand along the top of one of the empty stalls. “That had to be so difficult for you all.”

			He shrugged. “We survived it. By the time she OD’d, I think it was a relief more than anything, as awful as that sounds. The last time I saw her, she told me she was tired. That she wanted to change but she couldn’t. Not even for Emma. She never could find peace while she was alive. I hope she found it after.”

			“If you don’t mind me asking, how in the world did a cop get mixed up with someone like her?” she asked softly.

			His face showed his embarrassment, and he spread his hands. “I pulled her over for speeding. We exchanged phone numbers. I didn’t see that she was an addict. I wasn’t expecting to see it. She was a little older than me, and she’d been living in Ohio for a few years. She was on her way back home when I pulled her over. I knew Ronnie from the community. One thing led to another. And to be fair, Rochelle wasn’t using as much when we first met. It was still mostly recreational, you know? But after she got settled in to Clay County, it spiraled out of control.”

			She nodded. “I’ve known people like that. That’s the tipping point, the stage where they can hide it.”

			“Exactly. And she hid it well. When I put two and two together, I confronted her. That’s when we split up. And we weren’t ever really… it wasn’t a romance,” he confessed, not meeting her gaze. “We were just having fun. But I did care about her, care what happened to her.”

			The fact that he wasn’t proud of having what apparently had been a purely sexual relationship stunned Joely. She figured he’d be the kind of man who’d shrug something like that off as par for the course.

			“What did you do? When you found out about the drugs?”

			“Went to Ronnie. She’d wondered about it, but she’d been in denial. She didn’t speak to me for a few weeks after that. I guess she needed time to process the reality.”

			“That had to be so hard. Rochelle was her only child?”

			“Yeah. And they hadn’t had a good relationship before Ronnie found out. Then when Rochelle turned up pregnant… that was a difficult time, to say the least.” He’d stopped beside her, picking at a splinter in the wood.

			Joely could tell he was disturbed. She placed a tentative hand over his, then squeezed. “I’m sorry.”

			Garrett stilled, his eyes coming to her face. “Thank you.”

			Neither of them moved, and Joely barely breathed as the moment stretched out. After a long minute, she slid her hand away and walked over to the tractor her father housed for the farmer who leased their pastures. She ran a finger over the emblem on the hood ornament, drawing in a hitching breath as he moved up behind her. He was standing so close she could feel the warmth of him along her back.

			“Is that one of the reasons Ronnie doesn’t trust me? Mom told her I was a drug addict?” she asked softly in the quiet barn. A pigeon cooed, its call muted and distant.

			“I think that’s part of it, I’m sorry to say,” he admitted. His hands came to rest lightly on her shoulders, and Joely closed her eyes. “I’m hoping she can see the truth of you.”

			“And what do you think that truth is?” she whispered.

			“That you’re the opposite of what she’s been led to believe. That you’re a good person. Joely…”

			She let him turn her around, but she kept her gaze on his shirt. Garrett didn’t speak, but she felt the weight of his stare as they stood close. He gently pushed her hair away from her face, and when his fingers traced the curve of her ear, she shivered, her breath coming in jerks. She didn’t protest when he cupped her cheek or when his thumb brushed across her lips, and time slowed down as he lowered his head to hers.

			The first touch of his mouth against hers was tentative, uncertain. Joely closed her eyes again, her breath escaping in a soft whimper. The second contact was much more sure, his lips closing over hers with confidence.

			She let herself get lost in the kiss, her hands curling into the soft fabric of his shirt. She wanted the kiss, needed the intimacy it provided. Their conversation had left her feeling torn, needy, and she gladly took the comfort he was giving.

			With a muted groan, Garrett drew her close, not breaking their contact. His arms wrapped around her in a tight band, lifting her up into the hard lines of his body. Joely melted against him. Her hands slid up to his shoulders, clinging tightly as the kiss went on and on.

			He didn’t hurry, didn’t try to get aggressive, but instead seduced her with a hungry gentleness that she was powerless to resist. When he lifted her to sit her on the metal bumper of the tractor, then stepped between her legs, she shivered and broke the kiss.

			“Garrett…”

			He didn’t stop kissing her but instead slid his mouth down her neck to her throat, where he nipped lightly. Joely moved her head so he could have better access.

			“We should, um, we should…”

			“We should what?” he asked, his hands coming up to frame her face.

			He held her still while he kissed her again, this time in a sexual, sensual onslaught that nearly drove her insane. When his tongue dipped inside to tease hers, she moaned.

			“No, we have to stop,” she managed, turning her head to the side. They were both breathing heavily, and her hands were clenched so tightly in his shirt that she knew the fabric would be wrinkled when she let go. And she would let go, just as soon as her hands cooperated with her mind. But he was so warm, and the air inside the barn was cool. She didn’t want to release him. “Oh, dear God.”

			Garrett nuzzled her cheek, then sighed. He rested his face next to hers. “I suppose I should apologize for that.”

			His voice was rough, husky, and she shivered as his breath washed over the dampness on her neck. Gooseflesh rippled across her skin.

			“Please don’t. I might have to borrow someone’s gun and shoot you if you do,” she told him.

			He choked off a laugh. “Still, you did say no when I asked you out. So for me to kiss you now… this was presumptuous of me.”

			Joely turned her head and placed a soft kiss at the corner of his mouth. “No. Did you hear me tell you to stop?”

			He shook his head, then stepped back. Joely let her hands fall from his shoulders, and he turned away and walked to the door to stare at the bright sunshine beyond.

			After a minute, he blew out a long breath and straightened. “We should catch up to them.”

			“No, we should head back to the house and let them make their own way back. This is matchmaking, remember? As long as you’re comfortable with them watching Emma, leave them be. Ted was going to ask Ronnie out again if the opportunity presented itself. Let it.”

			He sighed. “I hope she says yes. I’d like to see her get out, start dating some.”

			“She’s widowed, I think Stacy said?”

			“For fifteen years now.”

			They started back to the house, and silence fell between them as they walked. Despite the awareness the kiss had caused, the quiet wasn’t uncomfortable. When they reached the edge of the yard, Garrett stopped her.

			“So, uh, about what just happened… does that mean if I ask you out again, you’ll say yes?”

			Joely smiled, looking away as her face grew hot. “I guess it depends on how you ask,” she finally told him with a soft laugh. “Come up with something good and we’ll see.”

			When he stood there with his hands on his hips, his mouth open with shock, she laughed harder, then went on to the house. He hurried after her a moment later.

			Joely had never understood why women made men chase them. She hated games and had never seen any point in pretending disinterest. After all, if two people were attracted to each other, why not just go out and see where it led? But with Garrett, who was such fun to tease, something told her to make it hard for him. She wouldn’t lie about how she felt, but she definitely planned to keep her cards close to her vest. Maybe she wanted to see if he thought she was worth working for, whether or not he would fight for her attention.

			After what she’d learned today about who he was, the insight she’d gained into the man, she sincerely hoped he would.

		

	
		
			Chapter 27

			The kiss replayed in Garrett’s mind over and over. He tossed and turned all night Sunday, finally getting to sleep around four in the morning. When the clock went off a couple of hours later, he groaned and buried his face in his pillow. He didn’t want to get up, but he didn’t have a choice. In order to get everything done before Emma woke up, he had to drag himself out of bed now.

			With a muted curse, he threw back the covers, the chill in the air bringing him more awake. He hurried into the bathroom to start his morning routine.

			As he showered, he kept thinking about how soft Joely had been. Her lips, her skin, her hair. So soft he could hardly believe she was real as he was holding her. And at the same time, there was such substance to her. He could tell she exercised—her muscles were strong and toned—but he hadn’t felt as though he were embracing a lumberjack either. She’d felt perfect. Remembering how perfect had a predictable effect on his body. Garrett let his head fall forward with a groan, the hot water cascading over his shoulders.

			He didn’t regret kissing her. Far from it. And if her response and words had been any indication, she hadn’t regretted that he’d acted. But it could have been a disaster. The fact that she’d turned him down for a date had been the last thing on his mind when he’d touched her. He was grateful it had worked out as well as it had, his intense enjoyment of the kiss only part of his delight.

			After lingering a few more minutes in the shower, he got out and went through the rest of his routine. By seven thirty, Emma was up, dressed, and fed, and they were out the door.

			All morning, any time there was a lull, his mind went back to Joely. To what she’d said about him coming up with something good for asking her out. He was going to have to spend some time on that. When lunchtime rolled around, he grabbed the book he’d been reading and headed across the street to The Brown Bag. The place wasn’t as crowded as it usually was, since he was a bit earlier than he typically showed up. He’d wanted to get there before the rush so he could get a quiet table and read. But when he saw Joely tucked away into one of the small booths, he changed his plan.

			With his order in hand, he headed toward her. “Hello.”

			She looked up from her tablet with a smile. “Hi there.”

			“Mind if I sit?” He inclined his head toward the empty bench across from her.

			“Not at all.”

			Garrett smiled. “Good. Now, I won’t bother you. I have this to read”—he held up the book—“so I don’t want you to think this is a date or anything. I’m still pondering what you said yesterday.” His gaze dropped to her lips, and he wished he could lean across the table and steal a kiss.

			She blushed and shook her head. “Hush. What do you think about that?” She pointed at the book. “I’ve heard good things.”

			“I like it so far. I forgot to take it home this weekend, else I probably would have finished it already. Do you like paranormal fiction?” The book in question was part of the same vampire western series he’d mentioned to Gordon the other day.

			“It’s okay. I prefer thrillers and mysteries though.”

			Wanting to keep his word, Garrett propped the book up in front of him, opening it to the bookmarked spot. For a few moments, the words on the page in front of him didn’t make any sense. When they did, he felt a flush go from the top of his head to the bottom of his feet, and he quietly cursed. Shutting the book, he stared at Joely.

			“What’s wrong?” she asked, concerned.

			He shook his head. “Your brother… this is too much. I’m going to… he’s a menace.” He looked closer at the book. “Son of a… he’s replaced the cover. Damn it.”

			Joely snatched the paperback from his hands before he could stop her, her eyes alight with curiosity. When she opened the book to the bookmark and started reading, she snickered.

			“Oh, my God. He didn’t.” She examined the book much as Garrett had. “Oh, my God. This is too funny.” She flipped it back over, going back to the passage that was marked. A passage pertaining to the judicious application of a soft whip to delicate parts of the female anatomy.

			Garrett hid his face in his hands and groaned. “I can’t believe he did that.”

			“I can.” She flipped the page, her brow creasing as she continued to read. “I don’t think some of this is anatomically possible.”

			Garrett knew it was. He’d read the book, had recognized the passage as soon as he’d seen it. But he wasn’t about to tell her that. Not in the middle of The Brown Bag at any rate.

			Joely closed the book, then handed it back to him. “Oh, he’s good. Your face is so red. I’m sorry, but this is hilarious,” she said with a snicker. “I’ll get him back.”

			“How?” Garrett was instantly suspicious.

			“Watch.” She picked up her phone and started texting. “Let’s see where he is first.”

			In a few seconds, her phone beeped, and a slow, wicked grin spread across her face.

			“He’s at the office doing paperwork. Good. Just wanted to say thanks for the instruction manual,” she read aloud as she typed. “Garrett and I are putting it to good use. That ought to do it.”

			Garrett slowly shook his head. “You’ll get me killed.”

			“Nah.”

			Her phone beeped again, and when she read the message, her laughter pealed out, turning heads. She held the phone out to show him. “Oh, he didn’t expect that. Backfire!”

			That’s not funny, Joely. Don’t you dare! Where are you?

			She texted him back, again reading the text aloud as she typed. “At my apartment. Where else? Oh, these ropes burn. Good thing I have my phone. What’s a good safe word?”

			“Oh, dear God. He’ll really kill me.” Garrett groaned. “Is this payback for the kiss?”

			She tilted her head. “Of course not. Just watch.”

			She pointed across the street at the annex of the courthouse that held the sheriff’s department. In less than a minute, the door opened and out came Jason, his stride angry. Even from across the street, Garrett could see the flush on the other man’s cheeks.

			“Joely, you’ve done it now.”

			She grinned at him, her focus quickly going back to her brother, who was pacing as he waited for traffic to clear. “What? He started it.”

			When Jason made it across the street, she tapped on the plate-glass window to get his attention. He glanced at her with a distracted wave as he kept walking, and Garrett watched as he stopped mid-step. Slowly he put his foot down, then backed up to where they sat. When Joely waved at Jason, smiling the whole time, he put his hands on his hips. Though it was muffled by the glass, Garrett could still hear his curse.

			Jason stood there staring at his sister for long moments. With a shake of his head, he turned around and headed for the cafe’s side door.

			“Tell Emma and Galen I love them, would you?” Garrett asked. He wanted to slink down in his seat and hide, but he reminded himself he was a grown man.

			She stuck her tongue out at him. “I can handle Jason. Well hello, brother. What brings you out of the courthouse on such a nice day?” she asked as he walked up to their booth.

			Jason looked at Garrett, his mouth tight, then shook a finger at Joely. “You are grounded. Do you hear me?”

			Joely just laughed and scooted over.

			With a sigh, Jason sat beside her. “That was mean.”

			“I beg your pardon? That was mean? What you did was mean, you troublemaker. What if Emma had gotten hold of that book?” She tsked him, her eyes narrowed.

			Garrett sat back to watch the show.

			Jason opened his mouth to protest several times, but every time he did, he quickly shut it again. “He left it on his desk. It’s his fault. Besides, what you texted me? That damn near took ten years off my life.”

			Joely rolled her eyes, then bumped Jason’s shoulder. “It’s just a little light bondage between friends. Nothing to get your panties in a twist over,” she said as Lauren came over.

			“Everything okay?”

			“No,” Jason answered, overriding Garrett’s own yes. “These two… do you know what nefarious things they’re planning to do? And here in your shop, of all places.”

			“Ignore him,” Joely said, smacking Jason’s shoulder. “He replaced the inside of Garrett’s book with that hot mess of BDSM that was so popular last year. And when I texted him that we were putting it to good use, he got all het up. I think he needs some food.”

			Lauren laughed, holding on to the side of the booth. She laid a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “Being an older sibling is such a hard job at times, isn’t it?”

			“You’re telling me,” he grumbled. “And lunch does sound good. Put it on their tab.” He nodded at Garrett and Joely.

			“How about I make it on the house, Detective? In honor of us older siblings sticking together?” Lauren countered. “And what do you want—the usual?”

			“That’s fine. Thank you.”

			“Coming right up.”

			Jason was still shaking his head as she walked away. “You are a pure troublemaker.” He wrapped his arm around Joely’s shoulders to give her a squeeze. “So is this a lunch date I’m interrupting? Please say yes.”

			“Sadly, it is not.” She winked at Garrett, who smiled back.

			“I’m working up a creative way of asking her out again. She said she’d consider my proposal if it’s interesting enough.”

			“I did.” She nodded.

			“Nope. Not gonna happen,” Jason said. “She’s grounded.”

			Though the words were light, something in the way he spoke them made Garrett wonder if the man wasn’t serious. Given how happy Joely seemed, now didn’t feel like the right time to ask about that. There’d be plenty opportunity for that later.

			“So where’s the real book?” Garrett asked.

			“In your bottom desk drawer, cover intact. I picked up a copy of it and the replacement title.” Jason nodded at Lauren as she returned with his food. “Thank you.”

			“You’re very welcome.” After making sure they didn’t need anything else, she went back to the cashier’s station. The cafe was starting to fill up with the lunch crowd.

			“So what’s Ethan doing this morning?” Joely asked as they all turned their attention to their food.

			“He’s in court.” Jason took a bite of his grilled cheese sandwich. “Why?”

			“Another order for flowers came in this morning. Annie called me right after she opened. We left him a message. It’s the same as the first one—P.O. box for a return address, hundred-dollar bill. Different flowers but not anything significant. I can’t figure out who in the world would be sending me flowers and not signing the card.”

			Garrett and Jason exchanged a look. The gut instinct Garrett had relied on for years kicked into gear, telling him something was hinky about the flowers.

			“What about Tristan?” he asked.

			Joely frowned. “I don’t think so. He might send me something, but he’d admit to it. Tristan’s not a ‘secret admirer’ kind of guy. At first I thought Annie was overreacting a little. I mean, God knows our family’s been through it the last few years, what with stalkers, kidnappers, serial killers. But now, I don’t know. I don’t like it.”

			Garrett took a sip of his iced tea. “Has Ethan checked with the post office to see who the box belongs to?”

			Jason nodded. “It’s a nonexistent box. They only have two thousand boxes at the main post office here in town, and the number on the address is way higher than that.”

			“It’s ninety-six hundred something,” Joely said. “I wonder if that means something special to whoever’s sending the orders, or if it’s just a random number they picked out of the air?”

			“Does it mean anything to you?” Garrett asked.

			“No. If it’s referring to the year 1996, I was only five years old. So unless it’s someone I went to kindergarten with… I don’t know.”

			He could tell the whole thing bothered her, though she tried to downplay exactly how disturbed she was. Garrett figured that was probably more for Jason’s benefit than anything, given the troubles her brother had been going through recently.

			“Are you keeping your doors locked, staying in at night?” Jason asked.

			She dropped her gaze to her soup. “Yes to the doors, and mostly on the staying in. I’ve gone for a couple of late jogs. I guess I should change that, huh?”

			“It wouldn’t hurt,” Jason told her gently. “I’m sorry, kid. Hopefully this will turn out to be nothing.”

			“Hopefully,” she agreed.

			But as they finished their lunches and talk moved on from the flowers, Garrett’s gut was telling him it wasn’t nothing. And as much as he hoped he was wrong, he’d learned the hard way to trust his gut. He knew there was malice behind the flower orders. He just didn’t know what to do about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 28

			When the gift he’d ordered for Joely was delayed in shipping, his frustration grew so great that he had one of his rare temper tantrums. He went out to the shed in the backyard and broke some old jars, needing to get his anger out before it blew up into a storm that would get him in trouble.

			Not wanting her to forget about him, he’d mailed out another bouquet order. This time he’d chosen purple flowers, having seen that she had a lot of purple accents around her apartment. He’d also chosen different blooms, as the first arrangement hadn’t been in her apartment. He thought maybe she hadn’t liked what he’d chosen, so he’d changed it.

			When he’d gone back in later to replace the birth control pills, he hadn’t lingered. He’d had a lot of other obligations scheduled that day, and he hadn’t had time to do more than get in and get out.

			To his surprise, instead of being days late, the gift came in only twenty-four hours behind schedule. It was Tuesday, and he had the night off. After a short internal debate, he decided to make the late-night delivery he’d been planning. He waited until after one a.m. before leaving the house to make the short drive to Joely’s apartment. Parking in the same spot he’d used both times before, he hugged the backs of the buildings this time, wanting to remain as inconspicuous as possible.

			Knowing any noise he made this late at night would attract attention he didn’t want, he walked with a light tread. On his two previous visits, he’d made note of which steps going up to her front door were noisy, and he took care to avoid those now.

			In short order, he’d placed the package at her doorstep and was on his way back to his car. When he managed to get in and drive away without anyone noticing, he patted himself on the back. He would love to sit in the parking lot of the Lighthouse Bar and Grille, which was situated across the highway from Joely’s apartment, and watch her reaction tomorrow as she found the gift. But he had to get some rest as he was back on the clock tomorrow night. He’d have to imagine it instead.

		

	
		
			Chapter 29

			Joely’s Wednesday got off to a craptastic start when she opened her front door and tripped over the large book someone had placed in front of it. She barely managed to stop from falling flat on her face. Cursing, she bent and picked up the hardcover guide to crochet stitches.

			“What the hell?” It was wrapped in plastic, and dew had collected on it overnight. “Who in the world would leave this here?”

			She’d come in around eight the night before, having had dinner with Chase and Annie. The book hadn’t been there then. As she looked the package over, her mind went to the mysterious flower orders.

			Her sister-in-law’s car wasn’t in its spot. A glance at her watch told her it was just shy of nine. Carrie was on her way over so they could go to Louisville to visit stores and start getting ideas for her upcoming wedding. As Joely stood there trying to figure out what to do with the book, Carrie pulled up below. Joely made sure the door was locked and hurried down to meet her friend.

			“Hey. What do you have?” Carrie asked as Joely got in.

			“I’m not sure. It was on the doorstep. I almost killed myself by tripping on it.”

			She and Carrie exchanged a tense look. She’d told Carrie about the flowers, and her friend was as concerned as Joely was.

			“What do you want to do?”

			Joely’s mouth tightened. “I guess we’d better swing by and see Ethan on the way out of town.”

			“Then that’s what we’ll do.”

			Two minutes later, they were parked in the sheriff’s department lot behind the courthouse, thanks to Carrie’s employee pass, and were signing in as visitors. The deputy manning the desk called the bullpen for them.

			“Detective Moore says to come on in. He’s at his desk,” he told them with a smile.

			“Thanks, Leon,” Carrie said. “So you still don’t have any idea who might be sending you goodies?” she asked Joely as they went down the hall.

			“None. And I’m starting to get seriously creeped out.”

			“I’d say.” Carrie led her into the bullpen. “Maybe there will be fingerprints on the plastic or something.”

			“Maybe.”

			Inside the long, wide room, phones were ringing and the low hum of conversation resonated in the air. Ethan’s desk, which was back-to-back with Stacy’s, was about halfway down the row against the outside wall on the left. Both he and Stacy were present, but Jason—whose desk sat next to Stacy’s—wasn’t there.

			Ethan stood as they approached. “What are you two doing here?”

			Joely gave him a rueful smile. “I brought you another gift. This was on my doorstep this morning.” She held up the book.

			Her brother-in-law scowled. “Shit. You’re kidding.”

			“What in the world is going on?” Stacy asked, coming to stand beside them. “A crochet book? You hate crochet.”

			“I know. And to tell you the truth, that freaks me out a little. Anyone who really knows me would know that I hate it. So this has to be someone who doesn’t know me that well, but knows enough about me to get close.” Joely relinquished the book to a glove-clad Ethan with a shudder. “I’m starting to feel like I’ve acquired a stalker.”

			“Damn it, I’m starting to think you have too,” he admitted with a growl. “You didn’t open it? This is how you found it, in the plastic and all?”

			“That’s exactly how I found it, minus some dew that’s dried by now. I tried to only touch it on the points where I originally picked it up. If I’d thought about it, I wouldn’t have touched it at all, but I tripped over the dratted thing. I didn’t think.”

			He shook his head. “You’re fine. Let’s take a look inside and see if there’s anything useful.”

			Joely held her breath as he opened the package carefully, unwrapping the book to slide it out. He handed the plastic to Stacy, who had donned gloves as well, and she put it in an evidence bag.

			Joely sighed and pushed her hair back. She wondered if it was too late to go back to bed and start the day over. “I don’t know about you all, but I’m sorely tired of all this stress and drama. I want the boring old life we had back.”

			Carrie hugged her. “You and me both, sister.”

			“Well, it doesn’t look like there’s anything out of the ordinary in here,” Ethan said, thumbing through the book. “There’s no personal inscription or message. Whoever it is that’s doing this, they’re taking pains to keep themselves as anonymous as possible. It looks like they took it out of the box it came in and just left it.” He named a huge online retailer. “This is how they wrap their books when they ship them. I’m sorry, kid.”

			“Not your fault,” Joely assured him. “I’m glad you all don’t think I’m being paranoid.”

			“I’d like to say we’re all being a bit paranoid now,” Stacy said, “but I’d still rather be safe than sorry.”

			Jason came in then, Wyatt behind him. When he saw Joely and Carrie, Jason frowned. “What’s going on?”

			“I got another gift,” Joely said as she hugged him.

			“Any clues, Ethan?” the sheriff asked.

			“None. I was telling Joely that whoever’s doing it, they’re being careful. What do you think?”

			Wyatt rubbed his mouth. “As much as I hate to say it, until we’re sure it isn’t some kid playing a prank or a really shy suitor, the only thing we can do is keep taking in the evidence. I’m sure it’s unsettling for you, Joely, but there’s no law being broken that I can see.”

			Joely knew he was right, and she knew they really were doing all they could. “I understand. And I know you all have other cases that take precedence. It just gives me a queasy feeling, you know?”

			Wyatt’s face reflected his frustration and empathy. “I do, honey. I guess I’d better head upstairs. Let me know if I can help.” He saluted them casually, then left.

			“I’m heading out too. Jason’s getting to play chauffeur for me. I’m officially too pregnant to reach the pedals now,” Stacy said.

			“Aww, that’s so sweet,” Joely teased her brother. “You’re such a nice guy.”

			Jason’s cheeks flushed. “Yeah, well, someone has to do it. Wyatt offered to get her a little Smart car, borrow one from the city until she takes maternity leave, but… you see?” he said as Stacy narrowed her eyes and flipped him off. “She’d rather have a driver.”

			“Junior, you’d better watch it,” Stacy said. “Or I’ll put you on diaper duty once this guy gets here. I’m glad I can still drive my personal car or I’d be stuck at home.”

			“I’m not afraid of dirty diapers,” Jason shot back with a grin. “And you can’t beat up on me in your condition, so there. All she can do right now is call me names.” He winked at Joely, who laughed.

			“I’ll bet she’s making a list of grievances though. Junior?”

			Ethan nodded. “I’m the senior detective. Now that Jason’s got that shiny badge you were teasing him about, Stacy isn’t the junior detective anymore. He is.”

			“Ahh, I see. Well, Junior, you take care of her today. And stay safe yourself, okay?” Joely hugged him. “All of you stay safe.”

			“We will. You and Carrie be careful out there.”

			After saying their goodbyes, they headed back to Carrie’s car.

			“I’m sorry about that,” Joely said as they hit the interstate. “I hate to start our trip out this way.”

			Carrie waved. “It isn’t like you did it on purpose. Don’t worry about it. I’m more concerned about you than anything.”

			From there, the day got better. By one o’clock, they’d gotten a good amount of looking out of the way and had found a restaurant with an extensive gluten-free menu. They still had a few stops to make before the hour-long drive home, but the day had turned out to be fun.

			“So…” Joely said as they settled in at their table. “I have a confession to make.”

			“Ooh, a confession. That sounds deliciously naughty. Please tell me it is.” Carrie grinned at her as their server brought their drinks.

			Joely laughed. “It isn’t naughty. Well, not terribly naughty, I’m sorry to say. Garrett, um, kissed me Sunday.”

			Carrie did a little dance in her seat, clapping and laughing. “Oh my gosh. And? How was it?”

			In response, Joely lifted her cold glass to her face and pressed it against her cheeks. “If I hadn’t thought someone might walk in on us at any moment? Let’s just say it could have set the barn on fire.” She had to wait until Carrie’s excitement died down again to continue. “I didn’t want him to stop. And that scares the hell out of me.”

			Carrie propped her chin on her hand and stared at her with what Joely would consider an almost-proud smile. “You’ve never felt that before, I take it?”

			“No. I mean, I’ve had feelings for guys before. I’ve enjoyed what intimacy I’ve had,” she admitted in a low voice. “But he was so… it was different. Garrett is different.”

			Their server came with the salads then, and they sat back to let him set them down.

			Once he left, Joely leaned in. “What do I do?”

			“What do you want to do?” Carrie asked as she poured dressing over her salad.

			Joely huffed out a short sigh. “I don’t know. I’ve been doing a lot of soul-searching since I came home. There’s been a lot going on, you know?”

			Carrie nodded. “I do. So have you come to any conclusions?”

			“I’m tired of having to keep up this stupid emotional wall. Of constantly being on the defensive because I’ve been hurt and I don’t want to be hurt again. But I don’t know if I can stand getting hurt again. I look at what Jason’s going through, and it kills me. Losing Hannah aside, he’s also lost the child he swore to protect with his life, the child he had every intention of raising as his own. What if I fall in love with Garrett and Emma and he takes her away? What happens to me? What happens to her?”

			Carrie laid down her fork and picked up her drink. “I’m trying to figure out how to say what I want to without sounding like a donkey’s behind.”

			Joely snorted. “Please don’t pull your punches on my behalf. Let it flow.”

			“I know a little bit about why Hannah came to Indiana—she wanted a better life for Paulo, wanted to get away from her past, blah, blah, blah. Okay? But as nice as she was, I never really got the impression she was invested here. Despite the fact that she married your brother, I never felt like she had really let her guard down. Make sense?”

			“Yeah. Poppy said something similar.”

			Carrie shrugged. “I know Jason loves her, and I hate to see him going through this. But I’m not surprised. I can’t pretend I am.”

			“I have the feeling a lot of people are going to be saying that in the weeks and months to come.” Joely winced as a cramp moved through her pelvis.

			Noticing, Carrie frowned. “You okay?”

			“Yeah. It’s weird. I’m cramping a week earlier than I usually do. The cramps haven’t been this bad since I went off the pill when I was eighteen.”

			“Do we need to head home?”

			“No. I just need to take something else for it.” She riffled through her purse and came up with the over-the-counter pain medicine she preferred, shaking out two tablets. “I hope it’s a fluke, because I’ve got that photo shoot Friday.”

			Carrie grinned. “I’m so looking forward to hearing how that goes, by the way. But getting back to your question, about what you do… Garrett’s way more invested here than Hannah. His brother is here, Ronnie is here, and from what I understand, Emma’s like a different child here. I don’t see him going back to where he came from like Hannah did. And even if he did, it’s a three-hour drive. It isn’t the other side of the country.”

			“So you think I’m worrying for nothing?”

			“No. I think you’re perfectly within your rights to worry, but don’t let it get in the way of your potential happiness. How many times did you tell me that over the years? I wish I’d listened to you, on the one hand.”

			Joely smiled. “And on the other?”

			“I’m glad I didn’t because the timing might not have been right for Robbie and me. It worked out the way it was supposed to, and I’m sure you and Garrett will too. One way or another. That said, if I hadn’t had you encouraging me? I don’t know if I’d have been brave enough to finally make that leap when the opportunity presented itself. Have I said thank you lately?” Carrie asked mistily.

			“Not in a couple of days,” Joely said, reaching across the table. “I’m so happy for you two.”

			Carrie winked at her. “Let’s try to get you engaged too, okay?”

			“That’s ambitious, don’t you think? And I’m not sure I want to be engaged.”

			Carrie looked at her over the top of her glass. “Uh-huh. Sure, you don’t.”

			“Not if it isn’t the right person.”

			“And if it is?” her friend asked impishly.

			Joely stuck out her tongue, her cheeks turning hot as Carrie laughed. “Eat your salad.”

			As much as she hated to admit it, Carrie was right. If the right man asked her to marry him? She didn’t think she’d hesitate to say yes. And she was starting to wonder, ever so cautiously, if Garrett might be the right man.

		

	
		
			Chapter 30

			Garrett was packing up his gear to head home at five when Ronnie called. “What’s up?” he asked, tucking the phone between his shoulder and his ear.

			“Um, can I borrow your daughter Friday night?”

			He straightened, a bemused smile crossing his face. “Borrow her? For what?”

			“As a chaperone.” Ronnie’s voice reflected her discomfort, and it was all he could do to not laugh.

			“And who does she need to chaperone?”

			Ronnie sighed. “Ted and me. I can hear you snickering, young man.”

			“I’m not laughing at you and Ted,” he quickly assured her. “But the idea of you needing a four-year-old chaperone… yeah, that’s pretty funny. What’s the plan?”

			“An early movie and dinner out, then coffee here.”

			He couldn’t resist teasing her gently. “Ooh, coffee. That sounds risqué. I don’t know if I want my daughter exposed to such things.”

			“Garrett Douglas, you are not too big for me to take over my knee. So can I have her or not?”

			“Of course you can have her. I was actually going to ask you tonight if you had plans. I kind of maybe have something to do Friday.”

			“Hmmm. Something to do with Joely?”

			He hesitated, not wanting to cause trouble. But he wasn’t willing to lie to her either. “Yes.”

			Ronnie was quiet for so long, he thought the call had dropped, then she sighed. “Ted says she’s a good girl.”

			“I think she is. I think she’s simply had a lot of bad press.”

			“Just promise you’ll be careful with my baby girl?”

			He ignored the irritation he felt at her implication that he wouldn’t have Emma’s best interests at heart. “You know I will. I’ll see you soon. I’m heading out now.”

			Once he’d picked Emma up, they grabbed a quick bite to eat at the house, then headed downtown. The weather was warm, almost balmy, and a concert had been set up in the gazebo in the middle of the square. Stacy and Gordon were going to be there, and as he found them, he saw that Beth and Ethan and Chase and Annie were present also. Everyone was seated on thick blankets, one couple per.

			Emma, predictably, ran straight to Beth. “Where’re my babies, Beth?”

			Laughing, Beth pulled her into a tight hug. “They’re at home with my mom and dad. We were hoping you two could come down tonight.” She looked at Garrett as she settled a giggling Emma on her lap. “No date?”

			He spread his hands, then unfolded the blanket he’d brought, placing it next to his brother and Stacy’s. “Nope. Any suggestions?”

			“Oh, I’m sure she could think of one or two,” Ethan drawled. “They’d probably both be Joely, but something tells me you’d be okay with that.”

			Garrett gave an embarrassed shrug as he sat. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Sure, you don’t,” Chase said, and everyone laughed. “Where is the kid?”

			“Home. She and Carrie had a long day, and she’s feeling a little tired.” Beth glanced over her shoulder at the flower shop in the distance. “She can probably hear the music. Ethan was telling us that she got another gift this morning.”

			“What kinda gift?” Emma asked.

			“Just an unexpected one, sweetie. Nothing to even think about.” Beth smoothed a loose curl back off Emma’s forehead. “You know what? You and your daddy should go check on Joely. See how she’s feeling. It might cheer her up.”

			“Gee, sis, that was so subtle, I’m surprised we didn’t hear the swish of the bat as you swung it,” Chase said.

			Beth shoved him gently. “Hush. So what about it, Garrett?”

			He knew his face had to be red, as hot as it felt. He rubbed the back of his neck. “You said she didn’t feel good. She probably doesn’t want us barging in on her.”

			“Well, let’s see. Emma, do you think maybe you need to go potty?” Beth asked in a low voice.

			Emma looked up at her with a wrinkled brow. “I guess I could.”

			“Beth! That’s wrong, using a little child to play matchmaker,” Ethan said, though he was laughing as he spoke. “You’re shameless.”

			She smiled and leaned over for a kiss. “Yes, and you wouldn’t have me any other way. Garrett?”

			He groaned, giving in. “Fine. Let her know we’re on the way?”

			“Of course.” Beth pulled out her phone and made the call. “Hey. You feeling any better?” She smiled and nodded. “Good, because you’re going to have some company if it’s okay. Emma needs the potty.”

			Garrett stood and folded the blanket. He’d put it back in the car when they went past it.

			“Go ahead and head over,” she said when she hung up. “She’s feeling better.”

			Emma stood and went around the half circle, giving everyone hugs and kisses. “Gotta go see Miss Joely and make her feel better! Bye!”

			Garrett shook his head, amused. He had to run to catch up to her after saying his own hurried goodbyes. “Emma Michelle, you wait for me.”

			She turned, hands on her hips, the Gordon scowl on her face. “Well, come on then.”

			“I’m coming, Miss Impatient.”

			They reached his SUV and he put the blanket inside, keeping an eagle eye on Emma as he did, making sure she stayed beside him and away from the street.

			“Let’s drive around, okay? It’s going to be dark by the time we come back out, and I don’t want to walk.”

			She gave in with less than grace but didn’t protest too much. In a couple of minutes, he was parking at the foot of Joely’s stairs and they were going up.

			Joely met them at the door. “Hey there, Miss Emma.”

			“Hiya, Miss Joely,” she said, hugging Joely’s legs. “Beth said you felt bad.”

			“I’m just tired. The bathroom is right through here,” Joely said, pointing. She looked at Garrett. “Hi.”

			“Hi. We’ll be right back. Thank you for this,” he said. In her loose shirt and yoga pants, she looked vulnerable and soft, and he barely managed to keep from hugging her.

			“No problem. I’ve started some hot cocoa. Would you two like some? There’s no refined sugar in it.”

			“That’d be nice,” he said, ushering a curious Emma ahead of him.

			When they came out a few minutes later, Joely was seated on the couch, a steaming mug in hand. Two other mugs were on the tray in front of her, and when Garrett saw the smaller one, he shook his head. It was molded in the shape of a flower, complete with ladybugs and dragonflies. Emma made a beeline for it.

			“What?” Joely asked, her grin pert. “It’s cute. And I cooled hers down some, so it should be just right.”

			Emma sat down beside her, carefully lifting the mug. She took a slurpy sip, then smacked her lips. “It’s yummy, Daddy-boo. Tastes like chocolate milk.”

			Garrett sat beside Joely on the other side. “Then maybe I’ll beg the recipe from Miss Joely and we can have it every now and then at home too.”

			Emma nodded vigorously, then set her empty cup down with a loud belch. “Yep.”

			He let his head fall to the back of the couch with a groan as Joely snickered. “That’s my delicate princess.”

			“I brought toys,” Emma said, moving to get the backpack Garrett had set own on the other end of the bar. “Can I play with ’em?”

			“Sure, sweetie. Where do you want to sit?” Joely asked.

			Emma looked around, then moved to the chaise in front of the open window. “I like here.” She hefted the backpack up, then climbed up after it.

			“I guess you two came out to hear the music this evening?” Joely asked as Garrett settled beside her.

			“Yep. Thought we’d head down and hang out. Are you okay? Do we need to go?”

			She shook her head. “I’m fine. It was a really, really long day. Not bad long, not completely, but I’m wiped out. I didn’t feel like going out and putting on a happy face for everyone. I don’t mind you two being here though.”

			Garrett was pleased to hear the sentiment. He took a sip of his cocoa now that it had cooled, and the taste surprised him. “Oh, this is good. I’m kind of surprised Emma liked it.”

			“Well, yours has a splash of amaretto cream in it. No alcohol, just yummy goodness.”

			He took another sip. “You’ll definitely have to share this recipe. So Beth mentioned you got another gift?” he asked in a low voice.

			Joely set her cup on the coffee table. With a sigh, she sat back and sank into the couch’s welcoming cushions, drawing an afghan over her lap. “This time it was a book on crochet. They left it on my doorstep last night. I don’t like this.”

			When she rubbed a hand over her arm, he put down his own cocoa and reached out to her. She only hesitated a moment before taking his hand, and he laced their fingers together, resting them on his knee.

			“He knows that, whoever’s doing this. I’d bet you good money on that,” he murmured as he traced the lines of her fingers. “I’m sorry.”

			“I wonder what the end game is, you know? My family’s experiences over the last few years tell me it can’t be good.”

			“Hopefully it’s just a prank. I wish I could do something.”

			She squeezed his hand. “You can’t. No one can unless we stand watch twenty-four seven.”

			Deciding to tease her a little, he waggled his eyebrows and leered at her. “I’ll volunteer for the night shifts.”

			“You… well,” Joely said with a laugh. “What would you do if I said okay?”

			His heart stumbled at the idea. “Say yes and find out.”

			For long moments, they watched each other. When a whistle sounded from outside, followed by a cheerful “Joely Hudson, are you up there?” the spell was broken.

			“What in the world?” she asked.

			Emma rose up on her knees and looked out the window. “Who’re you? What do you want? Daddy, there’s a man out there,” she said, turning around with a scowl. “Make him go away.”

			“I’m starting to think she’s gotten into some gluten,” Garrett grumbled as Joely laughed. “Emma, that isn’t nice.”

			“I’m Tristan. Is Joely home?” came the response from the street.

			“No! Go away!” Emma turned her back on the window and sat back down with a huff.

			Garrett sat up. “Emma Michelle! That was rude.”

			When she sent him a stormy glare, he gave an internal sigh. Oh, yeah. She was either getting sick or she’d been glutened.

			Joely moved to the window. “Where’d he go? He’s not there.”

			As he was standing up to go look, footsteps sounded from the other side of the building. Joely hadn’t closed the inside door, and through the storm door, Garrett saw the guy from The Brown Bag. She headed across to let him in.

			“Hey, hey. What kind of trouble are you getting into this evening?” Tristan asked with a grin.

			“This and that. What’s up?”

			He shrugged, looking entirely too handsome and smug for Garrett’s comfort. “Just thought I’d come by, say hello. Hey. You’re Gordon’s brother, right? We’ve not been introduced. I’m Tristan.”

			Garrett didn’t have a lot of choice when Tristan crossed the room and held his hand out to shake. “I’m Garrett. And yes, I’m Galen’s brother. This little imp is my daughter, Emma.”

			From the way Emma was eyeing Tristan suspiciously, Garrett half expected her to launch herself off the chaise at the other man.

			“Are you Miss Joely’s boyfriend?” she asked instead.

			Tristan laughed, delighted. “No, she won’t have me, as much as I’ve tried to get her to go out. Do you think I should be her boyfriend?”

			Emma shook her head mutely, still glaring at him, and moved to hug Garrett’s leg.

			Behind Tristan, Joely was half hiding her flushed face as she laughed. She came over and sat on the couch cross-legged and held her arms open. “Emma, you’re very sensible. Tristan is one of the sweetest guys in the world, and he’s a good guy too. But he’s only teasing. He doesn’t really want to go out with me. We’re just friends.”

			She said this last bit as she wrapped Emma in a tight hug, pulling her onto her lap. At the same time, she sent a warning look at Tristan, who held up his hands.

			“I can leave.” Instead, he backed up and pulled a stool out from the bar that separated the kitchen from the living area and office.

			Not willing to cede his ground, Garrett went back to the couch and resumed his seat. “So what are you doing here?”

			“I really did swing by to say hi. And when I saw Joely’s cute little guard, I had to come up and ruffle some feathers,” Tristan admitted. “So are we on for the photo shoot Friday?”

			Joely nodded as Emma played with her nails. “Six o’clock for everyone else, and I’ll probably be there a little earlier to set up if that’s okay.”

			“Sure. Are you going to be there?” he asked Garrett.

			“I thought I might be. If Joely wants me to.”

			She smacked his arm lightly. “I wouldn’t have asked you otherwise.”

			“Is it a date, Daddy-boo?” Emma asked around a yawn. She leaned against Joely, who tucked her close as Tristan snickered.

			“Not exactly, Baby-boo.”

			“Oh.”

			As talk turned to the shoot, Joely smoothed back Emma’s hair, her moves so natural and comfortable that Garrett felt a jolt just watching. Though Emma was pure Gordon with very little of Rochelle showing in her features, there was enough softness there that anyone who didn’t know Joely wasn’t her mother would never guess. And it wasn’t that Joely resembled Rochelle. She didn’t. But Emma and Joely, much as Stacy had said the other day, well… they fit.

			When the conversation went on, he couldn’t help but wish Tristan to perdition. He’d wanted to spend some of the evening with Joely, just them and Emma, but as Tristan made himself comfortable, that was looking less and less likely.

			“Garrett.” Joely’s voice was soft and drew his attention back to her.

			His heart melted in his chest. He actually felt it and was surprised at how painless it was. Emma was sound asleep, tucked under Joely’s chin.

			“I guess she doesn’t find lighting and backgrounds as interesting as we do, huh?” Tristan asked quietly.

			“I guess not. What should we do?” Joely ducked her head to place a kiss on the crown of Emma’s head. Seeing that, it was all Garrett could do to not snatch up both of them and take them to his house.

			“I’d better get her things together and get her home,” he said, standing with some reluctance.

			To his relief, Tristan stood as well. “I’ll head out. You need help getting her downstairs?”

			“Nah, I have her. Thanks.”

			He nodded. “I’ll show myself out. Joely, give me a shout tomorrow and we’ll set up a time for you to come by and look at the studio.”

			“Thanks, Tristan.”

			The apartment was quiet as he left, the music filtering in through the open window a soft background for the evening.

			“I wish you two could stay a while,” Joely told him as he came to get Emma.

			“So do I.” When he leaned down to pick up Emma, he stole a gentle kiss from Joely. “Rain check?”

			“Maybe,” she said as he straightened, then situated Emma in his arms. “So you’re really coming Friday?”

			“As long as you want me to.”

			Her smile was winsome. “I do.” She walked them down to the SUV, carrying Emma’s backpack. Once he had Emma buckled into her booster seat, he took the bag and set it beside her. “Is that the bag Chloe got in?”

			“It is.” After closing the door as quietly as he could, he stepped up to Joely and cupped her face. When she curled her hands into his shirt, he bent his head and kissed her.

			Unlike the kiss in the barn, this one wasn’t explosive. There was still plenty of heat, but Garrett was too conscious of Emma’s presence to let it get out of hand. He drew back long before he was ready to.

			“I’ll see you soon.”

			“Mm-hmmm. Soon. Be safe out there,” she said, touching his chin with her fingertips as he pulled back.

			“We will. You lock up.”

			He waited until she flashed her porch light before he backed out and pointed the vehicle toward home. Even though they’d yet to go on an official date, Garrett knew he was in trouble. He was already emotionally involved, whether he wanted to be or not.

		

	
		
			Chapter 31

			By the time Friday evening rolled around, Joely’s stomach was so full of butterflies, she was surprised she wasn’t levitating. She’d gotten to Tristan’s an hour before the allotted time and was in the process of setting up her computer.

			“So you’ll be linked in directly to the computer, right? We can see the images as you take them?” she asked.

			“That’s the plan. This isn’t our first rodeo, Joely. We’ll be fine.”

			She blew out a breath. “I know. This one’s different though.”

			Tristan sat on the edge of the table they’d set up in the back of the room. He studied her closely, the easygoing grin that he often wore absent. “This guy matters to you, doesn’t he?”

			Joely stilled. “That’s something of a premature question.”

			“Is it?”

			She looked at him. What she’d said the other night to Emma, that Tristan was one of the good guys, was one hundred percent true. “I don’t know. I’m going to find out, I guess.”

			Tristan smiled. “I’m glad. He seems like a nice enough guy, and I know a lot of people think highly of his brother. People I think highly of.” He picked up a lens and fiddled with it, then set it back down. “You think I can make a go of this place?”

			She looked around the open space. The building was two stories and had housed an art gallery until late last year when the gallery’s owner, Charity Vaughn, had decided to move to another building across the square. Tristan was renting it, living in the apartment upstairs and using the first floor as a studio.

			“I think so. You’re not going to be offering the same boring family portraits as everyone else in town, and you’ll also be doing commissions like this on the side. You’re not just a pretty face, Tris. As soon as people see what you can do, you’ll be flooded.”

			“Thanks. I hope you’re right.” He shrugged. “I got the rent on the place for a steal, given its history. Charity couldn’t stay here any longer. The memories were too much.”

			“I can understand that,” Joely said. “What happened was pretty gruesome. I’m not squeamish, and I’d have a hard time living in that apartment.”

			Charity had been brutally assaulted and kidnapped from upstairs. As a result, the building had acquired the reputation of being haunted.

			“She’s my cousin, you know,” Tristan said. “Maybe it was providence, me getting this place, huh?”

			Joely squeezed his arm. “Maybe.”

			Gordon and Stacy came in a few minutes later. From the look on his face and the edgy way he moved around the studio, Joely could tell Gordon still wasn’t entirely at ease with the prospect of the photo shoot.

			“Nervous, hottie?” she drawled, walking over to stand beside him as he studied the collage of photos on the back wall.

			He shoved his hands into his pockets and stared at her with a narrowed gaze. “You’re enjoying this.”

			She laughed. “Yes and no. You have to admit there’s a lot of room here for teasing. But it is a job I have to do, and I truly appreciate your doing this. I know you’re not really comfortable with the idea. And I know you’re going to take a lot of ribbing for it, which I’m sort of sorry about. Because you really are doing me a favor, and I appreciate it.”

			He blew out a breath and crossed his arms. “You know you’re about the only person in the world I’d do this for. And yeah, I feel kind of silly doing it. But Stacy wants me to. She’s getting a huge kick out of this. I can’t say no to her. Think you can get her a signed copy when the books come out?”

			“I can arrange that, yes.”

			“What are the two of you talking about over here?” Stacy asked as she joined them. Gordon held out his arm and she slipped underneath it.

			“You and books,” he answered, his voice softening.

			“Two good subjects,” she said, wrinkling her nose at Joely. “So when do we get him in the breeches?”

			As Gordon groaned, they laughed.

			“Soon,” Joely promised. “First, we need to do some preliminary shots and see how the camera likes you. If you want to come over here, have a seat on the stool, we’ll go from there. Oh, and I do need you to take your shirt off.”

			As she spoke, the bell over the door jingled and Garrett walked in, appearing around the screens Tristan had set up. “Good, I’m just in time,” he said, grinning.

			With a put-upon sigh, Gordon unbuttoned his dress shirt. His eyes were twinkling with amusement, however, as he walked over and sat down. Once the shirt was undone, he handed it to Stacy. She started to head back to where Joely was standing behind the table, but Tristan stopped her.

			“Actually, why don’t you go back over there and stand with him, Stacy? We want to get him relaxed and get him used to the idea of having his picture taken.”

			When she went back, Tristan turned around and winked at Joely, who gave him a subtle nod.

			“What was that about?” Garrett murmured in her ear.

			“You’ll see.” She tapped the monitor of her laptop. “Watch.”

			“So what do you want us to do?” Gordon asked. He was holding Stacy’s hand, and he drew her close.

			“Just talk to each other. Get comfortable. All I’m doing now is getting the lighting shots down, seeing how the camera likes you, as Joely put it. What you do isn’t as important as letting me see what I can see.” Tristan snapped images as he spoke, and the first ones were coming through wirelessly to the laptop when Beth came in.

			“Sorry I’m late,” she said, tossing her bag into the corner. “What can I do?”

			“Nothing yet,” Joely said. “But look.”

			As Tristan took more pictures, Gordon and Stacy started to visibly relax. Much as Joely had hoped, they were flirting lightly with each other, love and affection plain to see in every twinkle of the eye, every touch of a hand.

			“Using her to get him to relax wasn’t a ruse,” she told Garrett and Beth quietly so she wouldn’t be overheard. “But we figured we might get some good shots of them together, and if that happened, I wanted to use the images to make them an album. I’ll get it put together next week. Oh, look at that.”

			As Stacy touched Gordon’s face, he placed a hand on her belly, his head lowered as he spoke in a low murmur. The resulting pictures were intimate, and Joely had to turn away, waving a hand in front of her face to keep from tearing up.

			“That’s a nice thing to do,” Garrett said, his voice a little rough. “They’ll never forget that.”

			“Just don’t mention it to them, please. I want it to be a surprise. Hey, what are you doing here?” Joely asked as Ethan came in.

			He grinned. “You really think I’m going to let my wife be alone in the same room as ‘the hottie’ while he’s half-naked?”

			Beth poked him, then wrapped her arms around his waist as he stopped next to her. “Liar. You aren’t jealous. You just want to be able to tease him.”

			Ethan dropped a kiss on her lips. “I’m pleading the Fifth. Hi.”

			“Okay, Gordon, go ahead and stand up for me. Don’t worry about the stool. Stacy, turn away from him and let him hold you, please,” Tristan instructed.

			“Yes, sir,” Gordon said with a salute. “I didn’t know this was going to be a public event though. Hey, Ethan. Are we getting a cut of the ticket sales?”

			Everyone laughed, and Joely stepped over to where Tristan stood. “Ethan’s the last visitor, I promise. So sorry, but no. No ticket sales. Although the idea did have merit.” She glanced at Tristan, who was frowning. “What’s wrong?”

			“Gordon, how tall are you?” he asked instead of answering her.

			“Six-four. Why?”

			Tristan shook his head. “And Stacy?”

			“I’m five-two.”

			He looked at Joely. “Go stand beside them, please. You’re not any taller than her, are you?”

			“No. Why?” Joely asked as she crossed the room.

			“Damn. These costumes of yours, do they come with heels by any chance?” Tristan asked.

			“Well, no. The author wants me barefoot. Both of us barefoot.”

			“I hate to break it to you, but I’m not sure this is going to work. He’s too tall.”

			“He… what?” Joely looked at Gordon and Stacy, then back at Tristan. “Come again?”

			“See for yourself.” They walked over to him, and Tristan handed her the camera. “No offense to the shorties in the room, but it’s, uh, well… you’re going to look like you’re obsessed with his nipples if you don’t wear heels. Look at the eye level.”

			When she realized he was right, she cursed. Torn between amusement and frustration, she didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

			“I guess I’ll have to wear heels. But she was so specific that she did not want us in shoes… damn it.”

			Gordon crossed his arms, and a wicked grin split his face. “So you only need what, three inches? Why not use Garrett?”

			Joely froze, her only movement the blinking of her eyes. “What?” she finally managed, turning to stare at him in shock. “What?”

			“Oh, no. No, no, no. You’re not getting me involved in this,” Garrett said, holding up his hands. “No offense, but no.”

			Gordon’s expression could only be described as devilish as the light in his eyes was unholy and filled with glee. “What’s the matter, baby brother? You ashamed of what you’ve got under that shirt?”

			“Hell, no! But I’m not… damn it, Galen, quit laughing. This isn’t funny. If she’d wanted me to do the shoot, she’d have asked.” He shook his head, hands on his hips as everyone stared at him with varying degrees of amusement. He gestured to his brother, scowling. “He’s perfect. He’s what the author describes, right?”

			Joely had to fight to hide her own grin.

			“It’s eerie, he’s so close. But I also knew how Gordon photographed since he’s done it before. I’m not the only one in Tristan’s portfolio. As far as skin tone goes, Ethan’s actually closer to what she wanted, which is why I had Gordon go to the tanning salon yesterday. But as handsome as you are,” she told her brother-in-law, “your face isn’t as leonine as Gordon’s. And that’s what this book needs.”

			Ethan chuckled. “So Garrett’s a distant third, is that what you’re saying?”

			Joely narrowed her eyes at him. “No, that’s not what I’m saying at all and you know it.” She sighed, studying Garrett as objectively as she could. “Your face is a little too round. Gordon’s cheekbones are sharper, and his face is longer. But I could probably do some makeup tricks, and with Tristan’s lighting, it would work. I could change your eyes to green in post.”

			“Makeup?” The word came out as almost a squeak. Garrett scrubbed his face. “Oh, my God. This isn’t funny.”

			Gordon didn’t seem to agree if his laugh was any indication. “I still think you’re chicken. And he’s darker than I am, anyhow. You’ve not seen him without a shirt, I don’t guess?”

			When he phrased it more as a question than a statement, Joely smacked his arm. “No, I have not.” She looked at Garrett.

			His expression clearly said he knew he was in trouble. “Can’t you stand on a stool or something? And what about the costumes? We don’t wear the same size in pants. He’s a size bigger than me.” Garrett glared when Ethan snorted so hard he coughed. “Don’t even go there, man. Just don’t.”

			Joely didn’t know whether to push Garrett or not, but thankfully, Gordon stepped in, doing it for her. “Take your shirt off. You might be too flabby for it to work. I mean, it’s hard to compete with these six-pack abs,” he said, gesturing to himself.

			Stacy joined Beth on the small couch, laughing so hard she had to wipe her eyes. “Oh, my God, this is funny. We really should have sold tickets.”

			“Suck it up and take your shirt off,” Gordon repeated. “Time’s a-wastin’. Chop-chop.”

			Rolling his eyes, Garrett pulled the tail of his shirt from his pants with a muttered curse that questioned Gordon’s parentage and tugged the shirt over his head. “There? Satisfied?”

			Joely sucked in a hard breath, and she had to bite her lip to keep from whimpering. Gordon was handsome. He was built along very, very nice lines. But Garrett… he was temptation itself.

			Unlike his brother, who had a light dusting of hair on his upper chest, Garrett’s chest was smooth. A thin line of hair started just above his navel and widened as it disappeared behind his belt. And unlike Gordon, Garrett had tattoos—one on each arm. His skin was the exact shade it needed to be too.

			“Well?” he demanded, half-angry and fully embarrassed.

			“You’ll do. I need a minute. Excuse me.” Turning, Joely headed for the back of the gallery, where Tristan’s office and the dressing rooms were set up. She didn’t stop there but went on out the back door, gulping in lungfuls of cool evening air as she paced the graveled area outside.

			“Oh, dear God. You’ve definitely bitten off more than you can chew,” she told herself.

			If she hadn’t been attracted—and deeply—to Garrett, she’d have been able to play off his shirtlessness with gentle teasing. She’d be able to coax him into doing the shoot, and everything would be fine. But as it was, she was hosed. How in the world could she explain that to him without admitting she was attracted to him?

			“Maybe you won’t have to.” But when the door opened and a fully clothed Garrett stepped outside, she closed her eyes and groaned. “Or maybe you will.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 32

			After Joely left the room, Garrett didn’t know what to think. He glanced down at his chest. “Geez, I didn’t think I was that hideous,” he said as he slipped the shirt back on. He looked at Beth, who shrugged.

			“You’d better go after her.”

			“I should run away… far, far away.” He headed the direction Joely had gone though. “If I find her in tears and cowering, I’m calling for reinforcements,” he hollered over his shoulder.

			“Somehow I doubt that’s the issue,” she called back.

			He made for the back door, taking in a steadying breath before he stepped outside. Joely was facing away from the building, her arms wrapped tightly around herself. When she heard the door, she turned to see who it was, then closed her eyes.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I needed a minute.”

			Garrett slowly crossed the gravel, stopping when he was an arm’s length away. “I can honestly say I’ve never sent someone running just by taking my shirt off.”

			A short laugh escaped her. “It wasn’t you. I… oh, my brain stopped working.” She grumbled, her hands coming up to her face. She glanced at him, then quickly away. “I’m sorry.”

			“Does that mean I don’t have to strip down in front of everyone?” he asked quietly.

			Joely squared her shoulders, then faced him. “If you don’t want to, no. But if you wouldn’t be opposed to it… you’re perfect. Too damned perfect. I can’t…” She waved her hands, fanning her face. “I tease your brother, call him ‘the hottie’ because he’s gorgeous, okay? And because as handsome as he is, I’m not… he’s simply fun to tease. I knew it would be kind of awkward at first, doing this shoot with him in the costumes we’d have to be in. But we’re friends and we’re both professional, and eventually it would smooth out. I don’t know if I can smooth it out with you. This could turn very embarrassing for both of us.”

			She wouldn’t meet his gaze, and Garrett stepped closer to her. “Why?”

			“Because you’re worlds beyond him, okay? And I don’t have this impersonal admiration for you the way I do him. You’re… you’re dangerous.” She closed her eyes and whimpered. “I can’t believe I said that.”

			The nerves that had been set off in Garrett’s stomach when she’d fled settled down into a new pattern, less scared and more excited.

			“Joely Hudson, are you saying you’re attracted to me?” He closed the space between them, his hands coming to rest on her waist.

			She buried her face in his chest. “I’m pleading the Fifth. I’ll borrow a page from Ethan.”

			Garrett wrapped his arms around her. “You need these covers, right? And you have three models to choose from. One’s too tall, one’s not enough of a cat, and the other one… you’re going to have trouble keeping your hands to yourself if you do the shoot with him.”

			Her shoulders shook with laughter. “Something like that.”

			“Well, that third guy? He’s about as worried as you are. Only it’s you who might have to fight off roving hands. But he also knows you need to get the job done. And he’s willing to help if you want him to. But you’re the one who gets to tell Jason.”

			Joely lifted her face. “Yeah?”

			Garrett nodded. “Yeah. Let’s go do this. I can’t let Galen call me a chicken and get away with it,” he said with a wink.

			Once inside, she directed him to a dressing room. “Your costumes are in here. Start with the black breeches. There’s also a mask on that hanger. You can wait to put it on if you want. You’ll, um, need to be fully unclothed under the breeches.”

			He grinned at her flushed cheeks as he removed his shirt. “And what character is this one?”

			“The highwayman. Holler if you need help. I’ll send your brother,” she said as she closed the door.

			He heard a tiny thunk and a whimper before her footsteps moved down the hall toward the front of the building, and he laughed out loud. This was going to be an interesting evening, no doubt about it.

			[image: ]

			By the time she and Garrett were both in costume, it was closing in on seven o’clock. As much as the man was a distraction and as aware of him as she was, Joely was tremendously relieved to discover that her professional side had kicked in. With Gordon and Stacy on the couch, Ethan and Beth in chairs nearby, they started.

			“Here’s the first pose we need to duplicate,” she told Garrett and Tristan, brushing a lock of red hair off her shoulder. The tousled-style, long-haired wig she was wearing was driving her nuts, but with any luck, she wouldn’t be in it long. Her next character was a brunette and she’d have a wig on for that one as well, but for the third character, she’d have her own hair.

			“Okay. That’s shouldn’t be a problem,” Garrett said, studying the printed copy of a book cover she’d brought with her. The hero’s hand was on the heroine’s waist, their chests pressed together as he held a sword in his left hand. “I’m guessing the dueling pistol replica will stand in for the sword?”

			“Yes.” She adjusted his mask where one of the corners was turned up a bit. “Ready? How do the wings feel?”

			“Strangely natural.” He shifted his shoulders, making the black, feathery wings shiver. They were attached via harness, which Joely would remove in postproduction.

			Tristan directed them to their marks, then stepped back to take a few preliminary shots. “Joely, slide that sleeve down off your shoulder. And Garrett, turn your left side into her more. Good. Now, Garrett, you look down at her, and Joely, stare at his chest.” He took several shots, moving around them for different angles.

			“Do you want to come look at these, see what you think?” he asked a couple of minutes later. “Those wings are coming in very nicely against that light gray background.”

			“Good. What do you think so far?” Joely asked as she moved to her laptop. She was grateful for the break, even though they’d only been shooting for a few minutes. Garrett’s cologne was driving her to distraction, and the feel of him pressed against her through the thin muslin gown was stirring things up that she’d hoped to keep a lid on.

			“I think they’re nice enough. Not very racy though,” Tristan said.

			Joely pursed her lips as she studied the images. “No, they aren’t. We’re going to have to kick it up a few notches.”

			“Okay. How?”

			Biting her lip, she pulled up another image on her computer, ignoring her discomfort. “Like that.”

			Garrett was standing behind her, looking over her shoulder, and she heard him swallow. He laid the gun on the table. “Okay.”

			“You’re doing fine, kids,” Tristan told them as they went back to their marks. Once he had them positioned as he wanted, he gave them instructions. “Garrett, push her skirt up and grab her leg right behind the knee. Make sure the skirt’s hiked up enough that we can see her garter. Joely, move that hair back so we can see. And then you’re going to move in like you’re kissing her neck.”

			Garrett’s cheeks were flushed under the edge of the mask. “I think I have it, thanks.” He gave a quick huff of breath as Joely moved the hair, then he lowered his head.

			“You two could try to look like you’re not being tortured,” Gordon said from the couch.

			Joely’s lips quivered and a soft laugh escaped.

			“I’m gonna remember this, brother,” Garrett growled. “You’d really have to get a stepladder if you were doing this with him,” he told her.

			Stacy laughed. “Not if you do it right. Honey, you might have to show him how.”

			Garrett lifted his head to glower at her as everyone snickered, and Joely gripped his shoulders tightly as she struggled to keep a straight face.

			“Do you people really still need to be here?” he asked.

			“Oh, absolutely,” Stacy affirmed.

			“Ignore them and focus on me,” Joely told him softly. “And move your right hand just a little lower, please.”

			He complied, sliding his hand down to the upper curves of her buttocks. “There?”

			“Um, yeah.” The whisper of his breath against her shoulder made her breath catch, and the warmth of his hand on the small of her back, his fingers spread wide, did interesting things to her insides.

			Garrett heard the catch in her breath, and when he turned his face to look at her, his eyes flared a little. If the hard press of his body was any indication, he was as caught up in the moment as she was.

			“There! Don’t move, don’t breathe,” Tristan said, snapping away. “Whatever you did, that works.”

			The next pose was a back-to-front shot with Joely standing in front of Garrett, the pistol held across her abdomen, his empty hand pressed flat under her breasts. Again, his face was lowered to hover above the sensitive skin on the side of her neck. Joely was grateful for the ruched bodice that disguised the fact that her nipples had stiffened. She knew there was no disguising the heat in her cheeks however, and she did her best to ignore it.

			By eight o’clock, they were changing into the second set of costumes.

			“How are you holding up?” Beth asked in a low voice as she tightened the corset strings on the Victorian lingerie Joely would wear for the second cover.

			“I’m okay.”

			Beth met her gaze in the mirror. “You sure?”

			Joely took as deep a breath as she could, given the constraining outfit, and nodded as she slowly let it out. “Yeah.”

			She slipped on the silky robe she’d brought to cover up with, and they headed back out front. Garrett was sans mask, and he was standing next to Gordon and Stacy.

			“We’re going to head out. I don’t think you need us here cheering you on now,” Stacy told her with a quick hug. “We’ll catch up soon and you can show us the rest of the photos.”

			“Okay. Thank you both. Even though I didn’t need him, I appreciate the loan of your husband,” Joely said.

			Ethan stood as they left. “I’m going to head out too. I have some paperwork I can catch up on at the department. If I can get it done tonight, I might get most of the weekend off. When you’re ready, call me,” he told Beth with a kiss.

			“You know you just cursed yourself.” She grinned at him. “See you soon.”

			By the time they were finished shooting the second costume set, Joely was a bundle of pure nerves. Luckily, Tristan picked up on it.

			“I’m going to need a few minutes to set up this next one, as we’ll be going upstairs to my apartment. Why don’t you two take the time to sit down, rest a little?” he suggested.

			Joely nodded. “That sounds like a good idea.”

			“Yep, it sounds like an excellent idea,” Garrett said. “I think I’ll take a walk, get some air after I change.” He didn’t wait but headed straight for the dressing room.

			Beth frowned and came over to Joely, who was staring after him. “He okay?”

			Joely flushed. “Yeah, he’s fine.”

			Her sister studied her flushed cheeks, then raised a knowing brow. “Oh. Good thing he had you to hide behind then.”

			Joely bit her thumb, but a tiny giggle still escaped. “Oh, good Lord. I’m going to lose my mind before the night’s over. He doesn’t know exactly what the next shoot involves.”

			Beth did though, and pure devilry moved across her face. “He’ll find out soon enough.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 33

			Garrett knew he’d practically fled from the room, but it was either get out or throw Joely over his shoulder. And he’d kept her close to him as a shield of sorts, since if she’d moved too far away, his erection would have been plainly visible to everyone in the room.

			Once in the dressing room, he stripped off the leather pants and reached for his underwear. Costume be damned, he needed another layer between his body and Joely’s. He thought about what she’d said the other day, that the third shoot would take place in bed. Since he was to be wearing jeans for the next one, he figured he was pretty safe to go ahead and put his shorts back on. Leaving them off simply wasn’t an option.

			Once that was done, he shrugged out of the wings and tugged on his shirt, then he headed for the back door. He heard Joely and Beth in the dressing room beside his, and the notion that she was undressing right there really didn’t help things.

			He’d made two circuits of the park in the middle of the square, which he figured was about two acres, before he felt calm enough to consider going back in.

			Garrett liked to think of himself as a reasonable, well-tempered man. He liked to think that he wasn’t an animal, that he could control himself if push came to shove. Sure, he’d been the perpetually horny teenager most guys turned into when they hit puberty. Yeah, he’d done his share of horndogging, though he’d never been as sexually active as some of his friends. But with Joely… he felt like a man obsessed.

			Part of the problem was the fact that he hadn’t been intimate in a while, not since Emma was about a year old. And after that damned kiss on Sunday, all he’d been able to think about was getting Joely naked. No, that wasn’t the focus of what their relationship was turning into, but it was a big enough part that he was having trouble seeing anything else. And the costumes, and knowing she was as aware of him as he was of her, created the perfect storm of arousal.

			The hell of it was, Garrett didn’t know if he’d be going home with Joely tonight or if he’d ever get the chance to be with her intimately. He wasn’t so far gone that he wouldn’t follow whatever lead she gave him, and if that meant he got lucky tonight or six months from now, so be it. He was a big enough man to admit that he hoped it would be sooner rather than later.

			After his third trip around the square, he thought he was calm enough to head back in.

			Beth was coming down the stairs as he opened the back door. “Hey, there you are. You okay?”

			He gave her a short nod. “Are we ready?”

			“We are. We already took your wings upstairs. Garrett?” she asked as he started past her on the stairs. “I know this isn’t easy for you. It isn’t easy for Joely, what’s going on here tonight. Just… be careful with her? She’s my baby sister.”

			He sighed and ran a hand through his hair. “Believe me, I’m well aware of that. And I will be careful. You have my word.”

			Upstairs, Joely was sitting on a chair beside a large, soft-looking bed.

			Tristan was setting up his camera for shots from above. “Thought you ran away,” he drawled, looking at Garrett.

			“No. Just needed some air.” Garrett took off his shirt and kicked his shoes into the corner. He glanced down to make sure he hadn’t smudged the makeup Joely had put on his arms to cover up the tattoos.

			“Need any touch-ups?” she asked, coming to her feet.

			“I’m good.”

			Tristan climbed down from the ladder. “Joely, go ahead and get him back in the wings, please. I’ve got to run downstairs and make sure the doors are locked.”

			Joely picked up the wings and approached Garrett cautiously. “Ready for these?”

			“Sure.”

			She held the wings behind him as he slid on the harness.

			When she cursed, he glanced over his shoulder. “What?”

			“We smudged the makeup. Beth? Where is it?”

			“Downstairs. I’ll go get it.”

			Garrett thought she left with more speed than was strictly necessary, but he didn’t question her. Instead, he turned to Joely. She tightened the belt on her robe and walked to the edge of the bed.

			“What do the tattoos mean?”

			He reached a hand up to touch his left bicep but didn’t make contact. “This one’s for Emma. It’s the traditional Celtic knot, but I added the sun, moon, stars, and her name. It’s all interwoven. The one on the right… I got that because I felt a little unbalanced, only having a band on the left arm. It’s the same but without a name.”

			She smiled at him impishly. “Unbalanced, huh? You wouldn’t have a touch of OCD, would you?”

			Garrett couldn’t resist touching her. He traced the curve of her cheek with the backs of his fingers. “Maybe a touch.”

			“Are you okay to do this one?” she asked, capturing his hand and holding it between hers.

			His breath gusted out shakily. “I guess we’ll find out. This has been more difficult than I’d imagined. And I’m almost afraid to ask what you’re wearing under that robe.”

			In answer, she let go of his hand and untied the belt. She hesitated briefly before opening the robe to show him the half-corset-style bra—a lacy black-and-white confection—and matching pair of boy shorts.

			Garrett dragged his eyes away from the sight, swallowing hard. “That’s cruel.”

			“No more so than you in those leather pants,” she murmured as Beth and Tristan’s voices sounded. She moved to the chair where she’d been sitting and dropped the robe, then checked her appearance in the floor-length mirror beside the bed. “Showtime.”

			Beth came in, makeup and sponge in hand. “I can take care of Garrett if you want to go ahead and get situated,” she told Joely. “How in the world were you planning to do this with Gordon, again?”

			“By using Stacy as a stand-in.”

			“Do you already have the album picked out for them? I saw a really nice one the other day at Sew On.” Beth made Garrett lift his arm. “This covers nicely, by the way.”

			“That’s what it’s designed for,” Tristan said. “You wouldn’t believe some of the places I’ve had to put that.”

			From where she was lying on the bed, Joely snorted. “Oh, I don’t know. With the kind of company you keep? I can probably imagine.”

			Tristan glowered at her from the top of the ladder. “Watch it, missy, or I’ll give you a second nose and a third eye.”

			“Uh-huh. Whatever.”

			“You’re good to go,” Beth told Garrett with a smile.

			Garrett walked over to the bed, bracing himself as he looked at Joely. “This is not how I imagined this moment,” he blurted, his mouth running away before he could think.

			Joely’s eyes widened and her hands came up to her face as Beth and Tristan snickered.

			Garrett’s face heated to an almost painful level, and he covered his eyes with his hand as he heard the shutter on the camera close. “I’m sorry.”

			To his everlasting relief, Joely laughed. “Oh, my. Tristan?”

			“I got him. One embarrassed, fallen angel, coming up.” The man’s amusement sounded in his voice. Tristan’s grin matched his tone, despite Garrett shooting him a dirty look. “Come on, let’s get this part done. We’re in the homestretch, kids.”

			“I hope so, because I’m losing my fricking mind,” Garrett muttered. “Where do you want me?”

			“For now, let’s start with propped up beside her.”

			What followed had to be one of the most painfully arousing, embarrassing, intimate, and uncomfortable hours of Garrett’s life. By the time all the pictures in all the poses were finished, he was sweating and ready to curse the day he was born. When Tristan finally called “done,” Garrett collapsed on top of Joely with a groan.

			“I don’t think I can get up,” he whispered.

			She looked at him, her eyes full of heated sympathy, then glanced across the room. “Beth, can you and Tris give us a minute?”

			“Sure. Just holler when you need us.”

			When they were gone, Joely lifted her hands to his chest. “I’m sorry.”

			He shook his head. “No. Please don’t say that. It’s… I’m… it’s been a long night.”

			“I know. Believe me.”

			As he leveraged up to push off of her, their lower bodies came into closer contact for a brief instant. When Joely’s eyes fluttered closed, her slender throat moving as she swallowed, he realized how difficult the night had been for her too. Knowing they needed some space and fast, he scrambled to stand. There was no disguising his arousal, he saw as he looked down at himself.

			“Oh, my.” Joely’s eyes were glued to his jeans.

			“You need to move,” he told her hoarsely. “Or I’m going to lock that door and come back to bed.”

			He was serious, and thank God, she understood that. With a move that was less graceful than efficient, she rolled off the end of the bed and hurried to grab her robe. Garrett shucked the angel wings and headed for his shirt, then made a mad dash for the bathroom. Inside, he leaned against the closed door, breathing for all the world as though he’d run a marathon.

			It was a few minutes before he was able to come out, fully dressed, his shirt untucked. The apartment was empty, and he saw that Joely’s laptop was gone from the table where it had been set up. Relieved, he headed downstairs. Following the voices, he found Joely, Beth, and Tristan in the front room.

			“Hey,” Joely greeted him softly. She was still in the robe, but he saw that she’d donned thick socks and hiking boots. “We’re done. I’ve got everything packed up, and Ethan’s on his way over so he and Beth can go home. You’re off the hook.”

			Garrett nodded. “Good deal. I’m actually parked down at your place, so I can walk you home if you want.” Please, please, please want, he begged in his mind.

			She ducked her head. “Oh. You don’t have to.”

			“I know. I want to.”

			The corner of her lips lifted ever so slightly. “Okay.”

			“Foggy night,” Tristan commented as they stepped into the alley to wait for Ethan.

			Garrett nodded. “It wasn’t like this when I went for a walk. It moves in fast down here on the river.” The fog was so dense, he could barely see ten feet in any direction.

			“It’s thick as pea soup,” Beth said. “Just why is that the reference? Pea soup, I mean?”

			“I think it has to do with pollution, of all things,” Joely told her with a grimace. “If you ever see green fog, run.”

			Ethan walked up then, the fog swirling around him eerily. “Hey, have you smelled some of the things my sons can produce? Talk about a green fog.”

			Beth laughed, agreeing. “They have a gift. Joely, do you guys want a lift?”

			“No, don’t be ridiculous. It’s a short walk.” But when she looked at the fog, Garrett saw her uncertainty.

			“I’d like a lift, even if it is only a hundred yards. Come on. Let’s play it safe.” He shook Tristan’s hand. “Thanks for making this as professional as it was. I’ll have to bring Emma in soon. I’m anxious to see what you can do for your day job.”

			Tristan smiled. “If you think she’d cooperate. I’m not her favorite person.”

			“We can work around that,” Garrett assured him. Now that he’d seen the way Joely and Tristan interacted, he was sure there wasn’t anything between them other than friendship. Once he explained that to Emma, she’d be fine. “See ya.”

			After a quick, quiet ride, Ethan and Beth dropped them off behind Garrett’s vehicle.

			“You kids need anything?” Ethan asked.

			“No, but thank you. Beth, I’ll call you tomorrow. I owe you,” Joely told her, leaning back in for a hug.

			Beth said something to her in a low whisper that Garrett couldn’t hear. “You two stay safe out here. Garrett, see her to her door?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			As they drove away, the fog swirled in behind them, and within a few seconds, the vehicle had mostly disappeared from view, only the faint glow of the taillights visible through the mist.

			“That’s creepy,” he said, shaking away the sensation of being watched. He hefted her laptop. “Let’s get this stuff upstairs.”

			Once they were inside, Joely had him set the bag on the island. She hung the costumes, safely tucked away in a garment bag, on the coatrack beside the door. Her hands lingered on the vinyl, and the electric charge in the air was a tangible entity.

			“I guess you have to be getting home,” she said softly, not turning around.

			Garrett stepped up behind her, not quite touching her but close. “Not necessarily. Emma’s with Ronnie all night.”

			“Oh.” Her breath shuddered out, and she gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I’m at something of a loss here. I-I want you to stay, but I’m not sure I’m ready for full intimacy.”

			“I’d like to stay,” he told her, his voice low. He closed the gap between them and placed his hands on her tense shoulders. “Even if it doesn’t lead to anything. Though I have to warn you, I passed turned on a couple of hours ago.”

			She sank into him with a choked laugh. “I noticed. Oh, Garrett, I’m so scared.”

			He couldn’t let that go by, and he turned her toward him, wrapping her in a tight embrace as he did. “I know. And I know this isn’t easy for you. Believe it or not, it scares me too.”

			She wound her arms around him, pressing close. “Yeah?”

			“Oh, yeah. The difference though is that I have a good idea of what comes next. It’s still the unknown for you, as I understand it.”

			She nodded.

			“Plus there’s all that emotional stuff that’s mixed up in here on both sides, and there’s the fact that this has never mattered so much to me. So while I might ask to borrow your shower for a few minutes,” he told her, tongue-in-cheek, “I’m fine with the idea of a sleepover where all we do is sleep.”

			Joely raised her head from his chest. She studied him closely, searchingly, and Garrett realized she was probably thinking about the last time she’d let someone get so close. He laid his hand on her cheek, then eased his fingers into her hair.

			“Let me stay,” he whispered. “Please.”

			He felt the fine tremors that coursed through her. He was certain she was going to say no, but then she closed her eyes.

			“Okay.”

			Garrett’s eyes closed, his relief too great. He ducked his head and rested it alongside hers. “Thank you.”

			He didn’t know what the morning would bring. Whether they made love or not, he had the feeling this night with Joely would mean more to him than any night he’d ever spent with a woman. And that was enough.

		

	
		
			Chapter 34

			Joely couldn’t believe she’d said okay. She didn’t regret it. She was simply having a hard time believing she’d been so bold. As she straightened away from him, his stomach let out a loud growl. For several stunned seconds they stared at each other, and a red tide of embarrassment covered Garrett’s cheeks.

			“Um. You wouldn’t be hungry, would you?” she asked, snickering.

			His grin was good-natured and self-deprecating. “Something smells good, okay?”

			The chicken curry she’d put on earlier in the day did smell wonderful. “Would you like some dinner? It’s ready. All I have to do is get the rice and lentils out of the fridge and heat them up.”

			“That’d be nice. Can I borrow a washcloth and the bathroom for a minute though? I’d like to get this makeup off.” He gestured to his arm.

			Thinking about what he’d said about borrowing her shower, about what that meant, she couldn’t stop a nervous laugh. “Um, yeah. Just use my bathroom. It connects to the half bath. Washcloths are on the rack with the towels.”

			Garrett tapped her nose, his face still flushed. “Get your mind out of the gutter, woman.”

			“That’s kind of hard, seeing as how that’s where it’s been the past few hours,” she called after him.

			“Let’s not even go into how hard it is, please,” he called back. “I’m well aware, thank you.”

			Joely had to hold on to the counter for support, she was laughing so hard. And at the same time, it was all she could do to keep from running after him, tearing his clothes off, and having her way with him. Though beyond a certain point, she was kind of foggy as to what exactly that way entailed.

			Oh, she knew the mechanics of it. But how sex actually worked in practice, she imagined, was worlds away from what she’d read in books and seen in movies or on TV. As running after Garrett became a true temptation, she stamped down on that line of thought.

			“Focus on the food, girl. The rest will come.”

			By the time she had the lentils and rice out and was heating them, he was back. “So what’s in this stuff?” he asked, stepping over to the slow cooker to lift the lid and sniff.

			“Chicken, tomatoes, this and that. Do you like lentils?”

			He shrugged. “I’ll try them.”

			She dipped a spoon into the lentils and held it up for him, cupping her hand underneath the spoon to catch drips. He blew gently on the food before he tried it, and the moment was so unexpectedly intimate, Joely caught her breath.

			“Those are good,” he said, keeping his eyes on hers.

			Joely was the first to look away. “This is ready then. Can you grab the rice?” she asked when the microwave beeped. She turned off the burner under the lentils and pulled down two large bowls. “What would you like to drink?”

			“Whatever you have is fine.”

			“Water?”

			“Sure.” He took the spoon she handed him to dip the rice out with. “Where’d you learn to cook?”

			“My gran. Poppy’s wife. She had issues, serious issues, with depression. It led to a kind of dementia, and one of the only things she took comfort from in the last few years of her life was cooking. I stayed with her a lot after school when I was little, and it rubbed off. You act surprised.”

			He shrugged. “I know your sister’s reputation with food. And given your relationship with your mom being what it is…”

			Joely smiled. “Beth was never patient enough to take the time to learn. She’s doing better though. If it’s okay, we’ll sit at the coffee table. I have pillows for the floor.”

			Once they were seated, he kept looking at her. “I’m eager to see what you do with the photos.”

			“Yeah?” Joely smiled at him. “I am too. Especially the ones with Stacy and Gordon. I’m so glad we got those.”

			“He’s waited so long to be happy, and from what I understand, so has she. It’s been fun to watch them the last few months. I can hardly wait to see him as a father.”

			“He’ll make a good one.” Joely scooped up a bite of food but didn’t eat it. “Stacy said he dreamed, long before they were married, of that house and that nursery where they live now. Dreamed about the baby she’s carrying. Even dreamed what they’d name him—Dylan. And it scared him to death because he wanted it so much.”

			“I’ve heard the story. That’s why he went on that long trip with Sandra.” Sandra was Gordon’s mother-in-law from his first marriage. “I’ve been teasing them, asking them if they intend to continue the Gordon naming pattern.”

			Joely frowned. “What’s that?”

			He sighed dramatically. “You know I have a sister, right?”

			“Yes.”

			“Her name is Gwen Diane.” He waited as though expecting her to understand.

			“Okay.”

			“Gwen Diane. Galen Donovan. Garrett Douglas?”

			Her eyes widened. “Oh, my. Oh, that’s funny.”

			“Huh. Yeah. Funny. My nephews? My sister’s sons? Jacob Earl, Jesse Eric, Justin Edgar, and John Ervin with an e.”

			Joely had to cover her mouth. She didn’t want to hurt his feelings by laughing, but it was too much. “Um…”

			“No, it gets better. My father? Gordon Donovan Gordon. He goes by Don. So you can imagine how confusing it is when I hear people referring to Galen as Gordon.”

			She held on to his arm as she laughed. “Oh, my God. Gordon Gordon? You’re kidding. Please tell me you’re kidding?”

			“I am as serious as a heart attack.”

			She cackled. “I don’t mean to be rude, but your father sounds like an absolute asshole from what you’ve told me. But hearing that name,” she said with a sigh, “I almost feel sorry for him. Almost.”

			“It explains a lot,” Garrett conceded. “His old man was drunk when he was born, which I gather was his perpetual state. Being that times were different, when my grandfather ‘suggested’ the name to my grandmother, she said a meek ‘yes, dear’ and signed it on the birth certificate. It’s still no excuse for Dad turning out the way he did, but it had to be a special kind of torture for him as a kid.”

			“Mind if I ask you another question?” she asked softly.

			He picked her hand up and kissed it. “Of course not.”

			“I was wondering about something that’s none of my business.”

			“That’s the best kind of thing to wonder about. Now I’m curious.”

			She hesitated, then sighed. “How is it that you didn’t end up married to Emma’s mother? I know you said it wasn’t a romance between the two of you, but given your background… I can’t imagine your parents were happy about the pregnancy. And I can’t imagine you being happy to find yourself on the way to becoming a single dad.”

			From the way his eyebrow quirked up, she could tell she’d surprised him. “I wasn’t. And no, my folks weren’t happy. There was a lot of pressure from them for a wedding. But I couldn’t do it. When Rochelle told me she was pregnant, she wasn’t even sure Emma was mine. We had to wait until after she was four months along to do the paternity test. She was already with someone else, you see, just a couple of weeks after we’d broken things off. She actually ended up marrying him right after Emma was born.”

			“Wow. Was he an addict?”

			“He was. So after we found out that Emma was mine, I asked Rochelle what she wanted to do. She didn’t want to keep her, but she didn’t want to give her up for adoption either. And there was no way in hell I was letting her give my child away. So we knew from the get-go that I’d be raising her on my own. Getting married never came into the equation.”

			“You have something against marriage?” she said.

			He smiled. “No. But I’ve been on enough calls for domestics and seen enough childhood friends who ‘had’ to get married to know that it hardly ever works out. Unless the baby is a happy coincidence and you were already wanting or planning to get married, it’s not a good enough reason to say ‘I do.’” He looked down at her. “I’ve surprised you.”

			“A little. I don’t disagree though. Like you said, I’ve known too many people who had shotgun weddings. And they mostly end up miserable and hating the person they’re married to. If it works out, it’s the exception, not the rule.” She sighed. “Though sometimes when you do things in the so-called proper order, it turns out to be a mess, too.”

			“Are you thinking of Jason?” he asked as he put his arm around her.

			“I am. It’s hard not to. Unless Hannah changes her mind, he’ll be the first Hudson to get divorced since pretty much ever. And I know that bothers him, even though none of us are blaming him. We all hate it, but not because of some stupid stigma. We hate it because he’s hurting and there’s nothing we can do to help. Well, not counting my grandmother Ethel. But we won’t go there.”

			Garrett squeezed her shoulders. “As much as I tease him, I like Jason. I respect him. And it is hard to see him go through this. One of the things you know when you go into this job is that there’s a high divorce rate in law enforcement. You hope it won’t happen to you or to any of your good friends, but that’s another of the bullets we have to dodge.”

			“If Jason had been able to turn his badge in and… I don’t know, go sell insurance or something? I think Hannah would have toughed it out. But that was her ultimatum—walk away from being a LEO or watch her walk away from him. I still can’t understand how she could ask that of him.” She shook her head as she stood and took her bowl and glass to the kitchen.

			Garrett followed slowly. “So you don’t think he should have tried to change to save the marriage?”

			She considered the question as she put her dirty dishes in the dishwasher, trying to choose her words. “I don’t think it was fair of her to ask him to. I look at guys like Robbie, guys who kind of fell into law enforcement because it was the best option available at the time. There’s nothing wrong with that. And Robbie was a good deputy. He committed himself to the job when he wore a badge, but it wasn’t his calling.”

			Garrett was nodding. “I understand what you’re saying.”

			“If Jason was like Robbie? Yeah, I can see her asking him to give it up. But he isn’t. And you don’t have to know Jason for long to figure that out. All he wanted to be from the time he was little was a cop. That’s the only Halloween costume he’d ever wear growing up—sheriff, marshal, detective—and he never wanted anything else. I hate that she couldn’t figure that out sooner. So it wasn’t a question of asking him to just find another job. She was asking him to change an essential part of who he is.”

			She closed the dishwasher and rinsed her hands. As she was drying them, Garrett walked over and braced his hands on either side of her hips.

			“What about you?”

			“What about me?” she asked as she turned and rested her hands on his biceps.

			“How would you feel about being the wife of a cop?”

			Joely swallowed, studying his face as she tried to form words. “I guess it would depend on the man. Are we talking about someone who likes to hotdog, an adrenaline junkie? Or are we talking about someone who takes the job seriously, who isn’t just in it for badge bunnies and commendations?”

			He dipped his head to nuzzle her cheek. “You tell me.”

			She touched his face, letting her fingers trace the planes and angles that hadn’t needed makeup to create the shadows they’d wanted for the shoot. His beard was growing in, a heavy shadow along his jaw.

			“Honestly? I’ve never let myself really go down that road mentally. I’m not a conventional person, and most LEOs are pretty straitlaced. Not to say you all can’t get your kink on,” she said with a half smile, “but I’m as likely to have purple and blue streaks in my hair as I’m not. That kind of quirkiness… you all are in the public eye, you’re public servants. I’m not sure I’d fit in.”

			He moved his hands from the counter to her waist. “You fit in fine with the LEOs in your family, right? And there are quirky LEOs, you know. We’re not all carbon copies of Dudley Do-Right. Take me, for example. I happen to like blue and purple. And in case you missed it, my daughter is quirky. She doesn’t get it from her mother.”

			Joely was skeptical. “You mean to tell me that if I had streaks in my hair and I wore some of my vintage clothing on a date, you’d still want to be seen with me? You’d still want to go out to begin with?”

			Garrett tipped up her head. His gaze didn’t waver as he answered. “Try me and see. I’m not afraid of your eccentricity or your personality.”

			“You wouldn’t prefer someone like Jen? Someone who’s poised and put-together? Minus the evil, conniving personality, I mean. I’m a lot of trouble.”

			He closed his eyes briefly and shook his head. “I hope Karma comes back and bites Jen and her cronies on their skinny asses. Hard. I like you because you aren’t like her. Yeah, you’re trouble. You’re the good kind of trouble. You’re the kind of trouble it’s fun to get into.”

			Her eyes flared, and she saw the moment when what he’d said dawned on him.

			He groaned and let his head rest on her shoulder. “Every damned thing that comes out of my mouth tonight is either wrong or sounds like innuendo. I’m sorry.”

			Joely didn’t mind. She was laughing at his consternation. Giving in, she wrapped her arms around his waist and laid her head on his chest. His arms came up to complete the embrace with flattering speed.

			“I could easily let myself get in way over my head with you, Garrett Douglas Gordon,” she whispered, looking up at him. “And that scares me.”

			He brushed her hair back off her face. “Does it scare you too much to try?”

			“No,” she answered, shaking her head slowly. “No, it doesn’t.”

			“Good.”

			Lowering his head, he kissed her. Even though his touch was light, soft, she felt the need behind it and she responded. Quickly, the kiss went from intimate and slow to burning and desperate. As she clung to him, she realized that fear and trepidation didn’t even enter into how she was feeling. Instead, what struck her the most was how right it felt to be in his arms.

		

	
		
			Chapter 35

			As she and Garrett moved from the kitchen to the bedroom, Joely was too overwhelmed by the sensations and emotions racing through her to overanalyze what was happening. When she’d been with Brian, she’d constantly second-guessed herself. A lot of that was the way he’d treated her when she hesitated at full intimacy. He hadn’t been happy that she’d wanted to wait, and he’d been petulant when she said no to sex.

			Garrett, however, pulled back at the first sign of hesitancy, checking to make sure she was okay. He didn’t make her feel inadequate but instead made her feel cherished. If she’d said no, tried put a stop to what they were doing, she was confident he would stop without complaint. And that difference, that sweetness, made her want to cry.

			“What’s wrong?” he asked huskily.

			The feel of his hands on her bare shoulders and back was reassuring and electrifying at the same time.

			“Nothing, I… you’re so good, Garrett. You tear me up inside.”

			His half smile was bemused. “I’m just me.”

			“I know.” She tugged at the hem of his shirt. He obliged her by taking it off.

			Earlier in the evening, she’d gotten her hands on him. But the situation hadn’t been such that she’d been able to touch him, to explore him, the way she wanted to. Now, however, nothing was holding her back. She let her hands roam across the planes of his abdomen, the taut ropes of muscles that made up his chest and shoulders, the solid strength in his arms. When her hands drifted lower, to his belt, he sucked in a breath.

			“Where are we going with this?” he asked, holding her hands in place. “I don’t want to misunderstand something here and hurt you.”

			Joely couldn’t look up. “Where do you want to go?”

			“Oh, no. I asked you first.” He kissed her forehead, then trailed his mouth down across her brow to her temple. “No judgments. Tell me what you want.”

			“I want you. All of… whatever you want to give me.”

			His breath was shaky as it spilled across her ear. “I’d like to make love with you. Is that what you mean?”

			“Yes. Please.”

			He laughed. “I’m the one who should be saying please. Um, are you on anything?”

			She nodded. “The pill. And I bought some condoms this week. I didn’t know what to get, so I grabbed a bunch of different ones.”

			“I have some too. I’d just about stopped carrying them, it’s been so long, but then this little brunette crossed my path and I thought it might be a good idea to renew my stash.” He traced the shell of her ear with a fingertip, then trailed his hand down her shoulder, pushing aside the strap of her bra. “As nice as this outfit is, I’m ready to get you out of it.”

			She stretched into his touch as he cupped her breast. “I’m ready to be out of it,” she told him breathlessly.

			There wasn’t much talking after that as he divested her of the underwear and shucked his own clothing. When he laid her on the bed, coming over her for the first time skin-to-skin, Joely arched up with a gasping moan.

			He was so patient, not rushing her even though she knew he had to be burning up from the inside. When they finally came together, when he finally was inside her, the embers they’d stoked all evening burst into a conflagration that Joely feared would consume them both. But she couldn’t think of any other way she’d rather go.
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			If someone had held a gun to his head and told him to explain how he was feeling, Garrett couldn’t have done it. For long minutes after they’d come apart, he couldn’t think, couldn’t move, could only feel.

			What had happened between him and Joely was unlike any other intimacy he’d ever had. It wasn’t sex. It was lovemaking. And yes, it had been a while for him. That could have accounted for some of the turmoil he was feeling, but he feared it went deeper than that. He’d always enjoyed sex, but being with Joely… this touched him on a level he’d never felt before.

			Sex before had been about fun and feeling good, and yes, trying to connect with the other person. But he’d never made that connection, not the way he’d always thought he should. And so after a while, he’d stopped expecting it to happen at all. But sex with Joely? It terrified him. He hid his face in her neck as he tried to regain his composure. He felt perilously close to tears, and that would not do.

			“You okay?” he asked her roughly as he slid to the side, moving most of his weight off her.

			She nodded. Her cheeks were flushed, her soft lips swollen and pink from his kisses. And she kept touching him as though she doubted he was really there. Garrett understood that. He felt the same. Resting his forehead against hers, he closed his eyes. Seeing the emotion on her face was too intense for him at the moment.

			“Are you okay?” she asked after a minute.

			“Sure. I do need to, uh, get rid of the condom. Excuse me.” He rolled over and got to his feet, then hurried into the bathroom.

			As he disposed of the condom, he swallowed hard and told himself to pull it together. He knew he couldn’t go back out and face Joely in the mood he was in. She’d think something was wrong, that she’d done something wrong. She’d be hurt. And that was the last thing he wanted.

			He heard the toilet flush in the half bath next door, and he closed his eyes. He had to grip the edge of the sink to keep from falling to his knees with panic.

			What they’d discussed earlier came back to him then, about Gordon and how his brother had run away after dreaming about his and Stacy’s future together. How he’d run scared. Gordon had wanted that future so badly, and as they hadn’t even been on their first date at the time, the likelihood of it happening had seemed slim. Garrett felt like running now and for similar reasons.

			Instead, he straightened his spine and went back to the bedroom.

			Joely was standing by the window, wrapped in the robe from earlier. She turned when he came out, watching without speaking as he pulled on his shorts before padding over to her.

			“Hey.” She tilted her head, a questioning half smile on her lips. “Is something wrong?”

			Garrett slid his arms around her and rested his head on hers. “No. I just wasn’t expecting it to be so… intense, I guess.”

			Her laugh was soft, her breath whispering across his chest as she laid her head near his heart. “I wasn’t either. So it isn’t always like that?”

			“No.”

			“Is that good or bad?” she asked quietly.

			It was Garrett’s turn to laugh, though he felt more like crying. “I don’t know.” He tipped her face up and kissed her almost desperately. “Let’s get some sleep. I think I’m like Emma when it’s past her bedtime—a little uncertain and on the verge of tears.”

			Joely touched his cheeks as her eyes searched his. “You don’t have to stay. I’m a big girl. If you need to go, that’s okay.”

			He was deeply ashamed of the fact that he seriously considered leaving. His mind racing, he didn’t answer her immediately. “No. No, I want to stay.”

			A tiny smile lifted the corner of her mouth, though there was something infinitesimally sad about it. “Okay.”

			They slipped into bed, burrowing under the covers against the chill of the late-spring night. Joely turned off the light, and after a couple of fumbling attempts on both their parts to get comfortable, they were tucked in. Garrett held her from behind, pressing as close to her as he could, and after a few minutes, he felt her body relax. Her breathing evened out, and he knew she was asleep.

			All the warnings from everyone over the last few weeks came flooding into his mind. The memory of all the signs he’d seen from Joely herself—that she was fragile and could be easily hurt—rushed in. And in what little space was left in his mind after that, self-doubt and horror crept in. What the hell had he done?

			The sheer weight of the responsibility of caring for her crashed over him, and he couldn’t stand it. Moving carefully, he slipped his arm out from under her head. She gave a little sigh before snuggling farther down into the pillow.

			He’d stashed his clothes on a chair beside the empty fireplace, and he picked them up as quietly as he could before going into the bathroom. Cursing himself for being a coward every step of the way, he quickly dressed, then slipped out through the utility room and into the kitchen. He stood there for a couple of minutes, wavering, then crossed to the printer to get a piece of paper. Grabbing a pen from her desk, he tried to figure out what the hell to say, but words wouldn’t come.

			I can’t stay after all. I’m too big of a chicken didn’t work.

			You scare me because you matter. No.

			I felt too much when I was inside you and I never want to leave… That was the most accurate by far, but he couldn’t bring himself to put the words on paper.

			Instead, he finally wrote, I’m sorry. I have to get some air. I have to go. I’m sorry. He signed it with a simple G. He laid the note and the pen on the counter, then he left.
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			Joely waited until the front door closed before she sat up. The sound of him dressing in the bathroom had woken her. Padding into the utility room, she watched him start his SUV and back out, then drive away. Heart pounding, she went into the kitchen. She checked the door first, her heart sinking as she saw that he’d locked it. A sick feeling was growing in the pit of her stomach, and she pressed her hand against the cool metal as she caught her breath. Once she thought she could move without being violently ill, she turned.

			In the light cast from the range hood, she saw the note.

			“You should go to bed, Joely. Pretend this never happened.”

			But she couldn’t. She had to know what he’d said. So she picked it up and read it.

			She didn’t realize she was crying until the first tears splashed the shaking paper. And when she saw the wetness, she wadded up the note and threw it across the room with a half scream.

			She hated herself in that moment. Hated the weakness she felt, the hope she harbored still that she’d simply missed something. That he really did need air. Because she didn’t believe that was what was going on. The practical side of her, the side that had been burned time and again by people who’d pretended to care, knew she’d made a bad, bad mistake tonight. She’d let herself believe in him. Believe in what he made her feel.

			“You should have known better, you stupid bitch. You should have known!” she yelled, her hands going to her hair to tug hard. She wished she could tear it out by the roots, but she wasn’t quite that far gone.

			The pain was too intense, too hot. She picked up a bottle of water that had been left on the counter and threw it across the room as hard as she could. It hit the far wall between the windows and bounced off and ruptured, spraying the living room as it spun through the air.

			“You’re so stupid, Joely. You never learn. You’ll buy anything if you want to believe the person telling you the lie badly enough. So, so stupid,” she whispered.

			Her hands came out of her hair to curl into the collar of the robe, winding so tightly she heard a seam give. Stumbling backward, her body hit the door, then slid down against it. The floor was cold, but she barely felt it as she stared at nothing.

			Minutes went by, then an hour. Two. Tears slowly trickled down her cheeks, leaving salty tracks behind. She couldn’t think about earlier, couldn’t think about how he’d been. No, that was too painful to contemplate. She really would go mad if she thought about that. And there was no way in hell she could get back in her bed tonight.

			Stiff from the cold and her pain, she clambered to her feet and stood there, wavering. For a moment she thought she might fall, but she kept her footing. Moving for all the world like an old woman, she made her way to the chaise under the window and sank onto it. The blanket from the back of the couch was folded at the end of the chaise, and she got it and covered herself. Lying down, she stared at the sky, not seeing the stars through the clearing fog. She didn’t see anything.

			“If I can sleep,” she whispered, “maybe this will turn out to all have been a dream. I’ll wake up, and none of it will have happened.”

			She closed her eyes, lying perfectly still, and prayed for sleep to come, but it wasn’t until the sky started to turn pink with the coming dawn that she drifted off.

		

	
		
			Chapter 36

			He got up early Saturday morning, mostly to avoid his wife. Feeling the need to move, he headed to the nearby park he often used to people watch. As he was walking toward his favorite spot, the sight of a slender brunette in jogging shorts and a loose shirt caught his eye. Joely. He felt his anticipation flare.

			He’d not seen her this week, as he’d been working. But she’d been weighing heavily on his mind. As he watched her make her way around the large park, he considered his options. He could intercept her, say a friendly hello, try to strike up a conversation.

			That probably wouldn’t be a good idea. Not until after he delivered the latest gift. It was sitting in his basement, waiting for tomorrow afternoon to roll around. And this time, he wasn’t going to leave it on the doorstep. No, this gift was going in the apartment.

			The problem of what to do with Joely had become an obsession. When he’d first noticed her, his plan had only been to send her a few gifts, to let her know someone out there in the world appreciated her. And maybe he’d wanted to frighten her, to get off from afar on watching her react. But that first day he’d gone in her apartment, his intentions had shifted. When he’d replaced her birth control, he hadn’t wanted to look too closely at his motivations. Now though, it was hard to deny—he wanted her for himself. And he intended to have her.

			That presented a unique set of problems. Firstly, he had a wife. He didn’t see her simply stepping aside so he could set up housekeeping with Joely. Second, from what he’d been able to observe, it was fairly obvious that Joely was involved with Garrett Gordon. And if that was the case, there might be an emotional attachment he would have to contend with. But the part of his brain that was hardwired for adrenaline and action was pressing him to claim her, to make her his own, no matter what he had to do.

			He had a bugout plan set up, had had it for years in case the shit hit the fan and everything blew up in his face. No one knew about it, not even his wife. Once he’d started thinking about a future with Joely, he’d realized he could implement the bugout plan with her. He had plenty of money stashed aside under an alias, the resources were in place for him and a companion to live for at least a year completely off the grid, and he’d done research into creating a submissive wife. It could be done. The objective now was to make sure Joely was the right choice, that he was making the best decision. Then he could implement his plan.

			As he was thinking, he watched her make her way around the park. And he saw the stacked blonde with the butt-ugly dog as she also watched Joely run. The blonde unhooked the dog’s leash, then pointed it at Joely and slapped its rump hard. Like a shot, the dog took off, full of angry, growling barks as it ran an intercept course perpendicular to Joely. Instantly, he understood what the blonde had done, and in a flash, he was off the table where he’d perched.

			He reached Joely just before the dog did.

			“Watch it!” he yelled, stepping between her and the snarling beast.

			Joely shrieked a little, her hands coming up to his back as he blocked the dog’s lunge with a kick. He didn’t hit it hard, just enough to make it back off a few feet.

			The blonde, anger in every line of her body, dashed over. “Keep your goddamn feet off my dog. Stupid bitch, what the hell did you do to provoke him like that?” she snarled at Joely. The resemblance between her and the dog was stunning.

			“She didn’t do a damned thing,” he yelled back. “Your dog ran halfway across the park because you let it off the leash. I was watching.”

			She got the dog’s leash reattached, glaring at him and Joely. “You’re lying. He got away from me. It’s her fault.”

			Joely stepped to his side despite his attempts to block her and stood with her hands on her hips. Breathing heavily, she shook her head. “That’s low, using a dog like that. What’d you do, Jen, sic him on me? You’d better not pull a stunt like this again or I’ll file charges.”

			The blonde stepped closer to them, and he once again stepped between her and Joely.

			“You keep your scrawny ass out of my park and away from me, you hear me, cunt?” she sneered. “I’ll file charges against you. You’re the one who’s been harassing me. Come on, Harley.” With a harsh yank on the dog’s leash, she turned, nose in the air, and stomped across the park.

			“What the hell?” Joely frowned, perplexed, as she stared after the woman. “She’s lost what little she had of her mind…” Sighing, she wiped her brow with her arm. “Thank you for stepping in. I didn’t see him coming. My mind… it wasn’t where it needed to be. Thank you.” She held out her hand.

			He took it, clasping it tightly. “I’m glad you’re okay. Are you okay? The two of you seemed to rub each other the wrong way.” He’d never seen her so tired and weary.

			“Yeah. We’ve been enemies for a while. Nothing to write home about, just a lousy end to a lousy week.” She glanced at her watch. “I’d better go. Thank you again.”

			“Anytime.”

			He watched her jog away, then turned to look for the blonde. He could see her on the other side of the park, going into a house across the street. Anger filled his body as he thought about Joely’s smooth skin and delicate limbs. That dog could have hurt her so badly…

			“I’ll take care of that tonight.” He didn’t know if Joely would come back to this park to jog or not, but if she did, he intended to ensure her safety. It would be a few days before he was ready to implement his grand plan, and he couldn’t risk her getting hurt before then.

		

	
		
			Chapter 37

			The entire time she was making her way home, Joely was fuming. She’d specifically chosen that park, which was on the opposite side of town from Garrett’s house, so she wouldn’t run the risk of encountering him. Instead, she’d nearly been mauled by Jen’s dog.

			When she’d woken on the chaise that morning, she’d been disoriented. For a few seconds, she couldn’t remember why she was there. And then it came to her. Needing to get up and move, she’d changed into jogging clothes and hit the road.

			She hadn’t been angry at first. Hurt, aching, afraid, disillusioned—yes. But not angry. Not until after the dog attack.

			Once her temper was lit, however, there was no diffusing it. It was all she could do to not get in her car, drive to Garrett’s house, and give him a loud piece of her mind. The only thing that held her back was Emma.

			After showering and getting dressed again, she grabbed her purse and a couple of other things and headed for her car. All she wanted to do was get away from her apartment. Robbie and Carrie were out of town, so going to them wasn’t an option.

			She thought about going to Beth’s, but Ethan had the weekend off. He didn’t get many, and she couldn’t interfere with that. It was still shy of eight o’clock, and needing the peace and quiet of the farm, she headed that way. Jackie and Richard were on their way out of town for a few days, a mini-vacation down to Tennessee. She’d have the place to herself.

			She parked next to their garage, making sure she didn’t block the doors out of habit, and got out. She didn’t hear the music playing until she’d gone through the gate to the backyard on her way to the path that led to the barn. Her mother looked up with a surprised smile from where she’d been digging in the flowerbed next to the house. Joely didn’t know who was more shocked, her or Jackie.

			“Hey, sweetie. What brings you out here this early?”

			Joely gave her a tense smile. “Just needed some air.” She flinched as she heard the words Garrett had written coming out of her mouth. “I thought you all were leaving this morning?”

			“One of your father’s favorite patients had a bad fall last night. He wanted to wait until she was stable to go, so we’re going to head out tomorrow instead.” Jackie was studying her, head tilted. She came to her feet and walked over to where Joely stood. “What’s wrong?”

			“Nothing, I just… um. Nothing.”

			“Want to try again? Maybe a little more convincingly this time?” There was no judgment in Jackie’s voice or her eyes that Joely could see, only concern.

			“I messed up,” she whispered. “Oh, Mom, I really messed up.”

			Jackie held out her hand. “Come inside. We’ll figure it out.”

			“There’s nothing to figure out. Your daughter is a blind, trusting fool.”

			“No, she isn’t. She’s a smart, sweet, loving girl. Come on. Let’s get something to drink and you can tell me what happened.”

			Given their history, Joely could have been forgiven if she’d refused, turned around, and walked away. Especially in light of how badly Garrett had hurt her last night. And maybe she was naive to want to believe her mother was different now, but she needed to try. So she took her mother’s hand and followed her inside.

			[image: ]

			“You’re an ass.”

			Garrett blinked across the table at his brother. “Excuse me?”

			“You heard me. You’re an ass. A horse’s ass if you want me to be specific, though I’m not sure that isn’t an insult to horses.” Gordon stood and went to the coffee pot for a refill. “Hell, Gare, what you did was practically a ‘wham, bam, thank, you ma’am.’”

			At his words, Stacy coughed and sputtered, her eyes watering as her own coffee went down the wrong way.

			Garrett shot her an irritated glare.

			“I don’t disagree with Galen,” she said. “I am disappointed, however, especially in light of that talk we had.”

			Garrett hunched over his mug. Staring out the window at the yard and the river below, he sighed. “Well, I disappointed myself.”

			Gordon resumed his seat. “You had a talk with him?” he asked Stacy. “So did I.”

			“Yeah, and so did Beth, Ethan, Jason, and Robbie,” Garrett put in somewhat bitterly. They winced. “So in addition to having hurt Joely, now I get to wait for whoever draws the straw to come along and beat the crap out of me. Damn it.”

			After he’d left Joely’s at midnight, he’d gone home. He didn’t go inside but instead went across the street to the park, where he’d paced in an effort to calm his nerves. By the time he was physically exhausted, all he’d managed to do was create a deep loathing for his actions. He’d thought about going back to her apartment, but he still needed some time. So he’d gone inside and showered, then hit the bed, where he tossed and turned fitfully most of the night.

			As soon as his eyes popped open just after seven, the enormity of what he’d done hit him. By eight o’clock, he was on Joely’s doorstep, knocking. Her car was gone though, and he couldn’t figure out where she’d gotten to. He tried calling, tried texting, but so far he’d gotten no response. After trying The Brown Bag and the library, which wasn’t even open, he’d come to Gordon’s. And he hadn’t gotten much sympathy, not that he thought he deserved it necessarily.

			Stacy laid a hand on his arm. “What do you want to do?”

			“Rewind the clock and do the last twelve hours over,” he promptly answered. “But that isn’t possible, is it?”

			“No. I actually meant what do you want to do about Joely in general, not specifically. Do you have any idea? Why’d you run in the first place?”

			He sat back in his chair, his throat tight. “I don’t know. I guess… I’ve never before been that close to anyone emotionally, and I kept thinking about what everyone had said, and… I got scared.”

			“Scared of what?”

			“I don’t know,” he said with a shrug, feeling a bit like a sullen teenager. “Just scared.”

			Stacy sat forward. “Are you afraid you’ll hurt her? Or afraid she’ll hurt you? Hurt Emma? Come on, you have to have some idea of why you ran.” Her tone carried a hint of derision, but it was enough to set light to his already-primed temper.

			“I don’t know, okay?” Shoving his chair back, he paced to the end of the kitchen, bracing his hands on the counter. “Everything has to change now. Everything. I liked my life the way it was. Liked not answering to or for anyone except Emma and myself. And then there Joely is,” he said, stumbling over her name, “looking up at me like I’m some kind of damn hero or something. Like I’m one of the good guys. She even said that—that I was good. And I’m not. I’m just me.”

			He turned toward them, half expecting Gordon’s fist in his face for yelling at Stacy. He’d have deserved it. Instead, they were watching him calmly.

			“I’m just a man. I’m not perfect. And I’m not some great savior who’s come to town to rescue Joely Hudson.”

			“Well, that much is obvious,” Stacy said. “Apparently you came to down to fuck her and move on. ‘Wham, bam, thank you, ma’am,’ just like Galen said.”

			“I love her!” Garrett roared. “Damn you, I didn’t just… I love her. I love her,” he said, his voice dropping to a whisper. “Oh, God.”

			Stacy stood and crossed to him with a soggy smile. “Of course you do. Now we’re getting somewhere.”

			“Yeah? Where are we getting? Deeper in hellish indecision?”

			She squeezed his arms where they were crossed over his chest. “I feel a bit like we’re all to blame here. Garrett, Joely doesn’t need rescuing. She’s perfectly capable of taking care of herself. And I hate that we’ve made you feel like you have to be the white knight on the horse, sweeping in and saving the damsel in distress. I think we all wanted you to be aware that she’s been hurt before and to not treat her casually. That’s all.”

			He let out a rough sigh as he stared at his sister-in-law. “I didn’t intend to hurt her. I still don’t want to hurt her. But last night… I wasn’t expecting it to be like it was. Everything I feel for her snapped into focus. And I don’t think I’m good enough for her. How can I be what she needs? How can I carry her happiness on my shoulders?”

			“Oh, Garrett, you can’t. You’re no more responsible for her happiness than she is for yours. But you love her, and Joely needs love. That doesn’t mean it’s always going to be comfortable or easy. It’s scary as hell a lot of the time. Anyone who says it isn’t, they’re lying. The question you have to answer here is do you love her enough to face the fear? You don’t have to be some perfect hero. You just have to be yourself. You may not feel like you’re good enough for her, but I happen to disagree. And so does Joely. She’d not give you the time of day, much less let you in her bed, if she didn’t have deep feelings for you.”

			He shook his head, the hint of a smile on his face. “You’re going to make such a good mom, you know that?”

			She squeezed his arms again, then grimaced. “I need to excuse myself. Galen, go easy on him while I’m gone,” she said, then left.

			Gordon stood and headed toward him. “Let’s walk.”

			His brother’s face was hard to read. Figuring getting his ass kicked outside was better than tearing up the house, Garrett followed. Gordon led him to the fence at the back of the property, where he leaned against it.

			“I’m sorry,” Gordon said after a minute.

			For the second time that morning, Gordon’s words surprised him.

			“For what?” Garrett asked.

			“For interfering. For warning you like I did. I guess it did come across as pretty heavy-handed. I’m sorry.”

			Garrett shifted his weight, pushing his hands into the pockets of his jacket. “It’s okay.”

			“You are a good man, Gare. You really are. And Stacy’s right—you don’t have to rescue Joely. But if you love her, I hope you can come to terms with that.”

			“Did you go through this when you realized you loved Stacy?” Garrett could barely force the words from his throat. “Is that why you left? It wasn’t just the dream?”

			“No, it wasn’t just the dream. I got lucky, I guess, because we were only friends at that point. She didn’t have a clue that I had feelings for her. If I hadn’t been able to commit, it wouldn’t have hurt her. When I had that dream, and when I realized how I felt, I couldn’t handle the fear. I’d lost so much—Mallory, the baby, my career—I had to get my head in a place where I was ready to accept that risk again. It didn’t come easily.”

			Garrett imagined it hadn’t. “I wish I could go on a two-month trip around the world, take the time to sort things out.”

			Gordon nudged him. “If you want to do it, I’ll make it happen. Just say the word.”

			“Nah.” Garrett sighed. “You know I can’t do that, even if it didn’t mean losing my job.”

			“I know. But the offer stands. I do think you should take some time to get your head on straight.” Gordon slung his arm around Garrett’s shoulders and pulled him into a loose headlock, then rubbed his knuckles gently on Garrett’s head. “Take a few days to figure it out. You might have to dodge some angry Hudsons, but don’t rush this. Make sure you’re making the right decision. And whatever you do, don’t stop trying to get up with Joely, even if it’s only to tell her you’re an ass who needs some space. Okay?”

			“Okay. Though I might have to get you all to deliver the message if she keeps avoiding me.”

			“We’ll figure it out.”

			Garrett sure as hell hoped so. The last time he’d been this scared was when Emma was born. She’d been two months premature, and she’d had some struggles to overcome. He’d hoped to never be so frightened again, but here he was. Now he had to figure out what to do about it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 38

			Joely’s phone rang as she and Jackie went inside. Garrett. Swallowing her anger, she sent the call to voice mail. The phone beeped a moment later to let her know she had a message.

			“Is that Garrett?” her mother asked as she washed her hands in the kitchen sink.

			“Yes.”

			“Hmmm. I figured.” Jackie got down four glasses. “I’ll be right back.”

			Joely sat at the booth in the corner of the kitchen. When her phone buzzed again, this time with a text, she groaned. Garrett again. She flipped it to silent and turned it facedown on the table, then laid her head on her arms. Last night, she’d have fallen all over herself in a rush to talk to him. Now? She was too mad.

			Several thunks on the table a minute later made her look up. What she saw surprised her, and to her amazement, she even mustered up a smile. “Really, Mom?”

			“Of course. I think the situation calls for it, don’t you?”

			Jackie had brought over glasses, bowls, some spoons, and three pints of ice cream. She’d also brought along a bottle of whiskey.

			Joely had to laugh. “You don’t even know what the situation is.”

			“I’m guessing it involves Garrett,” she said as she went back to the refrigerator for more sundae supplies. “Doesn’t it?”

			“I slept with him.”

			Her mother pursed her lips. “Well, then. We definitely need the whipped cream.” She added it to the bottles of chocolate and caramel sauces in her hands and came back to the table.

			“Can I start with the booze?” Joely asked, half-serious.

			Jackie slid the bottle to her without a word, rolling her eyes when the house phone rang. “What now?”

			She went to answer it while Joely read the label on the whiskey.

			“Woo-hoo! Gluten free,” she cheered under her breath. “I may take you home with me.”

			“Hey, honey. Um, yeah. Hold on. It’s Beth,” she told Joely. “She wants to know if you’re okay?”

			In answer, Joely let her head fall back to her arms.

			“No, she isn’t. Okay. Don’t bring the boys.”

			“She’s coming over?” Joely asked as Jackie got more glasses down and pulled more spoons from the drawer. “I didn’t want to interrupt her weekend.”

			“Beth is volunteering to have it interrupted.” Jackie sat down, then eyeballed the whiskey. “Should we at least put ice in it for appearance’s sake?”

			Joely laughed. “Just pour it over the ice cream. Vanilla works really well.”

			“Really? Okay.” She scooped some vanilla into a glass, then added a splash of whiskey. After a moment’s hesitation, she added two more splashes.

			Joely watched as she tried the concoction. “Well?”

			“Oh, that’s… that’s dangerously good.” She passed the bottle and the ice cream to Joely.

			They’d just finished their first sundaes when Beth tapped on the patio door. “What in the world are you two doing?” She came in and sat beside Joely. “Whiskey sundaes?”

			“Mmm, yes. How is it I didn’t know about this before?” Jackie asked.

			Beth grinned. “Stick with us, Mom. We’ll corrupt you.” Her smile faded as she turned to Joely. “Well hell, kid. What did the damned man do?”

			Joely drained her glass. “We slept together. Rather, we screwed and I went to sleep. He snuck out, left a note saying he was sorry, bullshit, bullshit.” She reached for more ice cream and whiskey.

			Beth was putting together her own sundae but without alcohol. “After that photo shoot last night, I’m not surprised by the sex. I am surprised he ran. Are you okay?”

			“Yeah. No. I don’t know. I don’t know what I am. But I’m not a virgin anymore, right? At least there’s that.”

			“Oh, Joely.” Jackie was staring at her, clearly dismayed. “You really… he was your first? Oh, honey. I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay, Mom.” Joely knew her mother was thinking about their past, the accusations, the doubt and lack of trust. “It’s in the past. Let it go. It’s over and done.”

			She could tell Jackie didn’t quite agree, but she nodded. “Okay.”

			“Yeah, right now we need to focus on who’s going to kick Garrett’s ass,” Beth said. “He was warned about hurting you.”

			“He what? Who by?” Joely asked.

			“Well, I warned him last night. Ethan said something to him a while back. I’ll bet Jason did too. According to Stacy, so did she and Gordon. That’s how I knew there was trouble—she called to see if you were okay. Garrett’s over at their house.” By the time Beth finished, she looked a little sick. “That’s a lot of warnings.”

			Joely stared at her in dismay. “Robbie warned him too. He told me as much. No wonder Garrett ran. Good Lord, what were you people thinking?” She slumped back in her seat, stunned.

			“I was thinking I didn’t want to see you hurt. If I’d had any idea… I’m sorry, Jo.”

			She sighed. “It’s okay. You didn’t know. And really, what does it matter?”

			“It could matter quite a bit,” Jackie said carefully. “What’s this about a photo shoot?”

			Beth explained when Joely couldn’t. “By the time it was over, Garrett could barely walk.”

			Joely covered her face with her hands, then peeked between her fingers at her sister, mortified. “You noticed that?”

			With a slightly wicked smile, Beth shrugged. “It was impossible not to notice, if you catch my drift.”

			Jackie snickered. “Oh, my. I’m sorry. Not sorry that he’s… well, I’m sorry that I’m laughing. I think I need some coffee.” Instead, she poured a bit more whiskey and downed it.

			Joely held out her own glass wordlessly, and Jackie obliged her. “It was a hot shoot.” Her own snort slid into a giggle, and before long, they were all giggling.

			“Sounds like it,” Jackie said once they stopped laughing. “I’ll say this. Men who take their responsibilities seriously—men like your father, men like Garrett—they don’t always say or do the right thing at the right time. I would happily hold Garrett down and let you beat him, but I’d also put good money on the man being scared out of his mind. Was the sex any good?”

			“Mom!” Joely’s embarrassment reached nuclear proportions.

			“It’s a legitimate question,” Jackie said defensively. “If it was good, that would make even more sense.”

			Shaking her head, Joely answered. “It was explosive. And he said it isn’t usually like that.”

			“Ahh,” Beth and Jackie said. They exchanged a look and clinked glasses.

			“What does that mean? ‘Ahh’?”

			“It means you scared him. It was too good,” Jackie told her softly. “He doesn’t know how to deal with that. He probably felt something with you he’s never felt before. And especially in light of all the warnings he’s gotten.” She shot a scolding look at Beth, who shrugged. “It was the same way for your father and me, only I was the one who ran. I ran for two years.”

			As much as she didn’t want to hear intimate details of her parents’ love life, Joely had to know what Jackie meant. “I thought you two were high school sweethearts.”

			Jackie smiled and looked at the simple gold band she wore. “We were. Your father was a year ahead of me. He came home for spring break when I was seventeen to take me to prom. One thing led to another and we ended up being intimate for the first time. And after it was over, he started prattling on about duty and responsibility. He was all of nineteen, and we’d both been virgins. It was awkward as hell.”

			Though she and Beth winced, Joely was too intrigued to ask her to stop.

			“No girl, particularly a somewhat obstinate and starry-eyed seventeen-year-old who’s head over heels in love with a man, wants to hear him go on about how, now that the deed has been done, he’s obliged to offer for her hand in marriage. And yes, that was pretty much exactly how Richard put it.” She shook her head, her smile touched with whimsical remembrance. “You should have seen the look on his face when I told him hell would freeze over first. Are you girls finished with the ice cream?”

			“Uh, yeah,” Beth answered. “So what happened?”

			Jackie stood, a little unsteady, and gathered the pints. “I made him take me home. He spent the rest of the weekend trying to convince me to change my mind. And then he left to go back to school. We didn’t speak after that for almost exactly two years. We were both home on summer break from school and ran into each other in town.” Her smile was soft as she leaned against the table. “It was so natural, seeing each other again. We kind of laughed it all off, even though we still had feelings for each other, and he asked me out for coffee. By that fall, I’d transferred schools and we were married. We had Chase a year later.”

			“Did you date other people while you were apart?” Joely asked as Jackie took the ice cream back to the freezer.

			“We did. But it was never terribly serious for either of us. And I think that time apart was the best thing that could have happened for our relationship. We got to see who we each were without the other. Maybe that’s the push Garrett needs. He needs to see what his life is like without you in it now that he’s gotten used to having you around.”

			Joely was skeptical. “For how long?”

			“Oh, hopefully not too long. He’s older than we were, and he should be smart enough to know better. Though he is a man, and sometimes they need a little help.”

			The door from the garage opened, and Richard and Jason came in.

			“Look who I found in the driveway,” Richard said. His smile faded as he took in the empty glasses and half-empty bottle of whiskey. “Oh, boy.”

			“Hey, Daddy,” Joely said, closing her eyes as he kissed her head.

			“Why are you all drinking this early?” Jason crossed his arms, scowling mightily. “Who do I need to kill—Ethan or Garrett?”

			“You don’t need to kill anyone,” Jackie told him as she gave him a hug. “What brings you here?”

			“I was going to fertilize the lawn while you all were gone. Get the pool open, do whatever needs doing that can keep me busy.” He was studying Joely. “So what’d he do? I warned him.”

			Slightly buzzed and beyond dealing with the mess of her relationship with Garrett, she groaned and buried her head in her arms. “Beth…”

			“That’s part of the problem,” Beth said. “Everyone warned him. Just let it go, okay? For Joely’s sake?”

			He growled. “Fine. But he needs his ass kicked. I’ll happily volunteer.”

			“If he needs his ass kicked, I’ll tell you. I think I need to lie down. I didn’t sleep too well last night,” Joely said around a yawn.

			“Use the guest room, honey,” Jackie told her as she passed. “We’ll be here if you need us. Just holler.”

			Joely turned to look at her, smiling even though she had to sniff back tears. “I know you will. Thank you.”

			She believed Jackie. Whatever the status of her relationship with Garrett turned out to be, things with her mother had shifted, finally, to where she’d long hoped they’d end up.

		

	
		
			Chapter 39

			Nothing had gone right for him after he’d saved Joely from the dog. He’d gone home to get some rest, only to discover his wife had found the nightgown he’d ordered for Joely. The bitch was wearing the purple silk when he went into his bedroom, contaminating it with her nasty viciousness.

			“What in the world made you get me this?” she asked, turning this way and that.

			It had taken everything in him to not rip it off her body. As it was, he’d screamed at her to take it off. “You stupid bitch! You’ve ruined it! That isn’t for you!”

			After slapping him, she’d stormed to her bedroom to pack her bags. She left for her mother’s a short time later, calling him every name in the book on her way out the door and threatening to get even.

			By the time he’d calmed down, it had been too late for him to get any sleep. He’d grabbed a couple of energy drinks and pulled his shift on those.

			As soon as he got home Sunday morning, he crashed, sleeping for nearly twelve hours. By the time he woke up, he’d missed his window to pay Joely’s apartment a visit. As the gown had been ruined, he wouldn’t have had anything to take her, but it would have been a nice respite to be able to go in, sit on her bed, and just breathe in her essence. He did make a couple of passes by her apartment that evening, but the lights were off and her car was gone. He was tempted to sneak in briefly, but he couldn’t give in to that temptation no matter how much he wanted to.

			It was going on nine o’clock at night, and he knew she didn’t usually stay at her parents’ house that late on Sundays. Wondering where she’d gotten off to, he drove past Garrett’s house. As soon as he’d learned about their involvement, he’d made a point of finding out where the man lived.

			Though Garrett’s SUV was in the driveway and the lights in the house were on, there was no sign of Joely. Frustrated, he thumped a hand on the steering wheel. His stomach growled, reminding him he hadn’t eaten, and he left Garrett’s house to take care of that. After all, he had plans for later, and he needed to be fully fueled up for that.

			Four hours later, he sneaked into the yard of the vacant house next to his target. He’d wanted to make his move on Saturday night, but he’d had to work. All in all, he didn’t think a day would matter. What he’d come here to do would speak loudly no matter when he did it.

			Hamburger in hand, he slipped along the shadows beside the vacant house. When he was near the back of the lot, he stopped to observe.

			The night was quiet, interrupted by the occasional car on the street and the call of a bird. The doghouse that was his target was in the corner of the small lot beside him. He heard something moving around, and he was fairly certain the dog was inside.

			He’d been there about fifteen minutes when the mutt emerged. Shaking its head so that its collar jingled, it stretched as it came out of the doghouse. He felt his adrenaline kick in. Easing along the fence, he whistled softly. Much less aggressive without his bitchy owner around, the dog trotted over to him with little concern.

			“That’s a boy.” He hunkered down and tossed the drugged burger through the fence. “Brought you something.”

			The dog obliged him by scarfing down the meat in three bites.

			“You’re going to feel very sleepy in a minute,” he said, smiling. “I hate to do this to you, I really do, but I can’t let you interfere with my plans.”

			It didn’t take long for the drugs to take effect. The dog didn’t even make it back to his house, just collapsed in the yard. As soon as he was sure it was out, he hopped the fence and grabbed its legs, dragging it back into the shadows. The dog didn’t so much as grunt, and its breathing was so shallow, he figured it was probably beyond feeling anything.

			“That’s good, buddy. I don’t want you to feel what I’m going to do to you,” he said as he patted its shoulder, then straddled its body and pulled out his survival knife.

			A few well-placed cuts later, and he held up his trophy with a feral grin. He was going to enjoy hearing all about the dumb blonde bitch’s horror when she discovered what he’d done.

			“Maybe she’ll get the message,” he muttered as he set things up. “If not, I’ll come back and deal with her.”

			He stood back to check his handiwork, wanting to make sure he’d get the maximum impact from his offering. Looking at what he’d done, he grinned. He figured he’d probably achieved his goal and then some.

		

	
		
			Chapter 40

			Garrett was sorely tempted to call in sick Monday morning. He really was. But that wasn’t an option, so he sucked it up and got out of bed.

			He hadn’t gotten up with Joely that weekend, though he’d texted her several times.

			Jason, however, had gotten up with him. When Garrett opened the door Sunday afternoon, the angry detective asked him one question. “Where’s Emma?”

			Garrett made the mistake of answering. “Upstairs taking a nap. Why?”

			Jason’s fist to his mouth was the response. The punch busted his lip, but Garrett stayed on his feet.

			“I warned you. I told you to stay away from her. To not play around with her. You’ve got too much baggage,” Jason snarled. “I knew you’d hurt her, but you didn’t listen.”

			Garrett brought the back of his hand up to his stinging mouth. It wasn’t a surprise that it came away bloody.

			“We’re not doing this around my daughter,” he told Jason, dead serious.

			“I know that. You think of this as a warning shot, fucker. You got what you wanted. Move on. Don’t look back. Don’t come back to the farm. You’re no longer welcome there. If Emma wants to come, you send her with your brother. But you stay the hell away from my sister or I’ll castrate you. Understand?” He didn’t wait for Garrett’s response, just turned and walked away.

			Seething, wishing to God he could go after the man and answer his charges, Garrett had to stay on the porch and watch Jason drive away.

			When Emma woke up and asked him what had happened to his lip, he had to think fast. “I cut myself shaving.”

			She scowled. “Well, Daddy-boo, don’t do that.” Thankfully, she then moved on to other things.

			He inspected the lip in the mirror as he was getting ready for work. It wasn’t as swollen as it had been yesterday, but it was obvious to anyone who wasn’t a child that he’d taken a punch.

			“It’s too much to ask that I can get inside without anyone noticing, isn’t it?” he asked his reflection.

			He didn’t even make it in from the parking lot. Stacy had pulled in right behind him, and knowing better than to scurry inside, he waited for her.

			“Ooh, boy. Who got you?” she asked as she handed him her briefcase.

			“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

			“Uh-huh, sure, you don’t. You planning to hide in your office all day?”

			“If I have to.”

			She shook her head as he held the door open for her. “Good luck with that.”

			Upstairs, he sneaked past Maria’s office, sighing with relief when he made it to his office without running into anyone else. But that didn’t last long. Maria knocked on his door around eight thirty to say good morning.

			“Damn, Garrett,” she said with a grimace. “Do I need to know?”

			“No, ma’am. I cut myself shaving.”

			Maria was his direct supervisor, the department’s IT manager, and Wyatt Dixon’s wife. And she wasn’t a fool.

			“Maybe it’s time to start shaving with an electric razor.” She started to move away, then stepped back. “And the other guy?”

			Garrett frowned. “Don’t you have work to do?”

			He could tell she was stifling a laugh. “I’m sure I can find something. Did your chia seeds and blow-up dolls finally catch up to you?”

			Several answers popped into his mind, none of which would leave him with a job at the end of the day. Salvation came in the form of a ringing phone, and he answered it with something akin to desperation. “Hello?”

			“It’s Gretchen. Wyatt would like to see you in his office in five minutes.”

			He almost groaned. “I’ll be there.”

			Maria was still at the door when he hung up. “Are you okay?” she asked seriously.

			“Yeah. Just something I have to work through.”

			“Good luck. And Garrett? Let me know if you need anything.”

			“Thanks.”

			He stared at the empty door for a few seconds after she was gone. That offhand but sincere generosity went straight to his gut like a punch. He’d been so welcomed since he and Emma had come to Leroy. It had felt like coming home, moving here. And he wondered, not for the first time since Saturday morning, if he had ruined everything and thrown it all away.

		

	
		
			Chapter 41

			Ethan hated to pull Wyatt into what should have been a private situation, and he resented the hell out of Garrett for creating the damn situation in the first place. But given Ethan’s current bias, he couldn’t rely on his own judgment where Garrett was concerned. He didn’t have a choice but to ask for Wyatt’s support.

			Wyatt was in the bullpen when Ethan came in. “Hey, boss. You have a few minutes?”

			“Sure. Walk upstairs with me. What’s up?”

			“Did you hear about the call we got this morning at six, the lady with the mutilated dog?” Ethan asked as they started up the stairs.

			“The one on the porch? Yeah. Why?”

			“She’s accusing Joely of having had something to do with it.”

			Wyatt stopped, his hand on the rail, to turn an incredulous gaze to Ethan. “She’s what? That’s ridiculous.”

			“That’s what I said.”

			The sheriff shook his head. “I’ll bite. Why?”

			“She and Joely go back a ways, all the way to high school. And not to put too fine a point on it, they hate each other’s guts. Remember that camping trip where Joely and Robbie got arrested?”

			“Sure.”

			“Jen was behind that. And she’s done a couple of other things to Joely since. Anyhow, I guess she and Joely had an encounter at the park near Jen’s house Saturday morning. The dog was involved. And now that the dog’s turned up dead…”

			“Shit.” Wyatt sighed. “How bad was this encounter?”

			“Bad enough that a stranger had to step between them apparently, at least according to Jen. I’ve not spoken with Joely yet. Jen said she’d been planning on coming in this morning to press harassment charges against Joely. Now that the dog’s dead, and given the way it was dispatched, Jen’s even more upset.” His jaw tightened.

			The sheriff cursed again. “That’s just great.”

			“Wyatt… the dog was decapitated.”

			They moved out of the way of a deputy coming downstairs, then stepped up to the landing between floors.

			“It was staged?” Wyatt asked.

			“Yeah. I know Joely didn’t have anything to do with this. She spent last night at our house. But the way that dog was displayed? Jen’s right to be concerned. Whoever killed it is a sick son of a bitch.”

			Wyatt was studying him, and Ethan could practically see his mind working. “You don’t think this is related to whoever’s been sending Joely those gifts, do you?”

			“I don’t know. It’s something to think about.”

			The sheriff shook his head as they resumed their climb and reached the second floor. “Why do I get the feeling there’s more and I’m not going to like whatever it is?” he asked as they went into his office.

			Ethan nodded at Gretchen. “Because you’re a smart man?” He closed Wyatt’s door for privacy.

			“Lay it on me.”

			“Joely and Garrett are involved. And it isn’t going so smoothly right now. Regardless, they’re involved, and that means I have to question him about this.”

			Wyatt perched on the edge of his desk and rubbed his eyes. “And you want me to run interference just in case?”

			Ethan nodded.

			“How not smoothly are we talking here?”

			Though he hated to disclose Joely’s secrets, Ethan knew he could trust Wyatt to not tell anyone. “He sneaked out on her in the middle of the night Friday after they’d… yeah.”

			Wyatt shot him an incredulous look. “Garrett sneaked out on her? Garrett Gordon? I didn’t think he was that kind of man.”

			Ethan sat on the couch with a tired sigh. “I don’t think he is. I think he’s scared. We’re—the family—hoping he comes around. Though most of us would also like to take him out to the barn for a bit too.”

			“Especially Jason, I’m betting,” Wyatt said quietly.

			“Yeah. Sorry to spring all this on you so early, boss.”

			Wyatt waved away the apology. He buzzed Gretchen and asked her to get Garrett in the office. “This isn’t your fault. Besides, once we question him, we’re going to need Garrett’s skills. I’m going to put him on this case with you. I know he didn’t have anything to do with it any more than Joely did. And my gut’s telling me there’s something bigger going on here. God, I hope we don’t have another serial killer hanging around.” The words were dead serious, Ethan knew, and meant as a prayer as much as anything.

			“Me too.” But Ethan felt the same gut-churning warning as Wyatt. Whatever was coming, it was ugly.

		

	
		
			Chapter 42

			When Garrett walked into Wyatt’s office and saw Ethan sitting on the couch, he almost turned and walked right back out. The detective didn’t look any happier to see him, though he did smirk when he saw Garrett’s lip.

			Ignoring him, Garrett addressed Wyatt. “You wanted to see me, sir?”

			The sheriff was scowling. “What happened to your lip?”

			“Cut myself shaving.”

			“Mm-hmm. I’m sure. Ethan has some questions for you. Have a seat.”

			Even though Wyatt’s tone was polite, the words were an order. Garrett sat.

			“Where were you last night between midnight and three a.m.?” Ethan asked.

			“Excuse me?” Garrett looked at Ethan, then Wyatt, incredulous.

			“Is something wrong with your hearing?” Ethan ground out, his tone acidic. “Where were you last night?”

			Wyatt cleared his throat before Garrett could make a smart-ass retort.

			“Home. Asleep. Alone,” Garrett added before Ethan could ask. “Why?”

			Ethan was watching him closely. “Do you know Jen Brashear?”

			“Jen… skinny blonde? Has a bug up her ass about Joely?”

			“That’s the one.”

			He shrugged. “Only from having run into her in the library. And Stacy told me some things about her. Why? What’s going on?”

			Ethan handed his phone to Garrett. “That’s what’s left of her dog. She’s pointing the finger at Joely.”

			Garrett’s breath hissed between his teeth. “Sweet Jesus. What the hell?”

			The scene was a bloodbath. The mutilated body of what he presumed was a dog was lying in front of a blue door. Its head had been severed from its body and was sitting on the dog’s torso.

			He handed the phone back to Ethan. “Why the fuck would she think Joely had anything to do with that?”

			“Because Joely had a run-in with her in the park early Saturday morning. Apparently the dog went after Joely.”

			Garrett was on his feet before he even realized it. “Is she okay?”

			“She’s fine,” Ethan said, scowling. “At least from that.”

			“Sit down, Garrett,” Wyatt advised. “We aren’t finished.”

			Cheeks hot, Garrett took his seat again. “You can’t believe Joely’s involved.”

			“Of course we don’t,” Wyatt said. “Ethan will still have to question her, but it’s a formality.”

			Angry and sick from what he’d seen, Garrett shook his head. “That isn’t right. You know it isn’t.” Just the idea that Joely was going to have to be interrogated because of Jen’s accusations made him want to kill someone.

			Wyatt and Ethan exchanged a look, and Wyatt nodded. “Now that that’s out of the way, we need to talk about what was done to the dog. I need you to get on this. Pull out all the stops. Do a full background on Jen and run the details of the mutilation through the usual channels. See if you get anything.”

			“Of course. What are you thinking?”

			“We aren’t sure what to think,” Ethan said, most of his antagonism gone. “None of the scenarios going through my head are good.”

			Garrett’s mouth tightened. “I’d say not. What you showed me doesn’t feel sane, to be frank.”

			Wyatt crossed his arms. “I’m really wondering if this ties into Joely’s admirer somehow. Maybe whoever’s sending her gifts found out about the dog attack and decided to pay Jen back. Didn’t you say a stranger stepped in and stopped it?”

			Ethan nodded. “That’s what Jen said. Hopefully Joely will know who it was. I’ll question them if she does. If the dog’s death and the gifts are connected, we need to know about it yesterday. That’s the only way we’re going to keep Joely safe.”

			Garrett let out a long breath. “Are you going to put anyone on to watch her?”

			“I’d like to,” Ethan said, “but without anything more than a gut feeling? It might do more harm than good.”

			The man in Garrett wanted to ask him who it would harm, but the cop knew he had to look at things more practically. “Send me what you have on the gifts and I’ll dig there too. You still don’t have any idea who’s sending them?”

			Ethan stood. “No. I hope to God we’re all being paranoid about this, that the dog incident was due to Jen’s shining personality and it’s another enemy she’s made somewhere. God knows she isn’t the most likable person in the world. Still, she doesn’t deserve this. I’m going to head to Joely’s. Need anything before I go, boss?”

			“No. Call if you learn anything. You keep your butt right where it is,” he told Garrett when he stood. “We’re not done talking.”

			Garrett sank back down. “Of course we aren’t.”

			Ethan chuckled and slapped him none-too-gently on the shoulder as he passed. “See you around, lover boy.”

			Garrett’s jaw tightened and his hands clenched around the arms of the chair, but he managed to keep his mouth shut. From the look on his face, Wyatt was half expecting Garrett to lose his temper. A faint smile crossed his face when he didn’t.

			“You ready to tell me who popped you one?” Wyatt asked as he moved to sit behind his desk.

			“There’s nothing to tell.”

			“So it was Jason. I figured as much.” The sheriff laughed when Garrett’s jaw dropped. “And now you’re wondering how I knew that. Pretty simple deduction, son. Ethan didn’t know about it, so it wasn’t him. If it had been anyone other than Jason, you’d have told me. You wouldn’t be concerned about getting anyone else in trouble. Given how contentious your relationship with Jason has been, it isn’t surprising that he hit you. I’m impressed by your loyalty.”

			Garrett sighed and scrubbed his hands over his hair. “So now what?”

			“Now we talk.” Wyatt picked up his phone and dialed. “Jason? You busy? Good. Come see me.”

			Dropping his head into his hands, Garrett groaned. “I definitely should have called in sick this morning.”

			Wyatt chuckled. “Your personal life is your business. But when two of my officers start pounding on each other, that makes it my business. I’m going to have something to say about it. You can’t have expected I wouldn’t.”

			“There was no pounding. It wasn’t a fight,” Garrett protested.

			“You didn’t hit him back?”

			“No.”

			Wyatt’s eyes narrowed. “That’s interesting.”

			Gretchen buzzed him, and a moment later, Jason came in.

			“You wanted to see…” He stopped just inside the door, glaring at Garrett. “You ran to him and whined? Seriously?”

			“Hell, no,” Garrett answered with a fierce scowl.

			“Detective Hudson, close the door and sit down.” Wyatt’s tone was stern, his displeasure obvious.

			Jason took a seat on the couch Ethan had vacated, still glowering at Garrett.

			Wyatt shook his head. “Here’s how it’s going to be, gentlemen. I understand that everyone’s emotions are high right now, that you’re both going through some things. If you didn’t work for me, I’d advise you to go out to a patch of ground somewhere and work it out of your systems. But you do work for me. So I don’t care how you deal with this outside the office as long as you don’t take it public. And bruises anyone can see takes it public. Getting into fights where anyone can see takes it public. That includes verbal altercations. Understand me, boys?”

			Feeling as though he was about ten years old again and getting called in front of the principal, Garrett nodded. “Yes, sir,” he chorused with Jason.

			“If either of you comes back in here with so much as a shaving cut you can’t explain,” he said, staring at Garrett, “you’ll both be suspended for three days. I can’t make you like each other, but by God, I’ll make sure you’re civil to each other or I’ll have your badges. Now get out of here and get to work, Garrett. Jason, you’re staying with me for a few minutes.”

			Garrett didn’t look at Jason as he left. He was glad Wyatt had kept Joely’s brother behind, since it gave him a chance to get to his office and close the door. He leaned back against his office door with a sigh, feeling tired and old, yet foolish and dumb at the same time. He’d never been called down in his professional life, and if he never was again, it would be too soon.

			When he sat and opened his e-mail, he saw a message from Ethan with the details he needed to get his searches going. Just thinking about Joely and the notion that she might be mixed up in this mess with the mutilated dog made him sick. He wanted nothing more than to be able to go to her, to protect her. And the hell of it all was the knowledge that if he’d manned up like he should have on Friday night, instead of being a horse’s ass, he could.

			Instead, he was stuck behind his computer, the only way he could help being to do his job. It wasn’t nearly enough, but it would have to do for now.

		

	
		
			Chapter 43

			“You’ve got to be kidding me!” Outraged, Joely stared at her brother-in-law. “She’s saying I attacked her? Her dog attacked me!” She paced away to the other end of the apartment. Cursing, she stared out the window at the park across the street, trying to rein in her temper.

			“Joely—”

			“Swear to God, Ethan, I should have stayed in India.”

			“I’m not surprised you feel that way,” he said quietly as he sat down on the couch. “Tell me what happened?”

			Shoving aside her frustration, she took him through the encounter with Jen.

			“And you hadn’t seen her since the incident at the library?”

			“No. Hell, I didn’t see her in the park. I barely managed to avoid getting mauled. Someone really cut off the dog’s head? God, that’s sick. Even Jen doesn’t deserve to have that happen.”

			“It was pretty rough. So who stepped between you and the dog?”

			“Dan, that EMT guy? He probably saved me from getting bit. It was a good thing he was there.”

			Ethan nodded. “I guess he can’t help it. Saving people is in his job description. I’m glad he was there.” He sat back and rubbed his forehead.

			“What time did you get up?” she asked.

			“The call came in right after six. I was in town by six thirty.”

			“You didn’t get a chance to have breakfast, I take it?”

			“No.”

			She went to the kitchen. “Well, I have some blueberry muffins that are going to go bad if someone doesn’t eat them. How about that, some coffee, and some scrambled eggs?”

			He glanced at his watch. “You know, that sounds good.”

			“Well, come on over to the counter, Detective. I’ll get your order ready.” She glanced over her shoulder at him as she started the eggs. “How serious do you think she is about pressing charges?”

			Ethan shrugged. “She’s angry, she’s scared, and she’s an attention-seeker. You know that.”

			Joely rolled her head on her shoulders. “That means she’ll do it.”

			“Probably,” he conceded as she handed him a cup of coffee. “But since you were at our house last night, I doubt it’ll go far.”

			The eggs came together quickly, and she handed him a plate. “Yeah, but that won’t stop the small-town rumor mill from churning out all kinds of nasty innuendo, and you know it.” She groaned as she sat beside him, picking at her own food. “I’ve tried so hard to put that sort of thing behind me. I’m really making progress with Mom, and people aren’t looking at me like they expect me to corrupt their children anymore. If Jen starts running her mouth, all that will be stirred back up.”

			“I’m sorry, kid.” Ethan didn’t try to sugarcoat it, just tugged gently on her ponytail. “I saw Garrett.”

			She froze, muffin in hand. “Oh?”

			“Yep. I had to question him, given your relationship and the circumstances. He was sporting a big, fat busted lip.”

			Her breath hissed out from between her teeth. “Jason?”

			“That’s my guess, though he swore he’d cut himself shaving.”

			She dropped the muffin, appetite gone. “Please don’t take this the wrong way, but you all seriously have to back off.”

			“I know. And I truly am sorry for the part I’ve played in this. I hope you know that. If Beth and I had had any idea everyone and their brother was warning him, we’d have kept our mouths shut.”

			“I do know that. But I’m definitely going to have a talk with Jason, and soon. Have you seen him? How does he look?”

			“Not today, I haven’t. I’ll check up on him when I go back over.” Ethan pushed the crumbs of his muffin around on his plate. “Look, I know what Garrett did was cowardly and hurtful. And I absolutely think the man deserves a good thrashing. But he’s a good man—I really believe that. If he tries to make things right? You might consider letting him.”

			That was high praise coming from Ethan. “You like him, don’t you?”

			“Yeah, I do. And I guess what he did reminds me of myself. If you’ll recall, I did some boneheaded things before I stopped running from Beth.”

			Joely leaned her shoulder into his, thinking of his drinking. “Ethan, you had a whole other set of problems you were dealing with at the time that caused you to act like an ass.”

			He smiled faintly. “Yeah, but fear was a big part of all that. I think it’s a lot of why Garrett ran, especially if the way he reacted when he heard about your encounter in the park was any indication. He came out of his chair. Literally.”

			Ethan left not long after that. Once he was gone, Joely got another cup of coffee and went out to the screened-in section of the porch. Settling in on the swing she’d put there, she drew her legs up beneath her and curled her hands around the warm mug. Ethan had given her a lot to think about, whether she was ready to hear it or not.

			[image: ]

			That evening when Jason got home, Joely was waiting on his porch. The night was so mild, she only needed a light sweater to keep warm, and she hadn’t been waiting that long when he arrived. He parked next to her car, and for a few moments, she wondered if he was going to get out or bolt.

			“We need to talk,” she said when he eventually came up the walk.

			“I can’t think of anything we have to discuss that’s important beyond how you are.”

			“You can’t? Nothing comes to mind? Maybe the fact that you hit Garrett?”

			He paused in the act of unlocking the door and shot her an innocent look. “I thought he cut himself shaving, clumsy man. That’s what he told everyone.”

			Joely rolled her eyes and followed him inside. “Men are so ridiculous. Why’d you hit him?”

			“I felt like it,” he said, tossing his keys on the table beside the door.

			“Okay. What are you, twelve again?” She trailed after him into the kitchen.

			“Look, you don’t understand.” He turned, anger plain to see on his face. “I warned him there’d be consequences if he hurt you. He did, so he had to pay. That’s all.”

			She tried to keep in mind the sad state of his own relationship so she didn’t lose her temper completely. As it was, she had to count to twenty before she could speak. “I appreciate your looking out for me. I really do. But I’m an adult now. I’m not that sixteen-year-old kid who trusted the wrong person. You have to let me make my own way.”

			Jason crossed his arms, stunned. “You’re going to let him get away with treating you like that, aren’t you?”

			She mimicked his pose. “That depends on him and how well he grovels. But now that I know what all of you have put him through? Yeah, I’m leaning that way. How would you feel, being a nice guy and getting all those warnings? And don’t you dare tell me you never sneaked out on someone after sex, because I remember some late nights before you left home, buddy. I don’t think you have any right to judge him.”

			Jason’s cheeks flushed ruddily. “I never pulled that kind of stunt after I grew up, thank you very much.”

			She stared at him, eyebrows raised.

			After a minute, he threw his hands in the air, exasperated. “What do you want me to say? I’m sorry? I’m not. Not for hitting him. I am sorry you got hurt, but I’m not surprised.”

			“Why not?” she asked softly.

			He shrugged and went to the fridge to get two soft drinks, then handed her one. “Because he’s built his life around his daughter. And even though you might think there’s room for you, there isn’t. I wish I could have shown you that sooner.”

			“No room for me, or no room for anyone?”

			“For anyone.” He took a long drink of soda, then turned and stared out the window over the sink. “I see so many blended marriages fail. So many. And most people think they fail because the couple wasn’t suited in the first place. But I don’t think so. I think they fail because the people who are the parents? They can’t give up control. Can’t let down that wall they’ve built around themselves and their kids. They’ll let you in to a certain point, but that’s all. It has to be on their terms. Settle for whatever crumbs they give, or they’ll shove you out.”

			The certainty and absolute heartache in his voice tore her apart.

			Joely put her arms around him, squeezing tightly. She rested her head on his back. “What if you’re wrong?”

			“What if I’m not?” he countered as she stepped back. “I don’t want to see you go through what I am, Jo. That’s all. And he’s the one who could put you through it.”

			“I do understand where you’re coming from. But, sweetie, even if it means I do end up going through what you are, you still have to let me try. Do you understand that?”

			He gripped the sink. “You’re my baby sister.”

			“I am.”

			“Damn it.” He hung his head. “You aren’t going to budge on this, are you?”

			“No. I can’t.”

			He growled. “Shit.”

			She gently nudged his arm. “Come on. Let me buy you dinner.”

			“Just promise me something?” he asked, not moving.

			“What?”

			“If you two do end up together, do end up getting married or whatever? Don’t make the same mistake I did. Make sure he lets you adopt Emma before you say your vows. Make that a condition. And if he won’t let you do it? Run like hell.”

			She bit back an oath that would have cursed Hannah to hell and back. “Okay. I promise. I think it’s premature to even go down that road, but I promise.”

			“I don’t think it’s premature. I knew it from the first day he laid eyes on you.”

			Joely shook her head. “Let’s go eat. You clearly need calories. Your brain is malfunctioning.”

			As they left for dinner, talk turned to other things, but her mind never strayed far from what he’d said.

		

	
		
			Chapter 44

			Though she hid out in her apartment all day Monday, by lunchtime on Tuesday, Joely was restless. Fed up with herself, she walked to the post office, then back to The Brown Bag to eat. She’d almost finished her salad when she looked up to see Garrett crossing the street. When he came in the side door, her breath caught. Anger and longing rose in her throat to war with one another.

			He didn’t see her, thanks to where she was sitting, tucked into a booth in the corner. Barely breathing, she watched as he waited in line and slowly made his way to the counter to order. The place was packed, and as she glanced around, she realized that if he was eating in, he’d have nowhere to sit unless someone left.

			Ever so briefly, she closed her eyes. She’d known they’d have to eventually run into each other. But she’d hoped that eventuality would be further out than today.

			When she saw him get a tray instead of a to-go bag, she cursed under her breath and gathered her things together. She hated the flare of jealousy that went through her when she saw two cups and two sandwiches on his tray.

			Garrett’s eyes widened when he saw her, and his sharp inhalation was visible from across the room. He looked around for an empty seat, and when none was available, he turned back to her with an apologetic grimace and headed her way.

			“Hi.” His voice was quiet, his eyes watchful.

			The bruise on his lip was an interesting mix of purple and yellow, and though it was faded today, she knew it had to have been spectacular when it was fresh.

			Joely smiled tensely as she stood. “Hi. I was just leaving. You can have my table.” She forced herself to move slowly so she wouldn’t appear nervous.

			“You don’t have to go.”

			“Yeah, I do.” She headed for the front exit, dropping her tray off at a trash can by the door.

			“Joely…”

			With a little wave, she went on out. She had no intention of sticking around and hashing things out in front of half of downtown.

			She hurried toward home, her arms crossed like a double shield over her heart. She’d known the hurt was still there, but seeing him in the flesh made the anger fresh and raw. Anger at Garrett, anger at herself, at her family.

			Once she was home, she felt as though she could draw a deep breath. And part of her wondered why he hadn’t followed her. Part of her was glad he hadn’t tried.

			She went into the bedroom to change into her casual clothes, but the bed distracted her. She walked over to it, trailing her hands along the antique iron footboard. If she closed her eyes, she could almost feel and smell Garrett.

			Getting in bed last night had been hard. She’d managed to avoid it Saturday by staying at her parents’, and Sunday night by staying at Beth’s. Last night though, she’d gotten completely frustrated with herself. Ignoring the memories that rose up to taunt her, she forced herself to slip between the fresh sheets she’d put on. She’d done a fair amount of tossing and turning, as well as some crying, but she’d managed to get to sleep.

			Whether Garrett decided to apologize and ask for forgiveness or they went their separate ways or something in between, she hoped he made a move soon. She hated the indecision of not knowing. If she didn’t hear from him outside accidental run-ins in the next few days, she would have to bite the bullet and go to him.

			She thought about the romance novel she’d just finished working on. She’d done the cover, and she’d also worked on the inside of the book, getting the manuscript ready for print and e-book distribution. As she worked, she’d read. In the book, the heroine had two men vying for her affections. One was clearly good, and the other was the stereotypical-but-nonetheless-interesting bad boy. In the end, the heroine had chosen the good man over the dangerous one.

			Joely didn’t have the luxury of a clear-cut choice. Instead, her hero was both the good guy and the bad boy, although exactly how good or bad he really was remained to be seen, and she didn’t have a clue which way he would go.

		

	
		
			Chapter 45

			Garrett was on the verge of abandoning his food and going after Joely when Ethan came in.

			“Hey, sorry I’m late.”

			Soon, he promised himself as he sat down. “No problem. You’re fine. I got your food. You just missed Joely.”

			“Yeah? How’d that go?” Ethan asked as he slid into the booth opposite Garrett.

			“She didn’t kill me on sight, and she gave me her table. That’s positive, right?” He handed Ethan a wrapped sandwich and a drink.

			“I’d say so. What all did you find out about Jen?”

			“So far as I can tell, she’s clean. She’s working in a business office up in Madison. And she’s as mouthy on social media as she is in the real world. Why does she hate Joely so much?”

			Ethan shrugged. “My guess is that she’s jealous. Always has been.”

			Garrett shook his head. “I went back about four years on her Facebook page. She’s a nasty piece of work. But she’s also pretty open about her deviousness. She’s proud of it, in fact.”

			“That’s Jen. Did you get any hits on the dog?”

			“No. Not locally, not regionally. Anything that might come close has either been attributed to kids who were accounted for Sunday night or to crimes that were part of something far beyond a simple mutilation. There were several cases with former spouses or domestic partners who were out for revenge or to terrorize their significant others, but nothing that closely matched what we have here. Not enough to flag it.”

			Ethan wiped his hands on his napkin, then reached inside his jacket pocket to pull out a slip of paper. He held it for a moment before handing it to Garrett. “I want you to check into him.”

			Garrett read the name on the slip, then lifted his surprised gaze to Ethan. “Dan? Seriously?”

			“Unfortunately, yes. He’s the stranger from the park. When I went by his house yesterday to talk to him, he wasn’t home. But his wife was. And something about the way she acted, the things she said… I don’t know.”

			Garrett tapped the paper thoughtfully. “Have you gotten up with him yet?”

			“No. He’s apparently out of town. From what the wife said, that’s not unusual. They’re estranged, and she’s planning to file for divorce. She found a negligee Saturday morning, thought it was for her. Turns out it wasn’t. I guess things got ugly between them, and she moved out. He left yesterday morning, and she took the opportunity to go in yesterday afternoon to get her stuff. She wasn’t sure where he went, but she expects him back sometime tomorrow. I’ve left him a couple of messages.”

			“What are you thinking?” Garrett asked.

			Ethan stared out the window. “I’m not sure. He’s never set off any alarm bells before. I like him well enough. Most everyone does. He doesn’t stand out at all. And now that I’m suspicious, I keep thinking about that. He blends in a little too well. Does that make sense?”

			Garrett rubbed his arms where chill bumps had lifted. “It does. You think he’s behind the dog, behind the gifts, or behind it all?”

			“I don’t know.”

			Leaning forward, Garrett lowered his voice. “You don’t know, or you don’t want to commit?”

			“Both.”

			Garrett nodded. “I understand. I’ll hit it hard as soon as I get back to the office.”

			“Thanks.”

			Ethan’s mouth was tight, and Garrett could tell he had something more on his mind. “What else is bothering you?”

			The detective studied him. “What do you intend to do about Joely?”

			Garrett’s shoulders slumped. He dropped his sandwich and reached for his drink. “Here we go again.”

			“No, no! I’m not warning you off. I… I just can’t believe you intended things to turn out the way they have. And I shouldn’t even be saying this much. I told Beth and Joely I wouldn’t. I’m sorry.”

			“No, I am. I don’t know what to do. I don’t even know where to begin.”

			Ethan smiled. “A nice, sincere ‘I’m sorry’ might be a good place to start.”

			“Yeah. That doesn’t feel like enough.” He busied himself by cleaning up his mess, putting his papers on the tray. “I’ll get up with you as soon as I have something on that background check.”

			“Good deal. I’ve got to meet up with Stacy and go over her cases. Did she tell you she’s being put on what she’s calling ‘home incarceration’ sooner than she expected?” Ethan asked as they went out the door.

			Garrett grinned. “Yeah. She’s excited and dreading it at the same time. Galen’s going to have his hands full trying to keep her quietly occupied over the next month and a half.”

			They parted ways at the courthouse stairs, and Garrett swung by the lounge to get a couple of bottles of water. He knew himself too well to think he’d be leaving the office once he got into the meat and bones of the search. Once he started digging into the background Ethan had requested, he’d be on it until it was time to go get Emma.

			As far as Joely went… Emma was going to Kentucky with Ronnie tomorrow. They’d be gone until Saturday at least. With any luck, that would give him the time he needed to fix what was broken.

		

	
		
			Chapter 46

			Dan drove back to Leroy on Wednesday afternoon. As much as he’d have preferred to stick around and see what happened with the dog, he’d had to make a trip to the cabin to ensure everything was in place for Joely. He was getting impatient to get started on their life. If all his plans came into play the way he hoped, in about a week and a half, they’d be together.

			His phone beeped as soon as he cleared the ten-mile dead zone that surrounded the cabin. He ignored it. When he got home, there was a note lying on the dining room table. As he looked around, he noticed that many of his wife’s belongings were gone.

			“Well, shit.”

			The note was short and succinct. “Ethan Moore was here looking for you. I know who your whore is. You’ll both be hearing from my attorney. Don’t bother trying to call.”

			He wadded the paper up tightly, letting the sharp edges cut into his hands. His mind was racing.

			“What the hell does Ethan want with me?”

			Figuring he’d best listen to his messages, he grabbed his phone and cued them up. When he heard the detective say it was about the incident in the park and that he just had some quick questions, he relaxed a bit, but not all the way. He had to force his way through his emotions to get to his instincts. His anger with his wife was clouding his mind.

			Not calling Ethan back wasn’t an option. If the detective didn’t already have suspicions about him, ignoring his messages would certainly raise them. But he had to make sure he was in control before he tried.

			A glance at his watch told him he had three hours before his shift started. “I’ll start with seeing what all the bitch took.”

			The first place he looked was his bedroom. Nothing seemed disturbed, and when he moved his clothes to one end of the rod to reveal the panel where he hid his most private belongings, he breathed a sigh of relief. It was intact. Just in case, he checked.

			Once he was sure that was all right, he made a quick turn around the rest of the house. Although he’d expected her to strike out vengefully, she’d apparently taken what she’d wanted and left.

			He went ahead and got ready for work, then called Ethan. Anticlimactically, he got the detective’s voice mail.

			“Hey, Ethan. I’m just returning your call. Sorry I missed you. I had some things to do out of town. Give me a call when you can.”

			With that out of the way, he turned on the TV to check the news. The day had been unseasonably warm, and strong, gusty winds were moving in. That usually meant spring storms were coming in ahead of a cold front. Sure enough, the weather report confirmed as much. Severe thunderstorms with straight-line winds and possible tornadoes were expected to move into the region around eight.

			Knowing tonight’s shift would probably be a rough one, he packed his lunch and went on in to work. Most people saw what they expected to see. If he acted normally, they’d see him as normal. And until he left with Joely, giving the town of Leroy a collective “fuck you” in his rearview mirror, normal was how it had to be.

		

	
		
			Chapter 47

			Garrett could not find words to express how frustrated he was Tuesday afternoon and into Wednesday. Thanks to some major Internet bugs, the databases he normally would have mined for information about Ethan’s suspect were down. What little info he could gather didn’t fill a single page.

			Since he didn’t have Emma to worry about, he hung around the office, trying to do what he could. By six thirty, word had come in that the databases wouldn’t be back up until Thursday afternoon.

			Ready to tear out his hair, he headed down to the bullpen. Ethan and Jason were still there, working on a break in another case that had come earlier that day.

			Ethan glanced up as he approached. “Still down?”

			“Yes, damn it. I’m sorry.”

			The detective frowned. “There’s nothing you can do. It happens.”

			“Still…”

			Jason’s phone beeped. He glanced at it, then cursed.

			“Problem?” Ethan asked.

			“Yeah. I was supposed to go out to the farm tonight and help the kid put the finishing touches on a surprise Dad set up for Mom. I’m not gonna make it.”

			“Huh.” Ethan sat back, his tone overly casual as he said, “Garrett could do it.”

			The words dropped into the bullpen like lead balloons. Jason went perfectly still as he stared as his brother-in-law. Garrett was afraid to move.

			After what seemed like forever, Jason grunted. “Yeah. I guess he could.”

			Garrett wondered if he’d lost his mind, his hearing, or perhaps both. He looked from Jason to Ethan, then back. “Are… are you serious?”

			Jason’s glare was intense. “Hurt her again and I will castrate you.” He slapped Garrett’s shoulder as he moved past him. “I’ll be back in a few.”

			Garrett stared after him. “Is this some kind of trick?”

			Ethan smiled. “No. It’s your second chance. Take it and run.”

			“What’s the surprise she’s setting up?” As much as he intended to go to Joely, he wasn’t going to walk in blind.

			“A hot tub. I think there were some plants that needed potting or something. Mainly you’ll need to make sure she doesn’t stay outside after the storm hits. The kid has as much of an affinity for storms as Chase does.”

			Garrett had been watching the radar. The line coming through was moving slow and causing damage. “Aren’t you going to try to head home?”

			Ethan shook his head. “Can’t. We’ve almost got what we need for a warrant pulled together on this case. Beth took the boys to Sampson’s. He’s got a storm shelter set up in his basement. She’ll stay with him until we get the all-clear. Be careful out there, okay?”

			“I will.” Garrett jingled his keys, knowing the caution wasn’t just about the storms. “Thanks, Ethan.”

			Not wanting to waste any time, he headed for the farm. He didn’t know what in the world he would say to Joely to keep her from slamming the door in his face, but he figured he’d better think of something and fast, because time had run out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 48

			Joely had just put the last shrub in the ground around the grotto-style hot tub enclosure when her phone buzzed. She pulled off her gloves and checked the text. It was from Jason.

			I’m sending you someone.

			She frowned, confused. “What the hell does that mean? He’s sending me someone?”

			He’d called her earlier that afternoon to let her know he wasn’t going to make it. She’d told him then to not worry about it.

			“The tub installers were kind enough to unload the truck for me. All I have to do is dig the holes and put the plants in the ground.”

			“How does it look?”

			In answer, she’d snapped him a picture and sent it. “Mom’s going to love it. Once these plants grow in, it’ll look like it’s been here forever. And given how my day has gone? I’m thinking about kicking back in it once I’m done.”

			“You know those storms are heading this way.”

			She laughed. “Yes. Besides, it’s got all those chemicals percolating in it right now. Anyhow, don’t worry about helping. I promise you I have it under control.”

			But if his text was any indication, he hadn’t believed her.

			She replied, What do you mean, you’re sending me someone?

			Just put him to use when he gets there. You can thank me later. Gotta run.

			Joely had a sneaking suspicion she knew who he’d sent and she laughed, incredulous. “Of course.”

			Looking down at her dirty, sweat-soaked clothing, she groaned. She’d exaggerated how little work there was, not wanting Jason to feel guilty.

			“Well, he’ll get what he gets,” she muttered as she patted the ground down around the last plant. Given the oncoming storms, she’d decided to leave the mulch in bags. After picking up the garbage, she took the tools into the garage, then went to the mudroom to wash up. As she passed through the kitchen, she cast a longing glance at the heated pool out beyond the patio. She’d been hoping to get an evening swim in before the storms hit, but if her helper was Garrett, as she suspected, that probably wouldn’t happen.

			Even though she was expecting the doorbell to ring, when it sounded a few minutes later, she jumped. Closing her eyes, she sent out a quick prayer for strength, then headed down the hall.

			Sure enough, Garrett was standing on the front porch. She unlocked the storm door and let him in. Unsure what to say, she headed back to the kitchen, leaving him to follow her or not.

			“So, uh, Jason sent me to help.” He stopped in the doorway of the kitchen, hands shoved into the pockets of his khakis. Given that he still wore his gun and a long-sleeved button-down sheriff’s department shirt, she surmised that he’d come straight from work.

			“I know. He texted me. Shouldn’t you be home with Emma?”

			“She went to Kentucky with Ronnie for spring break.”

			“Oh. Well, I finished what needed doing for tonight, so you drove out here for nothing, I’m sorry to say,” she told him with an impersonal smile.

			“No. Not for nothing.” He walked over to the end of the island and placed his hands on the counter. “I’ve been trying to figure out how in the world to approach you.”

			She laid down the knife she’d been using to slice an apple. “And what makes me so scary that you’d have to struggle so?” She looked at him, expression challenging.

			“You aren’t scary. I’m afraid I’ll make things worse by opening my big mouth and saying things wrong,” he confessed. “And if I screw up again, I might not get a chance to show you how sorry I am.”

			Cursing her tendency to cry when she got angry or emotional, she went to the sink and washed her hands. Despite her best efforts to hold them back, tears welled.

			Garrett moved up behind her. “I am sorry. So sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I shouldn’t have run.”

			“What I don’t understand is why you didn’t go when I gave you an out,” she whispered. She didn’t turn around. She felt his breath on the back of her neck right before he laid his head on her shoulder.

			“I was tempted to take it,” he said, his voice raw. “But I couldn’t disappoint you. I couldn’t stand the thought of seeing that hurt on your face, and I knew you would be hurt.”

			Joely turned then, unwilling to let him get away with not seeing the pain he’d caused her. “No, instead you snuck out like what we’d done was something to be ashamed of. I guess it was okay to hurt me if you didn’t have to see it, right?”

			Self-loathing flashed across his face. “I’m not ashamed of what we did. Don’t say that. I chickened out. I’m a coward.”

			“What the hell was so scary? It was sex. That’s all.”

			“No, it wasn’t! What we did was not just sex. Don’t you try to tell me that’s all it was,” he ground out angrily. “I won’t believe you.”

			Joely’s hands were clenched on the counter behind her. “What else could it have been?”

			His jaw tightened. “It was more than sex.”

			She shook her head, exasperated. “Why are you here?”

			“Because I want to make things right between us. I need to make sure you understand that I know I was wrong to run, and it won’t happen again. I’m here to beg for your forgiveness.”

			Joely tilted her head and smiled at him, the warmth not reaching her eyes. She knew her hurt and anger were shining through, and she didn’t try to disguise them. “I’m not sure there are words in existence that would make me believe you.”

			He swallowed, then wet his lips.

			She spoke before he could. “If you’d told me at the outset that you just wanted a one-night stand or a casual fling, I probably would have said yes. And I wouldn’t be so angry at you because you’d been honest from the beginning. Because while you made me no promises, you certainly didn’t give the impression you were being casual. I think that, more than anything else, is what I can’t forgive. If you’d told me all you wanted was a fuck or two, we could have gotten it out of the way and moved on. Instead, here we are.”

			She touched his lip where the shadow of a bruise remained, then pushed him back and slid past him to put up the sliced fruit.

			“Damn it, I didn’t just want a fuck buddy,” he ground out.

			“Could have fooled me.”

			He whirled her around, taking the food from her hands. He set it on the counter with a solid thunk. Despite the tense line of his jaw, his hands were gentle when he cupped her face, tipping her chin up so she had to meet his gaze.

			“Yes, I want to fuck you. That’s been obvious from the get-go. But I’m falling in love with you, okay? I’m already more than halfway there. And I don’t know how to handle that. It isn’t just you and me. It’s you, me, Emma, your family, my family… I want it to be simple, to be easy, but it isn’t. And that scares the hell out of me, Joely. Do you understand that? So much could be destroyed if I get this wrong.”

			She couldn’t have spoken right then if her life had depended on it. All she could do was stare at him. “You’re falling… what?”

			His lips tightened. “In love. With you.”

			Much as she tried, she couldn’t get her head around it. “But you ran.”

			“I know. I’m sorry. If it’s any consolation, it seems to run in the family. Galen ran too.”

			The snort of laughter that burst out surprised her, its roots more in tension than humor, and she brought her shaking hand up to her mouth. “I guess he did, didn’t he?”

			Garrett nodded, exhaling roughly as he braced his hands on either side of her, effectively caging her in with the counter at her back. “I am sorry. I wanted to stay so badly and wake up with you, hold you. Make love again a few times before dawn.” His voice was teasing, though his face reflected his sadness. “And it was because I wanted it so much that I felt like I had to leave. Please tell me that makes sense.”

			She rested her hands against his chest, spreading her fingers. “I know half my family warned you off. I wasn’t aware of that until Saturday.”

			“Yeah, I got it from Galen and Stacy too.”

			Joely gave a rueful laugh as she dropped her head forward, resting against him. “I’m sorry.”

			“They were looking out for you. Though I was starting to wonder if there was something about me in particular they didn’t care for.”

			“No, they’re just… overprotective.”

			He put his arms around her slowly, as though afraid she’d reject him, and drew her closer. “I know you had a bad breakup a couple of years ago. Stacy told me.”

			Joely froze. “Did she give you details?”

			“Yeah.”

			“Oh.”

			He kissed her temple, then rested his cheek on her hair. “She was trying to help. They all were. Even Jason, though I do think he probably wants to pound on me some.”

			With a sigh, Joely slipped her arms around his waist. “I’ve not decided to forgive you yet. Don’t take this as capitulation.”

			“I won’t.”

			They stood like that for several minutes, the silence of the house around them providing a comforting backdrop.

			When a gust of wind rattled the shutters, Garrett drew back. “We should probably check the radar.”

			“Yeah.” She’d just gotten the TV in the living room turned on when her phone rang. “It’s Jason. Hello?”

			“Hey, you okay out there?”

			“Yes. Garrett’s here. We’re looking at the radar now. Holy crap, that system is huge!”

			“It’s moving so slowly it’ll probably be on us a while. I figure you have about ten minutes left before it hits. I’ve talked to everyone else, and they’re safe. Are you okay to be out there with him while the storm passes over?”

			Joely looked at Garrett, who’d stepped away to take a call of his own. “It’s a little late to ask that, but yeah. We’re talking about things. It’s okay. What about you guys? Are you still at the courthouse?”

			“Yep. We’ll head to the basement if it gets too rough. Stay safe, okay?”

			“I will. You do the same.”

			She hung up and headed for the front door as Garrett finished his call.

			“That was Galen. They’re tucked into the basement all warm and snuggly. He sounded almost cheerful about it. What about everyone else?”

			“Jason said they’re all sheltered. I’m going to turn off the hot tub, grab some clean clothes, then we’d better move our vehicles into the garage. The third stall is empty, so you can bring yours in too.” She hurried into the kitchen and got her keys from her purse. “All the patio furniture is battened down. I did that today while I waited for the men to finish the install.”

			“Okay. I’ll check in on Emma while we do that.”

			Once their vehicles were in the garage, she moved to stand in the open door behind her car. Looking off to the west, she saw the towering clouds that were collapsing as the cold front hit them. Vivid lightning flashed, illuminating the roiling black masses. The wind had picked up, and it brought with it the energized scent of ozone. She lifted her face and inhaled deeply.

			Garrett touched her arm. “We’d better head in.”

			Reluctantly, she followed him back into the house, hitting the buttons that would lock the garage down.

			“Ethan said you liked storms,” he said as she grabbed her purse, clothes, and the tray of food she’d been working on earlier.

			She smiled. “I do. Not systems like that one, but the smaller ones. How’s Emma?”

			“Fine. She and Ronnie are having a blast. They’re only supposed to get some mild storms and rain down there. The mountains tend to knock the stuffing out of most of these systems before they hit there. I’ll bet you’d love a good Eastern Kentucky thunderstorm.” A shuttered look came over his face as she opened the door to the basement.

			Joely tilted her head. “What?”

			“I, uh, well, it’s a funny thing, really. I have a teeny problem with basements.” His mouth was pinched, his face tight, and he looked as if he’d rather be anywhere else.

			“How teeny?”

			“I hate them.”

			Joely blinked. “Oh.” Judging from how uncomfortable he looked, his hatred was probably more along the lines of a full-blown phobia. “Well, we shouldn’t stay up here. You know that, right?”

			“Yeah, I do.” He muttered an imprecation, then rubbed a hand over his head. “Let’s go.”

			Downstairs, Joely led him to a safe room in the back. She flipped on the light switch. “Daddy had this installed after those supercell tornadoes came through a few years ago. Poppy has one that’s similar but not as large. Given how many of us there are these days, Mom wanted a big room. There’s even a bathroom with a shower in the back.”

			“Wow. This is… not what I’d expected,” he said, looking around. He tried to smile but didn’t quite pull it off. “The rug’s a nice touch.”

			“Yeah. Helps normalize things.” She set everything down, then turned on one of the battery-operated lanterns that sat on the counter along the left side of the room. “There are survival goodies under here. The cots are surprisingly comfortable and self-explanatory. And we should be set.” She closed the door. “There’s even food and a mini-fridge with some things inside, besides what I brought.”

			Garrett stood in the middle of the room, hands on his hips. “It’s nice.”

			“But you’re still anxious.”

			“I’m okay.”

			She walked over to him. “How can I help?”

			He shook his head. “I’ll be fine. Did you intend to get cleaned up before the storm hits?” he asked, gesturing to her clothes.

			Half amused, half affronted, she narrowed her eyes. “Are you telling me I need to?”

			Garrett’s eyes widened and he waved his hands. “No, no, no! I didn’t mean it that way,” he said as she started laughing.

			Joely poked his stomach. “You’re too easy. I’ll be right back. Are you okay while I shower?”

			“I think I can hold it together if you make it fast. Unless you want to let me join you, in which case you’d better make it a long shower.”

			He was completely serious, she thought, until he winked. And even then, she wasn’t sure how much he was joking, either about the short shower or joining her.

			“I’ll make it fast.”

			He snapped his fingers, his face filling with what she felt wasn’t entirely fake disappointment. “Damn. I’ll be right here then.”

			As she turned on the shower and undressed, her mind raced back over everything he’d said. She wanted to believe he was sorry. She wanted to believe he was falling in love with her. And she knew that if she hadn’t been burned so badly before, she probably would believe him. That, along with Jason’s having sent him to her, convinced her she had to try to forgive Garrett and move on, see where things led.

			She was a bit leery of trusting her own judgment, but if Jason was willing to give him a chance, to send him out to the farm knowing good and well they’d end up spending most of the evening locked in the basement together, she figured her trust wasn’t misplaced.

			“I guess we’ll see,” she said as she rinsed the shampoo out of her hair. The lights flickered, then went out, plunging her into darkness. She’d forgotten to bring one of the lanterns in with her. “Shit.”

			She rinsed off as best she could by feel as Garrett knocked on the door. “You okay?”

			“Um, I could use a light if you have one.” She turned the water off as the door opened and he came in, lantern in hand.

			He set the lantern on the edge of the sink. “Do you need anything else? Towel?”

			“No, I have it. I guess the storm’s hit?” she asked as she dried off.

			His voice was tense. “Yeah. You can hear things thumping around out there, even through the door.”

			“Damn. I was hoping it wouldn’t be that bad. I’ll be out in a second.”

			He left, pulling the door around behind him but not closing it, and she got out of the shower. She’d grabbed a sundress upstairs, and she pulled that on, leaving her bra and panties on the back of the toilet. The idea he’d planted of them showering together had taken root in her brain, and she couldn’t stop thinking about Friday night. She could hardly believe she was considering seducing the man, but there it was. She hadn’t decided yet to forgive him, but she was tired of being the good girl, of not taking risks.

			“Shameful,” she told her reflection as she finger-combed her hair. “Taking advantage of the man when he’s upset.”

			If he didn’t seem interested, she’d back off. But if he did… well, being stuck together with nothing else to do for an hour suddenly sounded like the perfect opportunity, and she wasn’t about to waste it.

		

	
		
			Chapter 49

			Garrett was stripping off his dress shirt when Joely came out of the bathroom. She pursed her lips and crossed her arms, her smile slightly wicked.

			Garrett shrugged sheepishly. “It’s hot in here.”

			“It’s definitely getting there. Don’t stop with that shirt. Keep going.” She strolled over to him casually and slid between him and the counter. “Here. Let me help.”

			When she reached for the hem of his T-shirt, some of his anxiety about being in the basement faded, replaced with anticipation and not a little confusion. Stripped down to his pants, he waited to see what she’d do next.

			Garrett knew better than to think her advances meant he was off the hook for having run out on her. He knew her well enough to guess that she was mostly trying to distract him, to ease his distress about being in a basement, and he loved her for it.

			Joely bit the tip of her index finger, her eyes caressing him as she trailed the fingers of her free hand down the middle of his chest. She swirled a circle around the indention of his belly button, tickling him, then teased the skin behind his belt buckle.

			“You know, there’s something about a man without a shirt, wearing a gun on his hip. If I tell you that’s kind of a turn-on for me, are you going to think I’m a badge bunny?”

			Garrett brought his hands up to the counter and leaned his weight into her. “That depends on whether you want me to think you’re a badge bunny or not. Maybe you’re my badge bunny.” He took off the gun and laid it on the counter, then his phone.

			Joely looked up at him through her eyelashes and reached for his belt. “I’ll bet you got chased by bunnies all the time, Deputy Gordon. Maybe you still do.”

			Chagrined, Garrett felt his cheeks heat, but he smiled. “No comment about the past, and I don’t pay much attention these days.”

			She got his belt loose and unbuttoned his pants, then lowered the zipper slowly. “So are you saying you can’t be seduced?”

			He dipped his head to kiss her lazily. Hands clenching on the edge of the counter, he surged against her touch as she reached inside his pants. “Depends on who’s doing the seducing. If it’s you? Anytime.”

			As they kissed again, he shifted his weight to free his hands. Grabbing the skirt of her dress, he lifted the fabric until he reached the hem, then slipped his hands underneath to touch her bare legs. When he moved his hands to the curves of her bottom and discovered she wasn’t wearing panties, he sucked in a breath. “What do we have here?”

			She grabbed the bottom of the dress, then pulled it over her head. Garrett swallowed hard. His hands went straight to her breasts, cupping them as his thumbs teased her nipples into stiff peaks.

			“You’re so damn beautiful,” he whispered.

			He lifted her onto the counter and shoved his pants and shorts down, then kicked off his shoes and stepped out of the clothing. Grabbing his wallet, he slapped it on the counter beside her hip and moved between her legs to kiss her again.

			Joely wrapped her legs around his hips and returned the kiss with as much passion as he could have hoped for. He slid her forward on the counter until the tip of his erection brushed against her damp curls. The temptation to keep going, to slide on into the place where he wanted to be, was nearly impossible to ignore. With the last bit of willpower he had, he pulled back and reached for his wallet.

			“Hurry,” she urged with quiet desperation. Her hands were roaming his shoulders, his chest, her nails lightly scraping over his skin, making his desire ratchet up considerably. When she licked his neck with little flicks of her tongue, then lightly bit down, he almost exploded on the spot.

			But when he opened his wallet and reached into the compartment where he’d stashed his condoms, there was no foil packet. Instead, when he pulled his fingers back out, he found himself holding pink princess dollars.

			Jaw dropping, Garrett stared at the play money in disbelief. “Oh, no. You’re kidding me.”

			“What?” she asked, moving to the other side of his neck to repeat the torturous kisses.

			“You… oh, shit.” Desperate, he searched the other side of his wallet, hoping against hope that his precocious daughter hadn’t cleaned him out.

			She had.

			With a groan that verged on tears, he let the wallet and the princess dollars fall back onto the counter. He buried his face in Joely’s neck as she picked up the bright pink paper.

			“Oh, my God, that isn’t funny. That’s really not funny,” he said with a strangled laugh. “I’m so sorry. She took my condoms.”

			Joely was staring at the money, mouth agape. “Emma?”

			He nodded. “She’s probably got them in Kentucky as we speak. Did she take my cash too?” Joely held the wallet open so he could see the main compartments, which were mostly full of play money. There was one bill remaining, and when he pulled it out, he laughed. “A dollar.”

			“You don’t have any condoms stashed away?”

			“Sure, I do. At home. In the top of the medicine cabinet where she can’t reach them.”

			They looked at each other, frustration warring with laughter. For the moment, amusement won. Joely broke first, cupping his face as she snickered then laughed out loud.

			Garrett planted a smacking kiss on her mouth, then dramatically took a couple of steps back. He fell to his knees, then back onto the rug. Stretching out, he stared at the ceiling, trying to ignore the erection that was standing nearly straight up. “I can’t believe this. Thwarted by a four-year-old. Karma, I read you loud and clear.”

			Joely hopped off the counter, still chuckling, and sank to her knees beside him. She went straight for the kill, grasping him tightly. “This is a problem. Whatever are we going to do with it?”

			Garrett lifted his head, clued in by her mischievous tone an instant before she lowered her head. The feel of her mouth enveloping him brought his hips off the floor. “Joely…”

			“Hmmm?”

			“God, don’t do that,” he gasped, her hum sending vibrations straight up his spine. Even as he protested, he threaded his fingers into her hair. “You don’t have to do this.”

			“No?” she asked, then lowered her mouth back down.

			Garrett couldn’t answer. He was too turned on to think beyond what he felt. At this rate, he’d be coming apart in a minute.

			Just as he was reaching the point of no return, she lifted her head. He gave a whimper of protest that turned into a groan as she swung her leg over his and straddled him. Her weight pressed the hot, wet center of her down on him, and as she moved, her wetness glided across the sensitive head of his erection.

			“We have some options here,” she told him in a low, husky voice as her hips undulated against him. “But what I want is to feel you inside me. That has to be your decision though.”

			Garrett struggled to think. “You’re on the pill?”

			“Yes.”

			“I’ve always been careful, except when Emma… it broke. But I’m clean. I promise you.”

			“So is that a yes?” she asked, her eyes drifting shut. One of his hands had risen to cup her breast, and he’d dropped the other between her legs to explore. “Garrett, please.”

			Sitting up, he lifted her just enough that the head of his erection grazed her opening. With his eyes on hers, he slowly lowered her onto him.

			The feel of her around him without any barrier between them was indescribable. He hadn’t thought it was possible to experience a deeper intimacy with her than what they’d shared on Friday, but as they moved together, he realized that had been the tip of the iceberg. Except for a couple of instances when he’d been a young, dumb teenager, he’d never gone without a condom.

			Joely gasped as he thrust upward slowly. Moving his hands to her thighs, he wound her legs around his hips so that the two of them were pressed as closely together as they could get.

			“Hold on to me,” he whispered before he sealed his mouth to hers and started a rhythm designed to drive them both over the edge.

			When it happened, it was so explosive and powerful that he thought for a few moments he might pass out. Realizing Joely hadn’t followed him, he reached between them. In seconds, she was clenching around him and crying out.

			Long minutes after they’d come apart, he was still joined with her as he sat kissing her, caressing her. He let his fingers run lightly over the skin of her back as they held each other. When they finally came down enough to breathe again, she sighed and leaned back so that she could see his face.

			Garrett shook his head, placing his fingers across her lips. “I don’t want to run. Not this time. Not ever again.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 50

			After they got dressed, Joely eased the door open to see what the storm was doing. When she didn’t hear any wind or roaring, she opened the door all the way. “I think it’s over.”

			“Sounds like it is.” Garrett pulled out his phone to check his weather app, but he didn’t have any signal. “Basement’s blocking me.”

			“Let’s head upstairs then.”

			He led the way, though they each held a lantern. Once they got upstairs, there wasn’t any noise except the pelting rain as it hit the windows, the storm’s remnant that would probably last all night. They stopped in the kitchen and Garrett checked his phone again.

			“Radar’s clear.” He held it out so she could see. As he did, her phone beeped, letting her know she had messages.

			She dug it out of her purse. “Well, that’s no surprise. Several missed calls. I guess we’d better check around outside.”

			“I have a good flashlight in my SUV. I’ll grab it.” He touched her shoulder, then headed to the garage.

			Joely called Beth back first. “Hey, you all okay?”

			“Yep. Just some minor damage, a few shingles blown off at Poppy’s. I hear you had a visitor.”

			“I did. We’re getting ready to look around outside.”

			“Hmmm. Storm’s been over for twenty minutes now.”

			Joely cleared her throat. “Has it? Well, that’s… interesting. You know, when you’re in that safe room, it’s hard to hear what’s going on outside. And we didn’t want to poke our heads out too soon.”

			“Uh-huh. I’m sure that’s why you didn’t surface sooner.” Beth laughed softly. “You know I’m teasing. Is everything okay?”

			“I think so. I hope so, anyhow. Listen, Garrett’s back and we’re going to walk around. Have you heard from everyone else?”

			“Yep. They’re fine. Do you want me to let them know you’re alive and kicking?”

			Joely snorted. “No, I’ll do a group text. That’ll have to do. Thanks, Beth. Talk to you soon.”

			They made a fast but thorough inspection of the house, guesthouse, and new hot-tub setup.

			Joely was shivering by the time they got back inside, the sundress offering little protection from the blustery wind. “I’ll bet the temperature dropped at least twenty degrees, if not more.”

			Garrett wrapped his arms around her in an attempt to warm her up. “Welcome to spring. So what do you want to do?”

			She snuggled into his arms. “About tonight? I don’t know. Go back to town, probably. Beth or Ethan will drive over in the morning and check on the house, then he’ll trade out vehicles with me tomorrow since I borrowed his truck to get the stuff for the grotto. What about you?”

			He nuzzled her cheek. “Do you want to come home with me?”

			Her heart gave an extra-hard thump, then sped up. “You mean for the night?”

			“Yes.”

			She didn’t see any of the tension or anxiety around his eyes that had been present Friday night. “Are you sure?”

			“Absolutely, but only if you want to. No pressure.”

			“Do you think you’re ready for that? For me to spend the night? The last thing I want to do is say yes only to have you have regrets.”

			He nodded. “I understand your concern. But I’m sure I want you there.”

			Joely played with the buttons on his shirt. It wasn’t as if he lived an hour from her. If things went to hell again, she could easily drive home. She just wasn’t sure she was ready to trust him that much. He was watching her patiently, holding her close, not pressuring her to make a decision one way or another.

			“Okay.”

			His answering smile was beautiful and happy, and he hugged her tightly. “Excellent. Let’s lock this place down then.”

			As she followed him to town, she vacillated between wanting to go home and wanting to go with Garrett. She was terrified she wasn’t making the right choice, and needing to hear a voice of reason, she used the truck’s hands-free interface to call Carrie.

			“Hey, are you busy?” she asked when her friend answered.

			“Not too much to talk to you. What’s up?”

			Joely sighed, the sound echoing around the truck’s interior. “Tell me I’m not being stupid?” She explained briefly about the basement, Garrett’s apology, and what she was doing. “I basically seduced him, which was something I didn’t think I had in me. Still… what should I do?”

			“Wow. Okay. Um, I can see how you’d be leery of trusting him. But at the same time, I know you want to be with him. Are you still angry?”

			“Not really. What he said made sense. It fits with what I’d guessed. He knows I’m not ready to trust him yet. I told him as much. Should I go with him or go home?” They were almost to town and she had to make a decision soon.

			“Don’t think about it but tell me right now what you want to do,” Carrie instructed her. “Fast, hurry.”

			“I don’t know!” Joely cried, frustrated.

			“Yes, you do. You either want to go or not. Which is it? Don’t worry about recriminations from me. Just answer.”

			“I want to go home with him.”

			There was silence for a moment, and she could practically see Carrie’s satisfied smile. “There. How hard was that?”

			“Girl, you have no idea.”

			Carrie laughed. “I have some idea. Go see what kind of sheets he has on his bed. Get up close and personal. Roll around on them a little, naked, and see what happens. I bet you’ll still be there in the morning, and you’ll be happy as a cat in cream.”

			“Are you advising me to have wild monkey sex with the man?” Joely asked, amused and mortified at the same time.

			“I am. He always struck me as someone who’d be good to have that with, if you don’t mind my saying. Something about the way he walks. He’s got that confident stride that tells you he knows what to do in the sack. Just don’t tell Robbie I said that. He’d be jealous and I’d have to explain that he has it too.”

			Joely laughed so fast she snorted. “Oh, my God. Carrie, what would I do without you?”

			“You’ll never have to find out. Go home with the man. Have fun, for goodness’ sake. And call if you need me.”

			“Okay. Thank you.”

			“Any time.”

			Joely ended the call as they turned onto Garrett’s street. She pulled into the driveway to park beside his SUV, and she tried to feign calmness as she got out to join him. When he held his hand out to her, she took it.

			“I’m glad you’re here,” he told her as they went to the front door.

			“Yeah?”

			“Very much so. Come on in.” He stepped inside and held the door open.

			Joely followed, looking around with curiosity. The Craftsman-style bungalow wasn’t huge, but it was plenty big enough for Garrett and Emma, she guessed. There was an endearing mix of masculine overtones and little-girl feminine touches. He had the same bookshelves she did, and his were overflowing. Kids’ books were on the two bottom shelves, with paperbacks making up the balance.

			He jingled his keys, a nervous habit he shared with Gordon, then put them in his pocket. “Here it is. Not the grandest house in the world, but it’s home.”

			She smiled. “Give me the tour?”

			Clasping her hand again, he took her through the downstairs rooms. “It has three bedrooms, two baths—one up, one down. And yes, there’s a basement, but I don’t use it. Thankfully, the washer and dryer are in the kitchen and not the basement.”

			She squeezed his hand as she peered around him to look in the guest bedroom. The room was neatly organized, bed against one wall, computer desk and more bookshelves against the other, a window in the middle. “Is this your office?”

			“Yeah. I have the twin bed set up so that Ronnie has a place to stay if she needs to, if Emma gets sick or I have to go somewhere in the middle of the night. Though that’s much, much less likely now that I’m not a patrol officer.”

			“Do you miss it?” she asked as they went upstairs.

			“No. I still get to go out in the field enough that I get that sense of community interaction, but I’m not as much in the line of danger. And when you’re the lifeline for a little girl who doesn’t have anyone else? That’s something you can’t put a price on, that sense of security. I know it isn’t truly safe, but it’s more than it was.”

			“She isn’t alone. She has Ronnie, Gordon, Stacy. But I know what you mean. Oh, Garrett, this is so cute,” she said as they went into what was clearly Emma’s room. With creamy white walls, the decorations all soft pinks and purples, it was a little girl’s dream room. “I’ll bet she loves it.”

			He grinned as he stood in the door and watched her explore. “She does. She likes to watch the world from that window seat. It’s similar enough to her old room that she felt right at home once we got it decorated.”

			“So are you planning to stay in Indiana?” she asked casually as she came back to the door.

			“Yeah. At first, it was mainly because I didn’t want my daughter to grow up in a place where everyone knew her mother had OD’d. And I wanted to be closer to Galen. But now… there’s a lot more here that I’m not willing to walk away from.” His tone was somber, his eyes warm and serious as he watched her.

			Joely touched his chest lightly, then brushed past him to continue her exploration in the hall. Emma’s room was at the top of the stairs on the left, and straight ahead of the stairs was the second bathroom. To the right, across the landing from Emma’s room, was Garrett’s bedroom. She paused in the door, glancing over her shoulder at him.

			He made an expansive gesture. “Please. Look wherever you want.”

			She went on in. The room wasn’t as utilitarian as she’d expected. The quilt on the bed was filled with blues and greens and was soft from repeated washings. The furniture was heavy and masculine, an antique dresser and chest of drawers with matching nightstands. Though it wasn’t overpowering, the scent of Garrett’s cologne hung lightly in the air, and she inhaled as surreptitiously as possible.

			“This is tiger oak, isn’t it?” she asked, touching the chest of drawers.

			“It is. I couldn’t find a headboard that fit the mattress, and I couldn’t compromise on that. I like to sprawl.”

			“Oh, so you’re a bed hog?” she asked as she toyed with the handles on the closet doors.

			Garrett shrugged. “I wouldn’t say I’m a hog, necessarily. I just like a lot of room. Go ahead and look in there if you want. I have nothing to hide.” He went to the bed and flopped down, stretching out on his back to watch her.

			She was curious about him, yes, but she wasn’t typically a nosy person. That said, he’d practically thrown the offer out like a challenge, and Joely wasn’t one to back down. With a perky sniff and a flourish, she opened the closet doors.

			“Disappointed?” he asked.

			“Vastly.” She ran a hand over his shirts, making them sway on the hangers. “You, Deputy, are very straitlaced. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you’re a rule-follower.”

			Garrett laughed. “Come over here and we’ll see about that.”

			Joely shook her head, grinning at him, and came to the end of the bed. She reached out to tickle his feet, but he jerked them back. Looking up the length of the bed at the man watching her with a dimpled smile, she felt little pieces of her heart break off and take flight.

			“You’re a dangerous man, Garrett Gordon.”

			“Nah. Not me.”

			She nodded. “Yes, you.” Slowly, she walked up to stand beside his hip, then eased a knee onto the bed, hiking her skirt up so that it didn’t get trapped underneath her. “And I still can’t understand what you see in me. You said the other day you were quirky. But you look solid from where I’m standing.”

			Garrett clasped her hand and tugged, and she let him pull her on top of him. “You don’t think I can be both?”

			Joely kissed him softly, her legs falling to either side of his hips. “I don’t know.”

			He rolled them so that she was beneath him. “Is that a deal-breaker? If I’m not quirky enough, I mean.”

			“That depends on whether or not you embrace the quirk of those around you or you just tolerate it.”

			“Well, you’ve not seen my DVD or music collection yet. And I think a glance or two at what I have in my bookshelves might surprise you. But as far as embracing the quirk goes, you’re going to have to give me a chance to show you.”

			Joely met him halfway for another kiss, but the grumbling of her stomach interrupted them. When Garrett pulled back to grin down at her, she cringed and hid her face.

			“You wouldn’t be hungry, would you? Seems like I remember having this conversation a few nights ago, except I was the one with the wolf in my belly.”

			“I was going to eat, but you distracted me.”

			The fruit she’d cut up was in plastic storage bags downstairs. She’d brought it with her when they left the farm.

			“Why don’t we head down and get something, then?” He kissed her again, then leveraged off her, adjusting the fit of his pants once he was on his feet.

			Joely couldn’t help but smile. “All that for me, huh?”

			“Yes, ma’am.”

			He made the next little while fun and, yes, quirky as they put together a tray of snacks to nibble on. And instead of dragging her back upstairs the way she’d half expected he would once the food was gone, he asked her if she’d like to go to the living room.

			“Sure.”

			As they settled in on the couch, snuggling in each other’s arms, she let some of the tension she’d had about Friday go. She was enjoying being with him too much to keep worrying about when the axe would fall. If things went south, they did. If they didn’t, then she wasn’t going to ruin the time she did have with him by expecting them to.

		

	
		
			Chapter 51

			Garrett relaxed as the evening wore on. He knew Joely had almost bolted on him. If she had, he wasn’t sure what he would have done. Certainly he wouldn’t have been able to blame her, not given his own running away. But he was glad she’d stayed, more than he could express.

			As they sat on the couch, snuggled into one another, he gave a happy sigh.

			“What?” she asked. “Are you tired? I can go.”

			He laced his fingers together behind her back and shifted so that she was lying half on him, half on her side, the back of the couch behind her. “No. I’ve got you here, and I’m not letting you go. You’re stuck but good now.”

			Joely slipped her hands under his shirt. “You’d better be careful or I’ll take you up on that.”

			“Sounds good to me. So does this mean we’re dating?” he asked as he traced her eyebrows with a fingertip, then tickled her nose. “Please say yes.”

			She grabbed his hand and held it. “Maybe. Mind if I ask you a question?”

			“Ask away.”

			“Why do you have such a problem with basements?”

			Garrett stared at her in consternation, then sighed. “I was hoping you’d forget about that.”

			He rolled onto his back a little, and Joely followed, propping herself up on an elbow to look down at him. She rested her other hand on his belly, moving her thumb slowly in an arc that threatened to distract him.

			“Why?” she asked.

			“Because it isn’t a pretty story.”

			She tickled his belly button. “I’m a big girl. I can take it.”

			“Yeah, well, you might have to console me later tonight when I wake up screaming like a five-year-old.” He groaned when she sent him a concerned look. “When I was fifteen, a friend and I were playing baseball near this old, abandoned house. It was up in the head of one of the hollers, no neighbors around for what felt like miles. We hit the ball through one of the basement windows. Being stupid and nosy as hell, we decided to explore.”

			“Uh-oh.”

			“Uh-oh is right. When we got to the basement, I saw the ball in the middle of the floor, in this little depression. And I didn’t think anything about it—I just headed over to get it. It didn’t dawn on me until later that it was odd that there was so much light in that basement, but I guess they’d cut the weeds back that week. They were getting ready to put the house on the market. Anyhow, when I stepped on the floor next to the ball, it gave. And when it gave, I went through it up to my knees. The fall broke my leg, and I was stuck. My friend Nathan had to ride his bike to the mouth of the holler to get help. It took close to an hour.”

			Joely’s face was full of sympathy. “Oh, Garrett. You poor baby. I’m sorry.”

			“That’s not the worst of it. See, the people who’d lived in that house? The man had moved out about five years earlier. Right after his wife disappeared.” He watched her expectantly.

			Eyes widening, her hand came up to her mouth. “Oh, no.”

			“Oh, yes. I found her. When the floor first collapsed, all I could focus on was the pain and not puking my guts out. But after Nate left, it started to level off some. And this god-awful stench rose up.”

			“Garrett… oh, my God.”

			He nodded. “I’d heard the rumors about the house. We all had. And I put two and two together pretty fast. I tried to get out of that hole, but it wasn’t happening without cutting off my leg. So I had to stay right there. Sure enough, when they dug me out, there she was.”

			“No wonder you don’t like basements! How in the world did you deal with that?”

			“I had nightmares for months. I still do sometimes. And I talked to Galen about it. He came down there when he heard about it, to check on me. That’s really when I started thinking about law enforcement. Once the horror wore off, the fascination with how they’d helped me set in.”

			Joely laid her head on his chest, and he put his arm around her shoulder. “I’m sorry you had to go through that.”

			“It wasn’t fun. So you think you can hang around tonight, comfort me if I need it?” he said softly, a smile in his voice.

			“Mm. That bed did look comfortable.”

			Garrett ran his hand down her back, loving the feel of her next to him, the closeness that was arousing but also emotionally intimate. “It’s a very comfortable bed.”

			She traced the spot on his cheek where one of his dimples lived. “I’d like to stay, yes. But I’ll admit to you up front that I’m scared. What if you change your mind in the middle of the night?”

			He hated that he’d caused her to doubt him. “I promise you I won’t. I can’t swear to you that I’ll never hurt you again. As a matter of fact, I’d almost guarantee that I will at some point, just like you’ll hurt me if we’re together long enough. But I do promise you this—I’ll never intentionally hurt you again. You have my word on that.”

			After a few moments, she sighed and nodded. “Okay.”

			That was it—that simply, she’d granted him a second chance. All Garrett had to do was make sure he kept his end of the bargain. And far from feeling hunted and threatened the way he had Friday night, he was looking forward to fulfilling the commitment.

		

	
		
			Chapter 52

			When Joely woke, she was snuggled deep under the covers, Garrett wrapped around her back. His alarm clock was going off, and as she buried her head, he reached across her to slap the beeping machine. He didn’t say anything, just burrowed closer to her, resting his face in the curve where her neck met her shoulder as he kissed the sensitive skin there.

			His hand skimmed along her side, then curved around her hip to delve between her legs. When he reached his target, she gasped, coming instantly awake. He didn’t waste time, his fingers going straight to the heart of her.

			Within a couple of minutes, she was writhing, pressing her hips back into his. “Please,” she whispered as the head of his erection brushed against her.

			“I hope this is okay,” he said as he slid inside.

			All Joely could do was moan his name and hold on to the sheets as he made her come apart, then followed her into the sun. By the time the snooze went off ten minutes after the original alarm, they were trying to recover.

			“Good morning to you too,” she finally managed on a breathless laugh. “Would that be what’s considered a quickie?”

			Garrett bit down lightly on her shoulder, then gently eased out from behind her. “I believe it would qualify, yes.”

			She rolled over in time to capture his hand as he sat up. “When did you say I could move in? If this is the regular morning routine for sharing your bed, sign me up.”

			“Don’t even joke about moving in here,” he said before kissing her palm. “I’ll seriously hold you to that.”

			“Does that mean you’re still glad I spent the night?” she asked softly.

			“Oh, yes. That’s definitely what that means.”

			They shared a shower, another first for her, and when they went to get dressed, he dug into his closet to find a sweatshirt for her to wear over her sundress. When she pulled it on, it swallowed her.

			Garrett stood back and grinned at her crookedly. “You’re so adorable.”

			Tilting her head, Joely shot him an exasperated smile. “I feel like I’m playing dress-up again.” The sweatshirt reached nearly her knees, and the sleeves went four inches past her fingertips. She shoved them up as he snapped a picture of her with his phone. “Oh, don’t do that. I look awful.”

			“No. You look beautiful as always.” He kissed her softly. “I love you.”

			Joely teared up. “What am I going to do with you?”

			To her surprise, he turned serious. “Marry me someday, I hope. Come on. Let’s head downstairs and get some coffee.”

			He left the bedroom before she could come up with a single word, leaving her standing there with her mouth open in shock. Though she hurried after him, Joely didn’t try to pursue the conversation. They didn’t have nearly enough time for that this morning, and she needed some time to think about everything that had happened the last twenty-four hours.

			She stopped by a gas station to fill Ethan’s truck, since he’d been nice enough to let her borrow it to get the plants and mulch. By the time she reached her apartment, it was nearly eight o’clock. Ethan was there, waiting with her car, but he wasn’t alone. A sheriff’s deputy she had seen but whose name she didn’t know was talking to him. The insignia on the side of his vehicle told her he was a process server.

			If the grim look on Ethan’s face was any indication, she would be better off to stay in his truck and keep driving. Instead, she parked. Ethan and the deputy walked over to her.

			“Hey, kid. Sorry about this,” Ethan said.

			“Joely Hudson?” the deputy—Frank Mercer according to his name tag—asked.

			“Yes.”

			He handed her a thick envelope. “You’ve been served. Have a nice day, ma’am. Ethan.”

			She stared at the envelope, then looked at Ethan. “What the hell?”

			“You’d better open it.”

			She did just that. When she read the first page, she scowled and swore. “What the hell, Ethan? I’m being named as an adulteress in a divorce? Is this some kind of joke?”

			“From what Frankie said? No. It’s serious. She’s really angry. She could have had a process service deliver that, but I guess she wanted to embarrass you and her husband as much as possible, given your connections to law enforcement.” He scrubbed his hands over his face and gave a frustrated growl. “I feel like this is my fault. I went to his house to question him about the dog incident you had at the park. I knew there was trouble there, but I gave his wife your name without thinking. I don’t know how in the world she put two and two together and got six, but she did.”

			Stunned and still not quite sure she believed this was real, she slapped the papers against the side of his truck. “What the hell do I do with this?”

			“Call Chase.” Ethan gave her a quick once-over. “Nice shirt, by the way. I take it you two patched things up?”

			She glanced down at the Clay County Sheriff’s Department emblem embroidered on the sweatshirt. Her cheeks heated. “Um, yes. We did.”

			Ethan gave her a quick hug. “Good. I guess I’d better get to work unless you need me to stick around.”

			“No, I’ll be okay. I’m going to get dressed and head over to Chase’s. Hopefully he’ll be able to take care of this quickly. I’d like to actually get some work done this week, and I feel like all I’ve done is run here and there, playing catch-up or missing my mark.” She went through the gate, then turned back to Ethan, holding up the papers. “Did you get up with Dan?”

			“Yeah. He called me late yesterday. Verified what you said about the attack, seemed shocked when I told him about the dog’s death. He was out of town taking care of some personal business, he said. I’m still having Garrett check into him, but those databases he uses are down. They’re supposed to be back up this afternoon.”

			“Do you think he’s the one who killed the dog?” she asked, crossing her arms.

			“I don’t know,” Ethan said bluntly. “I think he’s worth taking a closer look at. If she thinks the two of you are involved, maybe he’s said something to give her that idea. I’ll check it out. In any event, watch yourself if he comes around. Okay?”

			“I will. Thanks.”

			“No problem, kid. See you soon.”

			As she climbed the steps and let herself into her apartment, she tried to figure out how a day that had started out so damn fine could turn to crap so fast.

		

	
		
			Chapter 53

			The database Garrett most needed for his searches came back up just before noon on Thursday, though it wasn’t really operating at full capacity until around one o’clock. After spending two frustrating hours hitting query buttons repeatedly, he finally got the results he needed. When they came in, he could hardly believe his eyes. He double-checked an older report for a different suspect in an unrelated case. Sure enough, there was a correlation.

			“That can’t be right.” Blindly, he fumbled for his phone, then tore his gaze away from the monitor to dial for Ethan. Garrett’s eyes closed with relief when the detective answered on the second ring. “I have your results. You need to see them now.”

			There was a brief pause, then Ethan said, “On my way.”

			Garrett turned back to his computer, a sick dread crawling into his gut. He hit Print, generating the reports he needed, and once they were finished, he grabbed them and headed down the hall to Wyatt’s office.

			Gretchen looked up, greeting him with a smile. “Hey, Garrett. What’s up?”

			“Is he in?”

			“He’s on a call. Let me see if he’s available.”

			While she checked in with Wyatt, he stood in the doorway to watch for Ethan. When the detective emerged from the door leading to the stairs, Garrett flagged him down. Wordlessly, he handed Ethan the papers.

			“What? Are you shitting me? How’s this possible?” Ethan looked up with a fierce scowl.

			“You tell me. It explains a hell of a lot though, don’t you think?”

			Wyatt opened the door to his office. “Hey, guys. What’s going on?”

			Ethan handed him the papers. “This. We’ve got a big, big problem.”

			The sheriff glanced at the reports and cursed. “Come on into the office. Gretchen, hold all my calls.”

			Once the door was closed, the men looked at one another, varying levels of shock reflected on their faces.

			Garrett was the first to recover. “Dan Mueller served in the military with Trey London. Same unit, most of the same deployments for the last few years they were in. They’re both ex-Special Forces. London went on to become a security contractor for a while, then came back Stateside and set up as a private investigator. Dan came home and became an EMT. Do either of you think it’s a little too convenient that London shows up around Carrie and her family, then as soon as he disappears, Joely acquires a secret admirer?”

			Ethan was shaking his head, not in disagreement but in shock. Garrett could see his mind racing, could almost see him connecting the dots. “No, it’s not a coincidence. I’d bet my badge it isn’t. Linda found that negligee Saturday morning, and he told her it wasn’t for her. He was watching Joely in the park. And this morning, Joely got served for being the other woman in the divorce suit Linda’s bringing against Dan. I was there to get my truck, got there before she did, and waited with Frankie until she showed.”

			“What? Why didn’t she call me?” Garrett reached for his phone, checking to see if he’d missed any calls or had any texts. There were none.

			“This isn’t enough to get a warrant,” Wyatt cautioned as he picked up his phone. “But it’s enough to bring him in and question him.” He dialed a number, then asked for Murray Walker, the county’s emergency-services director. “Hey, it’s Wyatt. Is Dan Mueller working today?”

			When he saw Wyatt close his eyes, his lips moving in a silent curse, Garrett exchanged a look with Ethan, who pulled his own phone free from his belt.

			“I’ll call Joely, warn her.” Ethan stepped into the outer office to make the call.

			Garrett waited tensely for Wyatt to finish.

			“No, Murray, it’s fine. Just do me a favor—if you talk to him, don’t let him know I called, okay? It’s important. Thanks.” He hung up and looked at Garrett. “Dan called in this afternoon, said he needed to take some time off. Said he had some personal business to take care of and that he’d be out of town for a few days.”

			Garrett’s tension increased with the force of an electric surge, and it was all he could do to not run out the door and head to Joely’s apartment.

			“Shit. I can’t get Joely to answer her phone,” Ethan said, stepping back inside. “Wyatt?”

			“You two head over there,” the sheriff said, coming around the desk to the coatrack where his bulletproof vest hung. He tugged it on over his shirt. “Where’s Jason?”

			“Downstairs. What’s the plan?” Ethan asked.

			“You get Joely. I’ll get Jason, and we’ll go to Dan’s. Where’s his wife staying? Do you know?” he asked Ethan as they headed down the stairs at a fast clip.

			“With her mother.”

			“Okay. I’ll get dispatch to send someone over there, just to be safe. Good luck, boys. Godspeed.”

			Garrett and Ethan didn’t go through the bullpen but headed down the hall that led to the end of the building nearest The Brown Bag.

			As they moved, Garrett tried to call Joely, but he didn’t get any better results than Ethan had. “I don’t like this—I’ve got a bad feeling.”

			“I know.” Ethan made a call as they waited for traffic to clear. “Chase, have you seen Joely?” He scowled. “When? And did she say anything about where she was going after she left?”

			Garrett didn’t like the look that came across the detective’s face when he heard Chase’s response.

			“Shit. Okay.” Ethan shook his head. “No, it’s not all right. I’ll call you back. I have to go.”

			“What’d he say?” Garrett asked as they crossed the street.

			Ethan headed for the alley instead of the sidewalk in front of the buildings. “She left his office around ten. Said she was going to go for a run, get her head clear. And that’s all he knew.”

			Garrett knew what time it was without looking, but he instinctively glanced at his watch. “That’s three hours. Oh, God. She has to be okay.”

			But when they got to the flower shop and climbed the stairs, the door to her apartment was wide open. They performed a quick search of the apartment to make sure it was clear, then hurried down to the flower shop.

			“Please let her be here, please,” Ethan muttered as they dashed around the building to the front door.

			Annie looked up when they entered, her smile turning into a concerned frown. “What’s wrong?”

			“Is Joely here?” Garrett asked.

			She shook her head. “I haven’t seen her since around eleven thirty or so. She’d just gotten back from a run. What’s going on?”

			Paralyzed with horror and fear, all Garrett could do was stare at Ethan. The detective appeared to be as scared as he was. That’s when Garrett remembered that Ethan had almost lost Beth to a madman’s bullet after she was kidnapped from her apartment two years earlier.

			Annie hurried over to them. “Ethan? What’s going on? Garrett? Guys, you’re scaring me. Is this about the flowers? The book? Where’s Joely?”

			With fear threatening to knock his legs out from under him, Garrett shook his head. “She’s gone.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 54

			Of all the situations she’d been in through the years, none had ever been so dire. Joely knew that unless she did something drastic and soon, her life was over. Literally. She’d be dead. Dan had been explaining his grand plan as she drove, and there was no way in hell she was going along with him.

			When she returned from her run, she’d swung by the flower shop to say hi to Annie, then headed upstairs. She’d completely forgotten about the papers she’d left in her car the day before, and she’d had to go back down to get them so she could make a phone call. That was when Dan approached her, gun in hand.

			“We’re going to take a drive,” he said. “If you scream or try to run, I’ll go inside that flower shop and kill Annie and anyone else who might be there. You know what I did to the dog that belonged to that bitch from the park? I’d hate to have to do that to Annie, but if you force me to, I will.”

			“Where are we going?” she asked as she racked her brain for options. She’d already taken off her running defenses. Her phone, her purse, anything she might use as a weapon—all that was upstairs. All she had was her car keys, and as she stood there, he took those and threw them inside her car.

			“Here and there. Quit stalling. Let’s go.” He gestured toward his SUV with the gun. “You’re driving. Remember, if you run, I won’t chase you. I’ll go inside and kill Annie, then head across the square to the newspaper and take out as many people there as I can. They’ll catch me, but not before I do a lot of damage to people you love.”

			Joely could tell he was serious by the calm, level tone he’d used to deliver the threat. With little choice, she climbed behind the wheel. He got in the passenger’s seat and, after giving her only a minute to adjust the seat and familiarize herself with the vehicle, told her to drive.

			The SUV was nondescript, with tinted windows and little adornment. Nothing about it would stand out, which she surmised was part of his plan. As a matter of fact, it almost looked like a law-enforcement vehicle.

			“Head down River Road. When you get to the main highway, you’ll take a left toward Clark County.”

			Joely fastened her seat belt and did as he’d instructed. “Why’d you kill the dog?”

			“It was going to attack you. I was going to go back and kill its bitch of an owner, but I ran out of time. Lucky break for her.”

			She glanced at him, trying to stay calm even as she thought she might throw up. “You’ve killed before.”

			“You could say that. It’s a useful, profitable skill to have.”

			“Are you planning to kill me?” she asked, forcing her chin up.

			“Not unless you turn stubborn on me. No, I have other plans for you. Couldn’t you figure that out from the gifts I sent?”

			“Those were from you?”

			He laughed. “Of course they were. Who’d you think sent them? Garrett? No, he’s too busy chasing half the women in the sheriff’s department to go to the trouble of courting a woman properly.”

			The words sent a jolt through her, but not because she believed what he said about Garrett. No, what chilled her to the bone was the idea that Dan thought he’d been courting her.

			“I had another gift I was going to deliver to you, but my former wife ruined it.” His voice changed, growing harsh where it had been more conversational before. It held a cold detachment that Joely guessed either hid sociopathy or dangerously deep anger. Either way, it didn’t bode well. “I took care of her before I left. She won’t be bothering us ever again.”

			“Took care of her how?” She hated asking, but she had to know.

			“The same way as the dog. That’s all she was—a higher-functioning bitch. Truth be told, I hated killing the dog. It was an innocent in all this mess.”

			Joely cleared her throat, swallowing back nausea. When he opened a bottle of water and handed it to her, she was leery of accepting it.

			He quirked a brow, perturbed. “Really, Joely, if I were going to drug you, I’d have done it already. It’d be rather silly of me to dose my driver, wouldn’t it? After all, if we wreck, there go all my nicely laid-out plans.”

			Mutely, she accepted the water, drinking thirstily as his words triggered her memory. She’d recently seen a true-crime story on TV where a woman had killed her husband in what had appeared to be a drunk-driving accident. Instead, she’d deliberately crashed, injuring him fatally. As she set the water in the cup holder on the console, she glanced at Dan. He wasn’t wearing his seat belt, a habit not uncommon in law enforcement and first responder circles.

			It was an idea. If she had to use it, so be it.

			“What are your plans?”

			“Tell me something,” he said instead of answering her. “How do you feel about children?”

			Joely frowned. “I like them. Why?”

			“Do you want kids someday?”

			She thought about Emma, about her nephews, and it was all she could do to not break down on the spot. Tightening her hands around the steering wheel, she forced the emotion aside. “Yes, I do.”

			“Good. My wife didn’t want kids. I do. She didn’t tell me that until after we were married. But you and I? We’ll have beautiful children, don’t you think?”

			“Dan? You make it sound like we’re running away to live happily ever after,” she said carefully. “Is that what you have planned?”

			“It is. You won’t believe in us at first, but as soon as my child is growing inside you, I know you’ll feel differently. You and I are leaving this asshole town behind. All those people who use us, who make fun of us, who degrade us? They’re in our past. It’s just you and me from here on out.” He looked at her. “I switched your birth control pills with a placebo. I do hope you’ve been cautious with Garrett.”

			Horrified, Joely barely managed to keep her hands on the steering wheel and away from her pelvis. She thought about last night and this morning. They’d been intimate three times, not a condom in sight. After that first time in the storm shelter, neither of them had been able to bring themselves to use one. “Wh-what do you mean?”

			“Now don’t play dumb. I know you’ve been fucking. That’s all right. You’ll forget him soon enough.” His tone was casual again, but the gun in his hand never wavered. The business end had been pointing straight at her the entire time they’d been talking. “I suppose I’ll have to give you a pregnancy test just to make sure. I want children with you, but I won’t raise the man’s bastard.”

			She thought back to the painful spotting she’d had. “How long ago did you switch them out?”

			“Two weeks? Three? Somewhere in there. You were halfway through your pack. I replaced those and your new pack with placebos. I figure you’ll be fertile next month, if not sooner.”

			“So you were in my apartment?” Her voice was faint, the idea of him inside her sanctuary so repulsive, she felt violated.

			“Oh, absolutely. Twice, you see. I had to figure out what you were using and then go back in to replace it. That’s when I saw that you like all that crafty stuff. That’s going to come in handy when we get to the homestead. You’ll need something to occupy your time. There’s no Internet or TV there. It’s still pretty rustic, truth be told. We’ll turn it into a home for our family together.”

			“Why me?”

			He stretched his legs out, settling in. They were on the main highway and had crossed into Clark County several miles back. Joely was keeping to the speed limit. As much as she wanted to get the attention of law enforcement, she couldn’t help but think that if she got pulled over, it wouldn’t go well for whoever the officer was. And she couldn’t be responsible for that kind of tragedy.

			“I’d seen you when you were a kid, running around town, all mad at the world. Never paid much attention to you then. But then I helped a buddy of mine out with a job he needed done. Trey London—you’ve heard the name, I suppose?”

			Joely turned to him, stunned. “What?”

			Dan nodded. “I was his backup plan in case Carrie pursued him. And I took out Connie Jacobi. She was starting to get better, and if she had, she could have caused trouble for him. In any event, by watching her, I got a glimpse of you. I liked what I saw and decided I had to have you.” He smiled at her as though expecting her to be pleased.

			“I don’t know what to say. I truly don’t.”

			“You’ll need to take this road up here,” he said, pointing with the gun, though he kept it lowered so other drivers wouldn’t see it. “We’ll be heading to the Hoosier National Forest. I have a nice little place, about twenty acres, in the middle of it all. It doesn’t exist on paper, at least not linked to Dan Mueller, so they’ll never find it. And it’s so remote, the chances that anyone will happen across us… well, it’s the perfect little getaway.”

			“Am I going to be getting on the interstate?” She was somewhat familiar with the area, as it wasn’t far from Louisville.

			“In a few miles, yes. Have you ever been to the forest?”

			“Once or twice.”

			Her heart was in her throat. Once she got on the interstate, the opportunity to cause the kind of wreck she needed would be greatly diminished. She hated to even consider trying it. She knew the risk to herself was tremendous. A glance at the steering wheel told her the SUV had airbags. She was wearing her seat belt. But would that be enough? The chances that she’d survive the kind of crash she was thinking about weren’t great.

			If she waited until they were on the interstate, she’d lose her chance. Many of the exits off I-64 that led into the forest were isolated. If she chose that area to wreck, she might end up stuck in the middle of nowhere, no help in sight, with an angry and dangerous killer. No, if she waited, she might as well be signing her death warrant.

			“What are you thinking?” Dan asked.

			“I’m thinking that I’m never going to get to see my family again.”

			He sighed. “All of us have to make sacrifices. Unfortunately, that’s one of yours.”

			They were coming up on a curve in the two-lane country road that he’d had her turn onto. A big, wide oak tree sat on the other side of the black, wood-slatted fence that edged the curve. It would have to do.

			“No, you son of a bitch, it won’t be mine if I have anything to say about it.”

			As she sped up, he shouted, holding out his left arm, “What are you doing? Joely! What are you doing!”

			With the gas pedal pushed to the floor, the engine roaring, she hit the fence at close to sixty miles per hour. It barely slowed them down. Still on course, she aimed the right side of the SUV toward the left side of the tree and held on to the steering wheel for dear life.

			Though it had to have happened in only a few seconds, she saw the accident in slow motion. Saw Dan’s arm come up with the gun, bouncing as they hit the bumpy ground. She saw the muzzle flash as the gun discharged. The windshield shattered into a million pieces as the bullet impacted it, just as the safety glass was designed to do, and she thought distractedly that he must have hit it at exactly the right angle to cause that kind of reaction.

			Time jumped back into focus as they hit the tree. The airbag exploded in her face, but she still felt like a rag doll being thrown around. The breath was knocked out of her, and her ears were ringing as she struggled to draw in air. Her head felt heavy and, oddly enough, filled with cotton at the same time. And her left leg and ankle felt as though they were on fire.

			She fought with the airbag, pushing it out of her face as she coughed. Frantic, she turned her bleary gaze toward Dan. His sightless eyes stared back at her, his head having impacted the windshield at a ninety-degree angle to his body. With blood streaming down his face from where the glass had cut him, he looked like something from a horror movie.

			Joely was faintly aware of the blaring of the SUV’s horn, the revving of the engine. A voice in the back of her mind shouted at her to get out and get out now. To try to get help. She was finally able to pull much-needed oxygen into her lungs, and as she got air, her mind cleared enough that she was able to undo the seat belt.

			She had to push hard against the driver’s door, which was warped, but she managed to get it open. The ground almost touched it when she swung it open, and she more or less fell out of the seat. When her injured leg impacted the ground, she screamed. She nearly blacked out, but that voice yelled at her again.

			“I have to get up. I have to keep going. I have to get safe,” she said, half crawling as she dragged herself up the incline.

			As she crested the hill, a man in uniform rushed toward her.

			“He has a gun,” she warned him. “He has a gun. He kidnapped me. He killed Connie and his wife and the dog, and he took my pills. Please don’t let him shoot you. Please.”

			The state trooper lifted her and carried her a safe distance away from the SUV. “What’s your name, ma’am?”

			“You have to be careful,” she said instead. “If I’m pregnant, he’ll take the baby. Don’t let him take the baby.” Joely started crying then. Part of her realized she was hysterical, but she was helpless to stop the reaction. Black spots were dancing around her vision, and as she faded out, she tried to tell him about Garrett. “I love him. Tell him I love him.”

			And she was out.

		

	
		
			Chapter 55

			Garrett had never felt so helpless in his entire life, not even when Emma was born two months early and had to be rushed to the children’s hospital. At least then he’d been able to see a team of specialists caring for her and he’d known they were doing their best to save her.

			But as he stood in the flower shop, listening to Ethan explain to Annie what was going on, he felt fear like nothing he’d ever known.

			Ethan grabbed his arm and shook him, hard. “Snap out of it! Come on, Garrett, pull your shit together. Annie, do you still have those security cameras on the back of the building?”

			Her face pale, Annie nodded. “Let’s go look at the computer.”

			They hurried through the back room to the small office, and she quickly pulled up the footage.

			Ethan turned the screen so that he could see it better. “There!”

			The window in the upper left-hand corner of the screen showed a dark SUV pull up next to Joely’s car. Dan Mueller got out. He headed for the Dumpster and disappeared behind it. A few seconds later, Joely appeared. She went to her car and unlocked it, but before she could do anything else, Dan approached her. The gun in his hand was plain to see.

			Garrett didn’t realize he was cursing until Ethan shot him a concerned look. “Sorry.” Crossing his arms tightly, he shoved his fist against his mouth to try to hold back a protest as they watched Joely nod, then get in on the driver’s side of Dan’s SUV. Dan hurried around and got in the passenger’s side, and they drove off.

			Ethan was on his phone, telling someone the details of what they’d seen. “Get an APB started, call the state boys, and let’s get the word out.” He’d just ended that call when his phone rang again. “It’s Wyatt. What’d you find?” Ethan sucked in a sharp breath, his face paling. “Good God. … No, he has her. We have him on the security footage here at Annie’s. They’re driving a dark SUV. I called Maria—she’s getting everything pulled together to send out. … Are you and Jason going to go tell Richard and Jackie?” He nodded. “Okay. We’ll meet you back at the department.”

			He sat down hard on the edge of Annie’s desk. “Dan’s wife is dead. Brutally dead. Wyatt’s called for the CSU and another deputy to head there to secure the scene, and as soon as they arrive, he and Jason are off to tell Joely’s parents that she’s missing. And he’s sending someone here to lock down her apartment. I’ve got to tell Beth. She’s at the paper today. Sampson will be there too.” He pressed the heels of his hands into his eyes.

			“Do you want me to call Chase?” Annie asked softly.

			Ethan nodded. “Please. He already knows something’s wrong. Garrett, you should probably call Gordon and let him know.”

			They reached the front of the shop at the same time a worried-looking Gordon and Chase came in the front door.

			“What the hell is going on?” Chase asked bluntly.

			Ethan didn’t mince words. “Dan Mueller has Joely. He has connections with Trey London, and from what Wyatt said, Dan’s wife is dead. That’s all we know.”

			They stared at him in shock, then Chase shook his head. “This can’t be happening. How the fuck did this happen?”

			Annie went to him and slid her arms around his waist, holding on tight. “So what now?”

			Ethan looked at Chase and Gordon. “Garrett and I have to get back to the department. Can you head over to the paper and let Beth and Sampson know what’s going on? Bring them to the courthouse if you have to, but we can’t afford to waste time.”

			“Of course. Whatever you need.” Gordon grasped Garrett’s shoulder tightly, and after Chase kissed Annie, they left.

			“I don’t know who they’ll send,” Ethan told her. “Just keep an eye out until they get here, all right?”

			“Okay. Be careful, you two.”

			By the time they’d made it back to the sheriff’s department, understated chaos had broken out. The bullpen was a beehive of activity, organized madness that a stranger walking in off the street would look at and balk.

			Neva Brewer met them at Ethan’s desk. “Is it true? Dan has Joely?”

			“Yeah. And it’s bad. Very, very bad.” He turned to Garrett. “You have your laptop here?”

			“It’s upstairs.”

			“Go get it. Set up in the large conference room. That’s what we’ll use as our staging area. You start trying to figure out where he’d be taking her.” Ethan turned to a young deputy standing nearby, waiting for instructions. “Derrick, get Farik Jones on the phone now. Better yet, get him in here. He’s been Dan’s partner for years. If anyone can tell us something we can use, it’s him.”

			Garrett made it upstairs faster than he’d ever gone, only stopping in his office for a moment to offer a fervent prayer that Joely would be returned safe and sound. He grabbed the laptop and power cord and hurried back downstairs to the conference room.

			Maria appeared in the doorway a moment later, her own laptop in hand. She set up a few feet down the table from him. “Where all are you looking?”

			“Property records, tax files. You?”

			“Traffic cameras. What was the timestamp on her abduction?”

			Garrett pulled in a rough breath, then exhaled and told her that, as well as the make and model of the SUV.

			“That’s not his vehicle. He drives a pickup. So whose vehicle does he have?” she asked. “I’ll hit the BMV first, see if we can get at least an answer to that while the traffic cams are coming up. It won’t take me three minutes.”

			He wanted to scream at her that that would be too long, that they needed to know now, but he managed to hold it back. “Thanks. Any word from Wyatt?”

			“Only that he and Jason were on their way to Dr. Hudson’s. They just got home this morning, right?”

			“Yeah. Hell of a way to return from vacation.” All his search parameters were coming up blank. “Shit.”

			She glanced at him sympathetically. “No luck on the property search?”

			“None. I’ll have to dig deeper.”

			“I’m not seeing anything in the BMV databases either.”

			Garrett released a frustrated growl, thumping his fist on the table. “He’s in cahoots with Trey London. London has aliases he uses, we know that. What do you think the chances are that Dan has some aliases too?”

			Her muttered curse answered him. “Pretty damn good. Okay, I have the traffic camera from this intersection right out here pulled up.” She went silent as she cued through the footage, shaking her head. “No. They didn’t go up the hill. At least not through this intersection.”

			“What about down River Road?” he asked.

			“That’s my next… yes! They did. And I have a tag number.” She scribbled it down and handed it to him. “I’ll pull up the next few cameras and see where they go. Get that to Ethan.”

			Garrett was already out the door. He’d just reached the bullpen and Ethan when Neva rushed in.

			“The state police are on line three,” she told Ethan. “They have them down in Clark County. They’ve wrecked. That’s all I know.”

			Ethan grabbed the phone on his desk and hit the line as silence spread through the room. “Detective Moore. Who’s this?”

			Garrett edged closer, barely breathing as Ethan listened to the person on the other end of the line.

			Ethan met Garrett’s eyes and he gave a brief nod, then closed his eyes and swallowed hard. “But she’s alive? … Oh, thank God.”

			The next thing Garrett knew, someone was shoving him into a chair, and Neva was instructing him to put his head between his legs and breathe. “That’s it, son. In and out. Take it easy.”

			The ringing in his ears receded as he gulped in air.

			Ethan was still on the phone when he looked up, though he’d risen to his feet. “No, he kidnapped her. We’ve tied him to a murder here. … No, I understand. … She’s my sister-in-law. … As soon as we can, yes.” He hung up and looked at Garrett. “Joely’s alive. She’s injured, they’re not sure how seriously, but it doesn’t seem to be life-threatening. Dan’s dead.”

			“Where is she?” Garrett asked raggedly, getting to his feet.

			The door to the bullpen opened, and Wyatt came in with most of Joely’s family and Gordon.

			Ethan held his arms open as Beth rushed to him. “She’s alive,” he told them, then repeated what he’d told Garrett. “She’s being taken to University Hospital in Louisville. We need to get down there.”

			“Oh, thank God,” Jackie cried, turning to Richard with a sob. “Thank God.”

			Gordon and Wyatt came over to Garrett. “You okay?” his brother asked.

			Garrett nodded. “I need to go to her.”

			“Of course,” Wyatt said. “Russell DeHart’s on his way here now. The state boys will be handling this investigation. You all go on. We’ll hold down the fort.”

			“I need to let Stacy know what’s going on, then we can head out. I’ll drive you,” Gordon told Garrett.

			In five minutes’ time, they were on the road, a fast and anxious convoy. The drive to Louisville normally took an hour, but Ethan and Jason were in their cruisers, and they provided an escort. Once they crossed the bridge into Kentucky, they were met by a state trooper who led them in. In less than forty-five minutes, Gordon was pulling his car up at the hospital. They found parking fairly easily, and they hurried to join the Hudsons as they went into the ER.

			An Indiana state trooper was waiting beside the registration desk. When Richard identified himself, the man straightened. “They’re getting some films of her leg right now. I’m Griffith Sutton. I came in with her.”

			“What the hell happened?” Richard said as they shook hands.

			“That’s what we’re hoping you can tell us. She was pretty out of it when I got to her.”

			“How badly is she hurt?” Jackie asked.

			A woman wearing scrubs came to the door. “Are you all with Joely Hudson?”

			“Yes. Where is she?” Jackie asked.

			“We’re prepping her for surgery. Let’s step in here, and I’ll tell you what’s going on with her.” She gestured to a small alcove off to the side of the main waiting room, and she closed the door once everyone was inside. “She’s bumped and bruised up pretty good. She’s got a laceration on her scalp, a moderate concussion, and a compound fracture of her left ankle. That’s what the surgery’s for. The bone came through the skin, and we have to fix that.”

			Garrett sucked in a breath.

			“Does she have any internal injuries?” Richard asked. “Have you done a CT scan of her head to make sure she doesn’t have a bleed?” When the woman quirked an eyebrow, he waved impatiently. “I’m her father, and I’m a doctor.”

			“I see. Yes, we’ve done a CT of her, head to toe. Like I said, she’s bruised up pretty good, but other than the concussion and the fracture, she’s okay. Does she have anything in her medical history I need to be aware of? She’s been in and out of it since she came in, and a lot of what she’s been saying doesn’t make any sense.”

			“She has a gluten allergy,” Jackie said.

			“Celiac?” the doctor asked.

			“No. Just a sensitivity. Any and all gluten.”

			“When can we see her?” Garrett asked.

			The doctor glanced around the room. “There are a lot of you here. Split up into two groups, keep the visit short. Are you her husband?”

			“Yes,” Richard answered before he could. “Garrett—you, Jackie, Beth, Jason, and I will go first. Then the rest of you. Let’s go.” As they followed the doctor out the door and into the department itself, Richard hung back and snagged Garrett’s arm. “If you tell them you aren’t married, they won’t let you see her.”

			Garrett nodded. “Okay. Thank you.”

			“Don’t you dare think you’re off the hook with me. I have a bone or two to pick with you when she’s out of the woods,” Richard warned, then joined Jackie.

			“He doesn’t know you made up,” Beth told him under her breath as they approached the trauma suite where Joely was.

			The sight of her so helpless, black-and-blue bruises all over her body, her leg wrapped in icy compresses, destroyed him. But she was alive, and he choked back his emotions as he hurried to her side.

			“Sweetheart, we’re here,” Jackie said, coming up to her other side. She brushed the hair back off Joely’s forehead, taking care to avoid the bandage that had been placed there. “Joely, can you hear me?”

			“Mom?” she answered fuzzily. “I hurt my leg.”

			“I know, but they’re going to take care of you, honey. Very soon.”

			When Joely turned her head and saw him, her eyes flared. “Why are you here? You left me. I don’t want you here. Mama, I don’t want him here.” She turned back to Jackie, tears leaking from the corners of her eyes. “Make him go away.”

			Garrett was speechless. He looked at Beth, who seemed as surprised as he was.

			Beth moved to Joely’s side. “Honey, what’s wrong? He’s been so worried about you.”

			“No. I don’t want to see him.”

			“Okay,” Jackie assured her. “He’ll go.”

			At a loss for what to do, Garrett backed up and stood in a corner of the room.

			Jason put a hand on his shoulder. “Come on. I’ll walk you out.”

			Numb, Garrett let the detective lead him to the nurses’ station.

			“She’s got a head injury, Garrett. Keep that in mind. Ethan told me the two of you patched things up last night.”

			“I thought we had. She… she seemed happy enough when she left this morning.” He didn’t even think about his words or consider that he was telling Joely’s brother he’d spent the night with her. He stared into the room, watching as her family talked to her. “I can’t even tell her I love her, not with her that upset.”

			Instead of crowing about Garrett’s downfall or rubbing salt in his wounds, Jason was sympathetic. “You heard what the doctor said. She’s not made sense from the time they brought her in.”

			“I know. You should go back in there. I’ll go tell Chase to come in.” He turned and went out to the waiting room.

			Once he’d sent Chase in, Garrett sank onto one of the plastic chairs that lined the wall. Gordon came over to sit beside him.

			“She didn’t want to see me. Got upset,” Garrett told him. He clasped his hands together and bowed his head, propping his elbows on his knees for support. “I need a minute.”

			Though he tried to hold it together, he knew he wasn’t going to succeed. If he didn’t get up and move now, he would break down in front of everyone.

			“I need air,” he rasped as he jumped to his feet.

			He hit the door hard, heading for Gordon’s car and the privacy it would afford him. When he got there, he slammed his hands on the roof, gasping at the welcome pain that shot up his arms.

			“Hey, don’t hurt yourself,” Gordon said from behind him. “That’s not going to benefit anyone.”

			Garrett hung his head, the pressure in his chest and nose nearly unbearable as he fought back tears. He couldn’t speak to save his life, could only ride the wave of emotion as it ripped through him. His brother’s strong hands came up to his shoulders, kneading, calming him as the worst of it passed.

			“She’ll be okay, Gare. You have to believe that.”

			Garrett nodded. When he sniffled wetly, Gordon let go and unlocked the car. Wordlessly, he reached into the backseat and pulled out a box of tissues. He set them on the roof of the car and took one, and as Garrett followed suit, he heard Gordon blow his nose.

			“Last night, we… we fixed things. And she stayed with me. It was so damn good. I want to spend the rest of my life with her. And she can’t stomach the sight of me.”

			“Trooper Sutton said she kept telling him and the EMTs who brought her in that she hadn’t had a chance to tell you she loved you,” Gordon countered. “He said she was pretty desperate to get that message across. I think you have to keep her injuries in mind. It’ll be okay.”

			“You think so?”

			“Yeah, I do. Now let’s get back in there. I know you have questions that you need answered.”

			“Okay.”

			As they went back in, Garrett pulled himself together. And he prayed harder than he had in a long time that his brother was right. The alternative didn’t bear contemplating.

		

	
		
			Chapter 56

			The next little while was chaotic as the surgical team got Joely ready to go. By the time the family got settled into the surgical waiting room, phones were ringing with annoying frequency. Garrett could barely hear himself think. Apparently, he wasn’t alone.

			“I’m turning my ringer off,” Richard said. “Until we talk about what the hell happened, I’d advise you all to do the same.”

			“Gladly,” Jason said, setting his phone to vibrate.

			Most everyone followed suit, but as Gordon went to switch his over, it rang.

			“It’s Stacy. Excuse me.”

			He stepped out of the room, and everyone turned to Ethan. He gestured to Trooper Sutton. “Griff, do you mind?”

			“Not at all. The road she wrecked on is one that law enforcement travels pretty frequently. It connects Sellersburg with another small town, and we go back and forth a lot to that jurisdiction for one reason or another. I happened to be in the line of traffic behind her. Saw the whole thing. She deliberately drove off the road, hitting a fence and then a tree. It’s a miracle she wasn’t killed. I’m sorry,” he told Beth when she gasped.

			“No, you’re fine. What was she thinking?”

			“From what I was able to piece together out of what she said, the guy in the passenger seat had kidnapped her. He had a gun on her, and I assume she knew if she didn’t act then, she wouldn’t get a chance to later. He was taking her to the Hoosier National Forest.”

			“And it was Dan all along?” Jackie asked. “The gifts, the stalking?”

			Ethan nodded. “He was a buddy of Trey London’s from way back when. They served together. We aren’t sure what the connection is beyond that, but we think that’s where he got eyes on Joely the first time, with something to do with Carrie and London.”

			“Speaking of Carrie, has anyone called her and Robbie?” Garrett asked.

			“Yes,” Beth answered. “They’re on their way.”

			“She kept saying he killed Connie and the dog and his wife,” Sutton added. When a collective inhalation of surprise went around the room, he frowned. “I take it that means something?”

			“Yeah, it means quite a bit. And it makes perfect sense,” Jason said grimly. “Damn.”

			Ethan filled him in on the short version of who Connie was as Gordon came back in.

			“Stacy okay?” Garrett asked.

			His brother nodded. “Wishing she was here. She went to Dan’s house, damn it. She swears she’s okay, that she couldn’t sit and not do anything.”

			Garrett could tell he was worried. “Do you need to go back?”

			Gordon hesitated. “I don’t know.”

			Jason spoke up. “Garrett can ride back with me if you do.”

			Seeing his brother’s indecision, Garrett nodded. “That works. Go on home. Take care of her and make sure she isn’t overdoing things.”

			Gordon hugged him tightly. “Call if you need me.”

			“I figured she’d head over there,” Jason said after he left. “She thinks too much of Joely to not get involved however she can.”

			“Stacy’s our department’s third detective,” Ethan explained to Sutton. “She’s also nearly eight months pregnant with their first child.”

			“Ah. I see.”

			“Joely won’t face charges for causing Dan’s death, will she?” Sampson asked quietly.

			The state trooper gave a one-shoulder shrug. “I don’t see why she would. As long as there’s enough evidence to back up her claims, she did the only thing she could. And considering that the man shot her…”

			Garrett was on his feet. “He what?”

			Sutton held out his hands, palms down. “That laceration on her head is from the bullet. From what I saw of the SUV, he fired a round right before they hit the tree. It grazed her and shattered the windshield. That’s why she has the concussion. It wasn’t that she hit her head necessarily, though I think she did bump it pretty good. At least that’s what the doctor said.”

			If Dan hadn’t already been dead, Garrett would have killed him. And judging from the looks on her family’s faces, they felt the same way. Garrett touched his head where the wound had been on Joely.

			“My God, that’s close,” Chase said quietly, horrified. “Why did she go with him in the first place?”

			“We aren’t sure,” Ethan answered. “He clearly had a gun on her in the security camera footage from Annie’s shop. My guess? He threatened to do something with that if she fought him.”

			Garrett agreed as he paced the room. “Joely’s too street savvy to give in meekly. She’d know that getting in the vehicle with him would lessen her chances of getting away. I’m confident she felt that was her only choice.”

			“You don’t think she could have just gotten scared?” Jackie asked. “I could understand if she did.”

			“No. No way. Think about her reaction when the house was burnt. Carrie said Joely’s the one who pushed for their escape. And I met up with her a few weeks ago on a jog after dark, ran home with her. She was armed to the teeth, was very situationally aware. Joely can take care of herself.”

			“Except when it comes to her taste in men apparently,” Richard said acidly.

			Garrett flinched, his cheeks heating.

			“Daddy…” Beth’s eyebrows clashed together, reflecting her consternation.

			Richard scowled as Jackie laid a hand on his arm. “Am I wrong?”

			Surprisingly, Jason again came to Garrett’s defense. “Yeah, Dad, you are. A lot happened since you left. And he’s right. Joely can take care of herself. As far as Garrett goes, they’ve been working things out.”

			“Then why the hell did Joely react like she did when she saw him?” Richard growled. “Something isn’t making sense here.”

			Garrett spread his hands helplessly. “I don’t know.” He leaned against the wall beside the window and looked at them. “I don’t know.”

			“I may be able to answer that,” Sutton said. “Like I said, she was in and out of it from the time she came out of the wreck. Most of the time when she was conscious, she was worried about Garrett, about making sure Dan didn’t get away, and about, um, her baby.”

			“Her what?” Jason asked.

			Garrett stared at the man. “You mean Emma?”

			Sutton shook his head. “I was under the impression she was pregnant. She kept saying he’d taken her pills and he was going to take her baby.”

			An awkward silence spread through the room as everyone looked at Garrett.

			“I don’t know what she could mean. She’s on the pill, right?” he asked Beth.

			“Yes. Do you think she meant Dan took her pills?” She leaned into Ethan, and he put his arm around her.

			“I don’t know. Jason?”

			“No clue. Why would he do that? What purpose would it serve?”

			“We’re missing something here,” Sampson said. “Ethan, can you call Wyatt and see if he can tell us anything?”

			“Sure.” He stood and stepped outside to make the call.

			As they waited for him to return, the conversation lulled. Garrett turned to look out the window, his mind on Joely and how she’d been when he’d kissed her goodbye that morning.

			Jason came over to him. He crossed his arms and stared out the window, not speaking for a minute.

			“I’m sorry,” he finally told Garrett.

			“Sorry for what?”

			Jason shrugged. “Hitting you.”

			When Garrett laughed, it surprised both of them. “Really? You’re sorry about that?”

			With a tiny, sheepish grin, Jason shook his head. “No, not really. It felt pretty damn good, if you want the truth. But I am sorry for whatever role I played in messing things up between the two of you. I’m glad you worked it out.”

			Garrett ran a hand over his hair. “Yeah, well, I just hope it’s still worked out. You saw how she reacted when she laid eyes on me.”

			“Give her time.”

			“I will. Jason? I know a lot of why you have objections to me centers around what’s going on with you and Hannah. And I’m sorry about all that. I really am. I don’t know what’s going to happen between Joely and me, but I promise you, I’ll be careful with her. I know I hurt her Friday, and you probably don’t have any reason to believe this, but I give you my word that it won’t happen again.”

			Jason shook his head. “You can’t make that kind of promise. Ten, twenty years from now? If you and Joely get married, you don’t know what’s going to happen. I don’t expect you to try to hold to some ridiculous ideal that you think we all have about you. Just love her and respect her. The rest will come.” He cleared his throat. “Enough mushy shit, okay?”

			“Okay.”

			Ethan came back in, Carrie and Robbie with him. Carrie went to Jackie and hugged her tightly.

			“Ethan said she’s in surgery?” Robbie asked, shaking Richard’s hand. He nodded at Garrett across the room.

			“She is. It’ll be a couple of hours probably. Ethan, what did you find out?” Richard asked.

			“I talked to Stacy. They found a hidden compartment in the back of Dan’s closet. He had a bunch of stuff stashed there, including books on creating submissive wives and several packets of what looked like fake birth control pills.”

			“Submissive wives? What the hell?” Beth asked.

			Ethan shrugged. “Wyatt’s in the middle of an interview with Farik. He’s Dan’s EMT partner,” he told Sutton. “Hopefully we’ll know more after that.”

			“Well, I think I’ve probably done about as much here as I can for now,” the state trooper said. “I’m going to head back across the river. I want to get my hands on that SUV, see if that tells us anything. If you all have any questions, please don’t hesitate to call me. I’ll check in here in a bit and see how she’s doing.”

			After that, the only thing left to do was wait.

			“I guess I should call Ronnie. I need to see how she and Emma are anyhow.”

			Garrett excused himself to make the call but went to the men’s room instead. He needed some time to pull himself together, away from everyone. Joely’s adamant refusal to see him, talk to him, scared him to death. The thought that she might have changed her mind about them kept going through his head, and he couldn’t shake it.

			“God, please let it be the accident. Please don’t let it be over. Not when we’ve just found each other.”

			He didn’t know if he could bear losing her now. It was the cruelest of punishments for his having run—and he realized the irony of the situation he found himself in. The way he felt now, as though the rug had been pulled out from under him, had to be how Joely had felt Friday after he’d left. And he laughed bitterly at the realization. “You’re getting exactly what you deserve, you son of a bitch.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 57

			Garrett was up with the chickens Saturday morning. He’d tossed and turned all night, and if he’d gotten an hour’s worth of sleep, he’d be surprised.

			Joely had been so sedated Thursday evening that she’d not known he was there. He’d stayed in case she needed him. By Friday morning, though she was still groggy and hopped-up on pain medicine, it had become blatantly obvious that she wanted nothing to do with him. In fact, she’d gotten so upset at his presence in her hospital room that he’d left, and Jackie had walked out to the elevators with him to ask him not to return.

			“I’m sorry, Garrett, but seeing you right now is too much for her. Go home, get some rest, and hopefully by the time you see her again, she’ll be back to normal.”

			Angry and scared, he’d almost bitten off her head. “Will you call me if she asks for me?”

			Jackie rubbed his arm, then hugged him. “Honey, you know we will.”

			With little else he could do, he’d returned to Leroy with Chase, Annie, and Sampson. Beth and Ethan had driven home late the night before, and Beth would be going back to Joely today.

			They’d dropped him off at the sheriff’s department, and he went home to shower and get into fresh clothes. When he’d gotten up, he went in to work. He didn’t know what else to do.

			When Garrett went upstairs, he stopped by Wyatt’s office. The sheriff was in the reception area, talking to Gretchen and Maria.

			“Hey. How’s Joely?” Maria asked.

			“Better, as far as her injuries go, though she’s still pretty out of it. The doctor said she might be for a while.”

			“Why don’t you come in, grab a seat, and we’ll go over some things?” Wyatt asked.

			Garrett followed him into his office and sat down. “What do we know?”

			“First things first—how are you?”

			He sighed and rubbed his face. “I’ve been better. I had to come in. I need something to do or I’m going to go nuts.”

			“I thought you and Joely had patched things up?” Wyatt’s tone offered no condemnation, only concern.

			“She has some memory loss. And apparently I’m part of what she’s forgotten.”

			The sheriff whistled low. “Damn, son. I’m sorry.”

			“So am I. So where are we on the case?”

			“The state boys are handling it, as it’s a conflict for us to be involved. But they’re keeping us informed. It looks like Dan acted as a hired hit man for a number of years, if the papers they found at his home were any indication. He worked quite often with Trey London on troublesome ‘projects,’ like the one with Connie Jacobi. And he got paid handsomely for his work too.”

			“What about his wife?”

			Wyatt leaned back in his chair. “That poor woman. You saw what happened to the dog?”

			“Yeah.”

			“It was worse for her. Much worse. And we might not ever know what all went on there. Farik has helped fill in some of the blanks. He told us that Dan and Linda’s marriage was in bad shape, that they rarely shared a bed even to sleep. He didn’t know why they stayed married, just that neither of them believed in divorce.”

			“Is there any indication Farik was involved in this mess?”

			Wyatt shook his head. “No, none whatsoever. Matter of fact, if you’d seen his face when we told him… I feel bad for him. They worked side by side for nearly ten years. Dan mentored him when he came on board. This has hit him hard.”

			They finished their discussion, and Garrett rose to his feet. “What do you want me to work on? Unless something came in while I was gone, there’s nothing pending. I need to stay busy.”

			“I understand that. Ask Maria if she needs help. She was talking about some kind of system upgrade.”

			“That sounds perfect. Thanks, Wyatt.”

			“You been able to get any sleep?” Wyatt asked as Garrett turned to leave.

			“No. I’ll try tonight.”

			“Give it time. It’ll work out.”

			“Thanks.”

			Garrett headed down the hall, and in a short amount of time, Maria had him loaded up. He’d stayed busy until nearly seven o’clock Friday night, when Wyatt ran him out of the office.

			“Go home. That’s an order. And don’t set foot back in here until Monday.”

			With nothing else to do, he went. He talked to Gordon and Stacy, who offered to come to him or have him come there, but he refused.

			“I need space. I’ll be okay.”

			And so he’d cleaned the house top to bottom, trying to work off the nervous energy that had built up inside. He checked in with Beth around nine to see how Joely was, but there wasn’t any change. When he finally did lie down, he could smell Joely on his pillow, and rolling over, he hugged it and let his emotions come.

			Now, standing at the kitchen sink at the crack of dawn on Saturday, he stared out the window as he waited for the coffee to brew. Emma would be home later that evening, and his empty house would once again be filled with the happy chatter of a healthy four-year-old. He was looking forward to that. The place was too quiet without her, a void that needed filling.

			He could kill some time by hitting the grocery store for the week. A trip to the library would help too. But all told, that would only take two hours, tops. And he’d be stuck with nothing to do for the rest of the day except twiddle his thumbs.

			He went ahead and got cleaned up, then hit the road. The twenty-four-hour superstore chain he frequented was nearly deserted this early, and he had the groceries he needed in no time. He took them home and put them away, then headed for The Brown Bag. Gordon was in line, and Garrett stepped up behind him.

			“What are you doing here this early? Shouldn’t you be home in bed with your wife?”

			Gordon turned around, clearly disgruntled. “That’s what I thought. But she’s nesting. Ever been around a pregnant woman who’s nesting?” he asked as they reached the counter.

			Lauren laughed. “Oh, boy. Did you wake up to a honey-do list, Counselor?”

			“Something like that.”

			Garrett looked from his brother to Lauren. “What’s nesting?”

			She grinned. “It’s this weird thing women do when they get close to delivery. We get really picky about making sure certain things are done. Some of it’s logical, and some of it isn’t. But it’s almost a compulsion to get it done.”

			“Ah. And Stacy’s nesting.”

			“She is,” Gordon confirmed. He gave her his order. “And I’ll buy his breakfast too. I’m going to try to rope you into helping me, if you aren’t planning to drive back down to Louisville today.”

			Garrett shook his head. “No, I’m not. Joely’s still angry with me. So whatever you need help with, please put me to work. I need something to do or I’ll lose my mind.”

			They got their food to go, and Garrett followed Gordon back to his and Stacy’s house. Once they’d eaten, she didn’t let them stop until well after lunchtime.

			“Honey, we’re going to fall over if you don’t ease up here,” Gordon told her. She was standing on the porch, directing them, and he took her hand before placing a kiss on the back of it. “Look at poor Garrett. He hasn’t done this much physical labor in years, I’ll bet. The boy needs food or he’s going to start gnawing on the porch rails.”

			Stacy laughed. “He’ll be fine. You’re the one feeling the burn. But I guess I could relent enough to let you grab something to eat.”

			Inside, she made them sandwiches and served them with potato salad. “Don’t worry. This came from the deli. I didn’t fix it. Although I’m having all these urges to cook something… I’m trying to ignore them. We don’t need a house fire when I’m so close to popping,” she reassured Gordon, who was staring at her in horrified shock.

			When they sat at the kitchen table, Garrett’s mind flew back to the last time he’d sat there—a week earlier, when he’d come to ask for advice about how to handle his screw-up with Joely. As hungry as he was, he didn’t know if he could force himself to take a single bite.

			Stacy laid a hand on his. “She’s okay. She simply needs some time for things to clear up. When they do, you can fix everything. You have to believe that.”

			“What if she never forgives me? She doesn’t even know that I love her. She’s forgotten that. All she remembers is the anger and the hurt. It’s fresh for her. Beth said that’s all she talked about yesterday, every time she came around—how I’d left. Why does she have to go through that again?”

			“Sweetie, I don’t know. And I’ll bet you’re kicking yourself all over again for letting it happen to begin with. Garrett, you have to let that go.”

			“I don’t know how.”

			She patted his hand. “You’re going to have to figure it out, because it could be a while before her mind clears up enough that you can straighten up the confusion. I’m sorry.”

			Before, he hadn’t been ready to step forward, to make the commitment, to lay his emotions bare before Joely and take the chance that she’d reject him. Now she wasn’t physically capable of hearing how he felt. He wanted to make things right, but he couldn’t. And because of the nature of her injuries, she had to keep reliving the devastating emotional blow he’d dealt her. Garrett wondered if, when she recovered enough that they could talk, there’d be anything left in her heart for him besides hatred.

		

	
		
			Chapter 58

			Joely knew she was in a hospital room as soon as she opened her eyes. The smell of the place, the feel of the bed and bedcovers, the sound of activity quietly happening in the hall. But she didn’t know why she was there.

			The lights in the hospital room were off, and the blinds were rolled up so that she could see out through them. To her shock, the city of Louisville was spread out below. The sun was peeking over the horizon, and as it rose, she watched, trying to figure out what was going on. Little snippets of memories floated through her head, but nothing stuck.

			The rustle of fabric sounded, and she looked toward the foot of her bed. Against the far wall, Jason was stirring on the cot that had been set up.

			“Morning,” she said softly.

			His head jerked toward her, and he sat up, rubbing at his eyes. “You’re awake?”

			“I think so.”

			Yawning so widely his jaw popped, he stood and stretched. “How do you feel?”

			She pushed the button to raise the head of the bed, grimacing as she shifted and tried to get comfortable. “All right I guess. What happened?” If the pain radiating up her leg from her ankle was any indication, she’d hurt it badly.

			“You don’t remember?”

			Something about his tone caught her ear, and she paused as she was uncovering her leg to check it out. “No. Why? What happened?”

			“You had a wreck.”

			She narrowed her gaze, studying him. “What else?”

			“Why do you think there’s something else?”

			“Because you can’t lie worth a damn. You never have been able to.”

			He sighed. “You’ve got some memory loss from the accident. The doctors don’t want us to tell you anything. They want you to remember it all on your own.”

			“How much memory loss are we talking?”

			Jason propped a hip against the bed. “What’s the last thing you remember?”

			Concentrating, Joely thought hard. All that came to mind was waking up on the chaise in her apartment, the knowledge that Garrett had cut and run in the middle of the night rising up to hit her in the face. “Oh.” She sank back to the bed.

			“Joely?” he questioned softly.

			“Garrett left. What day is it?”

			“Saturday.”

			“What? But…” She looked out the window at the sunrise. He’d left her late Friday night, after they’d been intimate for the first time. “Which Saturday?”

			Jason told her the date, and she stared at him in shock.

			“I’ve lost a week?” she whispered.

			“Yeah.”

			She couldn’t get her mind around it. “How?”

			Jason snatched up a couple of tissues and gently blotted her cheeks where tears had fallen. “When you wrecked, you had a head injury. You have a line of stitches up here”—he touched her forehead—“and that’s jumbled things up a bit.”

			“You mean I lost another car?”

			He hesitated. “Not exactly.”

			“Jason…”

			“The doctors don’t want us to tell you anything.”

			“Fuck the doctors! I need to know what’s going on!”

			“Okay.” He told her about the wreck, about Dan Mueller, everything they knew.

			Horrified, Joely stared at him. “He killed his wife? And Connie Jacobi?”

			“Yeah. From what we’ve found out, he was planning to take you to a piece of land somewhere in the Hoosier National Forest. He has a homestead there.”

			The word homestead triggered a flash of memory, and she put her hand to her temple. “Wait… that’s familiar. Homestead,” she repeated slowly. “How long was I in the car with him?”

			“Over an hour. From what you told the first responders, he was chatty about his plans. But like I said, it came out all jumbled up.”

			“And he’s dead?”

			“Yes.”

			She drew in a shaky breath. “What about me? Am I okay?”

			Jason smiled and touched the tip of her nose with his finger. “You’re fine. You have a concussion, and you had a nasty break in your left leg and ankle. That’s what they had to do surgery for.”

			She grabbed his hand and held on tight, then studied him closely, trying to read his face and see if he was hiding anything. “And when did this wreck happen?”

			“Late Thursday afternoon.”

			“Today’s Saturday, you said?”

			“That’s right.”

			She relaxed a little. “And he didn’t rape me?”

			Jason shook his head with vehemence. “No. He took you at gunpoint from behind the shop, and we tracked you on cameras. He never touched you.”

			Closing her eyes, she let out a relieved breath. She held on to Jason’s hand, needing the contact. “What else am I forgetting? Anything important?”

			His mouth tightened. “Yes. And that’s what I can’t tell you about. That, you really do have to come to on your own.” No matter how much she begged, he wouldn’t budge. After a couple of minutes, he stood. “Listen, I’m going to run out to the waiting area, see if any of the family is here. We finally got Mom and Dad to go to a hotel across the street last night to get some rest.”

			“You’re a big, feathered chicken.”

			He held up his hands. “Guilty as charged. Hit the button if you need someone. I’ll either be back in a minute or someone else will.”

			She growled with frustration as he left. One way or another, she’d get her answers. As she waited for someone to come in, she thought about Garrett. A whole week had passed. Had he tried to contact her? Or had he gotten what he wanted and walked away?

			“I guess I’ll find out,” she muttered. “At least I hope I will.”

			Jason had said the doctors had every expectation that over time, her memory would return. But the more she tried to think about the previous week, the more her head hurt. Closing her eyes, she shut out the morning light and tried to pretend she believed everything would be okay.

		

	
		
			Chapter 59

			Joely was released from the hospital Saturday afternoon. Her parents insisted on taking her home with them, and given how rough she felt, she gave in gracefully. She knew she wasn’t ready to be on her own just yet.

			Getting home was a somewhat harrowing experience thanks to the nasty headache she’d developed as a result of the concussion. Although they’d given her dark sunglasses and anti-nausea meds at the hospital, the motion of the car still made her sick. She threw up four times before they made it to the farm.

			By the time her father parked Beth’s SUV in front of the garage, to say she felt like death warmed over would be an understatement. She was soaked in sweat and down to dry heaves. There was no question of her being able to walk inside, even though they’d given her crutches and she could put weight on her left foot.

			“Just give me a blanket and pillow. I’ll stay here. I’m not moving,” she told Richard weakly when he opened the back door.

			Beth and Ethan had driven over to get the guest room set up, and they came outside to meet them.

			Ethan leaned against the side of the SUV. “Want me to carry you in?”

			“Not right now. I need a few minutes. That air feels good.” A strong breeze was blowing, and she lifted her face into it, letting it dry the sweat. She closed her eyes as the air washed over her. “Why don’t you all go on in? I’ll be fine.”

			Jackie touched her head. “Okay. Yell if you need us.”

			She felt the vehicle dip a little and opened her eyes long enough to see that Ethan had sat down in the driver’s seat. “I’ll wait with you. The air does feel good.”

			Joely smiled, her eyes drifting shut as she focused on her breathing. After a couple of minutes, the horrendous nausea faded. She sighed with relief.

			“Better?” he asked.

			“Mm, much.” She looked across the yard at the fields beyond. “Have you talked to Garrett?”

			“No. I know he worked about half the day yesterday.”

			“I remembered a little more after I woke up this morning. Coming out here and having whiskey sundaes.”

			Ethan laughed softly. “Yeah, you and Jackie got pretty well snookered that day from what Beth said.”

			Joely chuckled. “Poor Mom. Did you all really warn him off? All of you?” she asked, her smile fading.

			“Mostly we cautioned him about hurting you.”

			She sighed. “Well, as much as it’s driving me nuts to not be able to remember what happened, I’m not sure if I want to or not.”

			“I think you do,” Ethan said quietly.

			“Do you know what happened? Not just generalities, but details?”

			“Some of them. Not all. And what I know is worth remembering.”

			She swallowed back her fear and nodded. “I think I’m ready to go in now.”

			He helped her to her feet, steadying her as she got the crutches in place. “The offer still stands if you need a lift.”

			Joely smiled at him. “Did I ever tell you how glad I am that you came to your senses and married my sister?”

			To her surprise, his cheeks flushed. “Not in so many words, no.”

			“Well, I am. You make each other happy. That’s all most of us can ask for and more than we usually get.”

			He touched her hair lightly. “Oh, I don’t know. I think you might be surprised how close you are to happiness.”

			She stopped walking to study him. Although she looked closely, she didn’t pick up any sense of deep worry or anxiety, only calm certainty.

			“Let the memories come,” he told her. “Don’t force them. Don’t be afraid of them. There’s nothing there you should fear.”

			Ethan had always been a straight shooter. He might be gentle, but he never sugarcoated things. If he was advising her so confidently that things would be all right, she had to believe they would be.

			“So just let go?” she asked.

			He nodded. “Just let go.”

			“Then I guess that’s what I’ll try to do.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 60

			By Monday, Joely had made progress. She was getting around quite well, most of the time only needing a walking cane for assistance. The headache had faded, though her vision was still blurry when she tried to read or look at anything small, like knitting. However, one thing she hadn’t been able to do was even look at a digital screen without getting nauseated.

			She mentioned it to Beth when she stopped by late Monday morning. “If I don’t e-mail my clients, let them know what’s happened, they’re going to think I’ve flaked out on them.”

			“I can help you there. I have to swing by your apartment and get a few things for you anyhow. I can get your laptop and bring it. We can go through the e-mails together. I’ll read them, and you can dictate to me.”

			“Oh, thank you. That would be a godsend. Are you sure you don’t mind doing that?”

			Beth waved. “Not at all.”

			“I might have to ask Tristan for help on some of the graphics. My clients have deadlines, and there’s no way I can work on these right now. He’s good enough that we can wing it, I think.” Joely sighed. “I hate being so helpless.”

			Jackie came in then. She’d been using Richard’s office to work from home, and she heard the last part of what Joely said. “You won’t be helpless for long. You know that.”

			“I do. So is word out all over town about what happened?” Joely asked hesitantly.

			Beth grimaced. “It is. And some of the rumors are downright absurd. I’m sorry, sweetie.”

			Jackie snorted. “That isn’t surprising, you know. I expected this would happen. You’d think people would have better things to do with their time.”

			“I’m sorry, Mom. I know it has to be embarrassing.” Joely couldn’t help thinking about all the times she’d caused talk in town as a teenager, either with getting arrested or by how she looked.

			Jackie picked up her hand and squeezed it. “I couldn’t care less about what they’re saying. I have you here with me, alive and healing. If they want to gossip, let them.”

			Joely had to look away, blinking back tears. “At least they’re leaving someone else alone, right?”

			“Right.” Beth smiled at her. “I’ll head out and get your things, pick the boys up from the sitter. Call me if you need anything else.”

			Once she was gone, Joely stood, wincing. Though she felt better than she had a few days earlier, she was still as sore as if she’d been beaten. “I think I’m going to go sit beside the hot tub.”

			Jackie chuckled. “I still can’t believe you all pulled that off.”

			Joely grinned at her. “Yeah, well, I’m just hoping I remember how big of a role I actually played. Jason’s a little too eager to take all the credit.”

			She grabbed the lap quilt off the couch and headed out to the private area, where she settled in on the lounger Chase had put there for her on Sunday afternoon. As she propped her ankle up on a pillow, she thought about how nice it would feel to be able to get in the water. But until her wounds from the surgery healed and the bones in her leg were more stable, she wasn’t allowed to even think about getting in the hot tub. Sitting beside it and listening to the soft gurgling of the water would have to do for now.

			The day was breezy, though it was warm enough in the sun. Making sure her face was in the shade, she pulled the quilt over her as her eyes drifted shut. Thanks to all the nightmares she’d been having, she hadn’t been sleeping well.

			“I’ll close them for a few minutes,” she mumbled on a yawn. And just like that, she was dreaming.

			Joely couldn’t remember a time when she’d ever felt so loved, so safe, so warm. A man’s body was pressed alongside hers, surrounding her from behind. She felt cherished, and she never wanted the feeling to end. Soon enough though, he started touching her, leaving a trail of fire wherever his hands went. When he put his hand between her legs, she shifted, jerking awake with a soft moan.

			Beth was sitting a few feet away, a bemused smile on her face, Ian on her lap. “Well, that was unexpected.”

			Joely flushed and blinked at her, trying to clear her mind. “Um, what time is it?”

			“A little after one.”

			“Oh.” She cleared her throat. “I was, uh, dreaming.”

			Beth smirked. “I noticed. I won’t ask what you were dreaming about. In any event, Ronnie called. Emma would like to come out and see you. She’s worried about you.”

			Joely pushed her hair off her face. “Okay. When?”

			“How would you feel about today?”

			“And Ronnie would be bringing her? Not her dad?” She avoided saying Garrett’s name, though her face heated even more at the thought of him.

			“Ronnie would bring her.”

			Joely nodded. “I’m okay with that.”

			“Good.” Beth stood. “I’ll go call her and let her know. You coming in?”

			“In a minute.”

			As Beth went inside, Joely swung her legs around carefully and sat up. There was only one man she could have been dreaming about, she knew that. Though she’d never seen his face and hadn’t been thinking specifically of Garrett in the dream, she knew the hard body she’d been pressed against was his. She knew his touch. And the dream had felt so real, she was still aroused by it.

			“But we never did that,” she muttered as she prepared to stand. “Not that first night. Unless…”

			She thought back to what Ethan had said, about not being afraid to let the memories come. That there was nothing to fear. And something about the dream had felt too real for it to have been imagined. If Joely was right about her suspicions, if the dream was a memory of something that had happened, then she and Garrett had apparently patched things up to the point she was comfortable sharing a bed with him.

			As she headed inside, she wondered about that. For the first time since she’d come awake Saturday morning, the pain that had pierced her heart when she thought about Garrett was missing. In its place, a gentle confusion was growing.

			“It could have been just a dream,” she told her reflection as she washed her hands after using the bathroom. But something told her it hadn’t been. She sighed. “I guess time will tell.”

		

	
		
			Chapter 61

			Garrett was unlocking his SUV when Ronnie called. The day had been hectic, crazy, nuts, and he was ready to go home and break open a bottle of something stronger than root beer.

			“Hey, Ronnie, what’s up?” he asked as he slid behind the wheel.

			“This is so embarrassing, but I need a favor. I’m out here at Richard and Jackie’s with Emma, and gosh, I seem to have misplaced my car keys. I’m afraid you’re going to have to run my spare out here to me.”

			Garrett frowned, instantly suspicious, and held the phone away from him as though it could show him Ronnie’s face. “You did?”

			“I sure did. Imagine that.”

			“Yeah. I’m imagining it, all right. Ronnie, you know Joely needs space. She doesn’t want to see me right now.”

			“Well, honey, all you have to do is drop off my car keys. I’ll see you in a few minutes.” Before he could argue, she hung up.

			He let his head fall forward and thunk against the steering wheel. Groaning, he started the motor. “Brickbat, Ronnie, brickbat,” he muttered as he backed out of the parking spot and headed for the farm.

			Once there, he parked next to Ronnie’s car and stared at the house. The woman he loved was inside, and he didn’t know if he could work up the courage to go in or not. When Emma came to the front door, then out on the porch, he gave in. She ran to him as he came up the walk, and he scooped her up, settling her on his left hip for a big hug.

			“How’s my Baby-boo today?”

			Emma gave him a smacking kiss on his cheek. “I’m okay. How’s my Daddy-boo?”

			“Daddy-boo is tired. You look like you’ve been having fun.”

			She nodded vigorously, her pigtails bouncing. Someone had put shiny ribbons in her hair, and though he always thought his daughter sparkled, today she was liberally sprinkled with glitter.

			“What have you been doing?” he asked as he carried her inside.

			“Me and Miss Joely have been playing colors. She hurt her foot, Daddy. And her head. I told her you’d kiss it and make it better.”

			They walked into the kitchen as Emma made this pronouncement, and Garrett thought Jackie and Ronnie were going to choke to death from trying not to laugh. He shot both of them dirty looks, the whole time trying to see where Joely was without appearing too curious.

			“She went to the bathroom,” Jackie told him casually. “Dinner will be ready soon. Will you stay?”

			Garrett sat Emma on one of the barstools, then tugged his dress shirt from his belt. She’d kicked it loose and he couldn’t stand the feel of it half-untucked. “Do you think that’s a good idea, me staying? And aren’t those your car keys lying right there next to your purse?”

			Ronnie lifted her chin to point behind him. “They are. I found them not thirty seconds ago. Joely, what do you think? You don’t have a problem with him staying for dinner, do you?”

			Bracing himself for the sight of her, he turned.

			She slowly came into the kitchen from the hall. “I don’t have a problem with it. And Emma did work awfully hard making those wagon wheels.”

			Garrett couldn’t have spoken if his life depended on it. She was covered with assorted bruises here and there, as well as some of Emma’s glitter, but she wasn’t looking at him with anger or hatred. As a matter of fact, she wasn’t looking at him at all. He took advantage of that and watched her move around the kitchen.

			“Wagon wheels?” he finally asked.

			Ronnie held up a bamboo skewer. “Wagon wheels.” Cherry tomatoes held slices of cucumbers on either end with chunks of cheese in the middle. It formed an axle of sorts.

			“Yeah, Daddy, they’re fun.”

			Emma accepted the skewer from Ronnie with a grin, and to Garrett’s amazement, popped the tomato on the end in her mouth. She chomped down on it, and he saw her flinch when the tomato exploded. To his further surprise, she didn’t spit it out but swallowed it, then proceeded to go back for the sliced cucumber that made up the “wheel” itself. Ronnie scooted a small dish of dip over to her, and Emma carefully put some on the cucumber before eating it as well.

			Garrett crossed his arms, his hand coming up to his mouth to hide his astonished smile. “Those do look pretty good.”

			Ronnie winked at him over Emma’s head, then nodded at Joely. “We’re also making broccoli forests for our mashed potatoes, right?”

			“Absolutely,” Joely said. “Emma said she’s never had broccoli forests.”

			“She hasn’t,” Garrett confirmed. If he hadn’t been so unsure of his reception, he’d hug her on the spot. He and Ronnie had been trying for a long time, without success, to get Emma to eat vegetables. “That’s pretty creative.”

			Jackie smiled, though her expression was touched with sadness. “My mother used to make wagon wheels and broccoli forests for the kids. I’d forgotten about that until today, when Joely mentioned it.”

			“Food should be fun,” Joely said with a shrug as Jackie touched her shoulder. “Especially if there are certain things you can’t have too much of. It’s nice to have fun food to fall back on.”

			Emma nodded. “Yep. Daddy, did you know you can grow baby ‘maters in the summer?” She held up one of the cherry tomatoes. “Can we have some?”

			“I think we can do that, yes.” He stretched, then glanced at Joely.

			She was watching him closely, a faint furrow between her brows. “I, um, I think I need to run downstairs for a minute. I need to see something. Excuse me.”

			She hurried from the room. When Garrett turned back to Ronnie and Jackie, they shrugged.

			“Emma, come help me pick out what dishes we’re going to eat off of tonight,” Jackie said, coming around the island. She held her hand out to Emma, who happily took it. “Garrett, would you mind checking on Joely? She shouldn’t go down those stairs by herself just yet.”

			“Right. In the basement. Okay.” Gritting his teeth, he ignored his anxiety and went after her. When he got to the foot of the stairs, he saw her standing in front of the door to the safe room. “Are you all right?”

			She let out a breath. “I don’t know. I think I need to go in here.”

			Garrett followed slowly, not wanting to crowd her. He stopped in the doorway, watching as she walked around, touching the surfaces. She went to the bathroom and peered in, then looked back over her shoulder at him.

			“Come in. Close the door.”

			Feeling as nervous as he had Wednesday evening, he stepped inside. Once the door was closed, he waited for her to speak.

			She tilted her head. “Take your shirt off. Please?”

			“Excuse me?”

			Joely laughed nervously, her cheeks turning pink. “I know it’s a weird request. But can you take your shirt off?”

			“I can.” He unbuttoned the outer shirt he wore—a carbon copy of the one he’d had on Wednesday—and laid it on the counter, much as he had that night. Without her asking, he went ahead and took off the T-shirt underneath it.

			Very slowly, Joely walked over to him, not meeting his eyes. Garrett was afraid to breathe as she stopped less than a foot away from him, then lifted her hands to his chest. He gasped a little when she touched him, then he forced himself to relax as much as he could.

			“You came to me here. Didn’t you?”

			He wet his lips. “Yes.”

			She ran her hands slowly over his chest and abdomen, and Garrett could see her trying to puzzle it out. “The last thing I remember before waking up in the hospital is that you left. We were intimate, and you ran away. I slept on the chaise in front of the windows that night. I couldn’t face the bed where we’d lain. But you came to me here. And I remember being here, touching you like this. You were wearing these clothes.” She traced the line of one of the pockets on his cargo pants.

			“Not these exact clothes. I have several sets of the same things.”

			Her eyes widened and she smiled faintly. “And they’re all neatly arranged in a tidy closet, aren’t they?”

			Garrett shrugged. “They are.”

			“How do I know that?”

			Taking a chance, he gently backed her up to the counter. When she didn’t protest, he lifted her onto it. He braced his hands on either side of her knees. “How do you think you know that?”

			Joely’s hands came up to his face, tracing the lines there so softly, her touch tickled. “I hate this whole ‘don’t tell Joely what she needs to know’ thing. You people have no idea how annoying it is.”

			Garrett kissed her palm. “I can imagine it isn’t pleasant. I’m sorry.”

			“The logical answer to my question is that I was in your house. Was I?”

			“You were.”

			“When?”

			He searched her eyes, debating how much to tell her. “Wednesday evening.”

			“And when did you come to me here?”

			“Wednesday evening. There was a storm, and we had to come down here.”

			She frowned, even as her hands resumed their caresses of his shoulders. “You’re afraid of basements.”

			“I don’t like them, no.”

			“No, you’re afraid of them. I remember that much.”

			He ducked his head and nodded. “It’s a phobia.”

			“But you followed me down here tonight. Why?”

			Garrett stepped closer to her—not as close as he’d been the other night, but close enough that she inhaled sharply. “Because you might need me.”

			Giving in to temptation, even though he knew he shouldn’t, he kissed her softly.

			Joely didn’t push him away but instead pulled him closer, deepening the kiss.

			He didn’t break it until he tasted her tears. Horrified, he lifted his mouth from hers, but her hand was around the back of his neck, her fingers spread into his hair, and she wouldn’t let him go far. Aside from the tears and a sadness in her expression, she didn’t seem upset.

			“We were intimate, weren’t we? Here, in the basement.”

			“Yes,” Garrett whispered against her lips. “We were.”

			She sniffled, drawing back, her eyes narrowed. “Why am I suddenly seeing pink princess dollars?”

			He laughed, surprised. Somewhat embarrassed, he shrugged. “Because my daughter stole my condoms and replaced them with play money.”

			He watched as realization dawned and humor lit Joely’s eyes. She held on to him while she laughed. “Oh, my goodness. I remember that! You were mortified.” That made her laugh even harder, and Garrett wrapped her in his arms, holding on tight. When her chuckles died down, she asked, “How did we manage intimacy without condoms?”

			“Very nicely, I thought,” he responded. “We didn’t use anything. We just… made love.”

			She rested her head against his shoulder. “That’s why Mom and Beth were so concerned about me possibly being pregnant. Did you know Dan replaced my pills with a placebo?”

			Garrett kissed her temple. “Yeah, I know. I tipped Beth off that there might be an issue.”

			Joely drew back. “Jason hit you.”

			“Yes.”

			She touched his lip, which had healed. “He’s worried that you’ll break my heart the way Hannah broke his.”

			“I know.”

			“I was so hurt after you left. What in the world did you say to get back in my pants?”

			If she hadn’t asked so quietly, so solemnly, Garrett would have been angry at the way she’d phrased the question. But he didn’t think she meant anything by it, so he answered. He told her again what he’d said that evening, addressing the same concerns as he had before.

			“And I told you that I love you. Thursday morning before you left the house. I meant that.” He had to wipe her cheeks with his T-shirt.

			“I think I believe you, but everything is so jumbled up. I barely know if I’m coming or going still.” She touched his cheeks, then kissed him tenderly. “Ethan said I shouldn’t be afraid to remember.”

			“I’ve always liked Ethan,” he said, making her laugh. Reluctantly, he pulled back and started getting dressed. “We should head back upstairs. They’re probably wondering what happened to us.”

			Joely watched him, unabashed, as he put on the button-up shirt. Before he fastened it, she used the edges to draw him to her again. “Will you give me time to figure things out?”

			“Time or space?”

			“Time. I don’t want space.”

			“I’d give you both if you needed it. But yeah, I’m more than happy to give you time. I was so afraid you’d hate me after everything…”

			She shook her head. “I don’t think that’s possible.”

			Garrett helped her down from the counter, keeping his hands on her waist as she leaned into him. “I love you. Just remember that. The rest will all work itself out.”

			Joely hugged him tightly, and Garrett returned the embrace. He was so grateful she’d let him back in, so relieved she’d started remembering, he wanted to break down and cry. He’d deal with those emotions tonight, in the privacy of his bedroom. For now though, he held on to her, enjoying the feel of having her in his arms, which was something he’d feared he’d never have again.

		

	
		
			Chapter 62

			Over the next few weeks, Joely continued healing. Her ankle was coming along nicely, and she was getting her life back on track. Even though she only had a few blank spots left to fill in, even though she remembered most of what had happened between her and Garrett, she was a bit leery of opening herself all the way to him.

			They had dinner together at least three times a week, both with Emma and alone, and the weekends were largely spent learning about each other in all the little ways that couples knew. That said, they weren’t intimate again, and they didn’t spend the night with each other.

			Though she thought he was probably ready to make a commitment, she needed to be sure her head was on straight before she agreed to anything. Several times she’d caught him looking at her with speculation, but something had always happened to interrupt whatever conversation he would have started.

			Joely was glad. If she’d had to come up with an excuse as to why she wasn’t ready, it might have hurt him. But thankfully, she’d been able to avoid that.

			The truth was, she was terrified she was pregnant. She was a week late, and she was never late. She didn’t want to be the second woman in Garrett’s life to have to tell him that kind of news. Not as long as they weren’t married.

			It wasn’t that she didn’t want to have his children—she did. And she really felt as though them getting engaged was more a formality than anything at this point. She wanted to be with him, wanted to spend her life with him. What he’d said that morning before she’d been kidnapped, about hoping she’d marry him someday, kept popping into her mind. He’d been serious. Garrett was the kind of man who was made for marriage, made to be a father.

			But she didn’t want to end up in a shotgun marriage. She knew his views on that subject, and they were in line with hers. Although he’d not seemed opposed to marrying a woman he loved who was pregnant, Joely would rather not put it to the test. She didn’t want that doubt in the back of her mind for the rest of her life if she could avoid it.

			So when she woke up Sunday morning a few weeks after the accident—on Garrett’s birthday, of all days—to discover she was not pregnant, her tears were a mixture of relief and disappointment. She took a little while to come to terms with that, then got dressed, grabbed her belongings, and headed to the farm.

			It had taken her a while to get back behind the wheel of her car. Not only because of the concussion but because of the anxiety that came with having wrecked. Although she’d deliberately driven into the tree and hadn’t lost control, that fear was still there. The first few times she’d driven anywhere, she’d broken out in a nervous sweat. But she’d gritted her teeth and done it, unwilling to let Dan take anything more from her.

			Her father was cutting the grass when she pulled up in the driveway. He waved at her but didn’t stop. Joely hurried inside. Her mother was setting up the dining room.

			“Hey, Mom. What’s shakin’?”

			“This and that. Did you get it finished?” Jackie turned to her excitedly, setting down the utensil caddy.

			Joely smiled and handed her the box she carried. “I did.”

			After opening it carefully, Jackie removed the cardboard sheet on top of the first framed picture in the stack. It was a twelve-by-fifteen shot of Emma dressed as a fairy princess. After learning that Garrett had a birthday coming up, Joely had ordered the costume, set up the photo shoot with Tristan, and since they’d used the farm as a backdrop, sworn her mother to secrecy. “What do you think?”

			“Oh, Joely, she’s precious. He’s going to love this.”

			“Look at the boys.” In addition to getting shots of Emma, she’d had Beth bring the boys over for portraits. “Ethan’s going to be very proud of that.”

			Jackie lifted the second framed image from the box and smiled. “They’re such sweet babies.”

			“There’s more.”

			When Jackie lifted the cardboard under the photo of the babies, she gasped. She set aside the framed pictures and lifted the third picture. Joely and Beth, both costumed as fairies, were seated on the ground with Emma, Ian, and Cole.

			Wordlessly, Jackie slipped her arm around Joely’s waist and squeezed.

			“You like it?”

			Her mother nodded. “It’s perfect.”

			“I’ll go ahead and wrap these up, then help you set up. Mom? I’m not pregnant,” she confessed quietly.

			Jackie’s smile was a little sad. “I’m sorry to hear that, in a way.”

			“I thought you’d be happy.” Joely didn’t say it meanly, just as a matter of fact.

			“Yes and no. I want you to become a mother when you’re ready for that, not because some asshole decided to make it happen. But you and Garrett would make beautiful babies together. And I think you’d make a good family. So that does make me a little sad.”

			“Me too. But if it’s meant to be, it’ll happen.”

			With the presents wrapped and set aside, they focused on getting everything else ready. They’d be eating inside, though it was warm enough for a pool party and the doors to the patio outside would be left open.

			By the time Garrett and Emma showed up, everything was in place. After he made the rounds, greeting his guests, Joely pulled him into her father’s office and closed the door for a moment of privacy.

			“Happy birthday,” she said, winding her arms around his neck. They kissed, his hands resting on her hips, holding her close.

			“Mmm, thank you. What’d you get me?” He winked at her.

			“You’ll see soon enough.” She ran her palms over his shoulders. “I need to tell you something. I’m not pregnant.”

			Garrett’s mouth tightened, and he sighed. “Damn.”

			“You’re disappointed?”

			“Yeah. I kinda am. Are you?”

			She touched his chin, then kissed it. “Some. But I’m a little relieved. I’m not ready for that.”

			He dropped his gaze, frowning. “You’re not ready to be a mother?”

			“Not to a four-year-old and a newborn,” she said without thinking. “I’d like a little time to adjust to hearing ‘Mommy’ before I add another child to the mix.”

			Garrett’s hands tightened on her hips, and he backed her into the wood of the door. “You want to be Emma’s mommy?”

			Joely’s smile was tremulous. “Of course I want to be Emma’s mommy. I love her. Who wouldn’t want to be her mommy?”

			He kissed her, hard, then drew back and rested his cheek against hers. “I love you. Do you know that?”

			She nodded. “I do. Which is quite convenient, as I love you back.”

			“Yeah?”

			“Oh, yeah.”

			He stared at her, his eyes full of emotion. “You mean the world to me. And I’ve been so scared that you’d change your mind, that you’d decide we weren’t worth the trouble and you’d walk away.”

			“Garrett, no. Oh, no. I didn’t mean for you to think that. I didn’t want to make plans with you, not until I knew one way or another on the pregnancy and we both knew what we were getting into. I didn’t want to have to force you into making one choice or another, so I tried to avoid bringing it up.”

			“I made that choice the first time I laid eyes on you, only I didn’t know it exactly. I knew you were special, even that morning in the hotel lobby when you were enjoying laughing at me so much. And I was helpless to turn away from you. You light up my world. I’d want to be with you, to marry you, even if you were pregnant with those triplets we joked about.”

			Her heart fluttered. His face was so serious, so earnest, she was starting to think she was on the verge of hearing a marriage proposal. When a solid knock sounded on the door at her back, Joely jumped. “What?”

			“What are you doing in there?” Jason asked. “Rumors are starting to spread.”

			She buried her face in Garrett’s chest, laughing helplessly at his frustrated embarrassment. Even as she laughed, she reached for the doorknob and turned the lock. “Go away, Jason. I’m on the verge of getting something I’ve always wanted here. You’re interrupting.”

			Garrett snorted, biting his lip to keep from laughing out loud. “You’re going to get me shot.”

			“What the hell? In Dad’s office? That’s not funny, Joely Renee! Garrett, you’d better not be doing what I think you’re doing in there.” The doorknob jostled, and Jason cursed low. “You… you’d better just… Dad! Where’s your key to the office?”

			He stomped off down the hall as Joely collapsed against the door laughing.

			“You better hurry up and get this over with before he gets back here,” she told him, wiping her tears away.

			Garrett was shaking his head, and she thought he looked genuinely concerned, although he was obviously amused at the same time. “This isn’t quite how I wanted to do this, but given how your quirky family is, I suppose it’s fitting. Marry me.”

			Joely wrapped her arms around him, ridiculously happy. “What about Emma?”

			“What about her? She’s already asking me when you’re going to be her mommy for real. She’s convinced you’ll get her a cat and a baby brother if you come to live with us.”

			“I’d want to adopt her,” she warned.

			“I’m fine with that. And I understand why you’d be concerned, given what Jason’s going through. I wouldn’t have it any other way. Marry me.”

			She ducked her head, glancing up at him flirtatiously. “Can we start with the cat first?”

			He grinned. “As long as we can practice for the baby brother, yes.”

			“I think I can arrange that. You really want to marry me?”

			“More than anything in the world,” he told her softly.

			“Okay.”

			“Does that mean yes?”

			She nodded. “That absolutely means yes. I love you, Garrett. And I love Emma. The two of you are my family. I can’t imagine my life without either of you.”

			Garrett wrapped his arms around her and lifted her off her feet, holding her tight. “I love you so much. So much.”

			They were kissing reverently when the second knock sounded at the door.

			“Good Lord, this is beyond embarrassing.” She straightened up, then called, “Yes?”

			“Miss Joely, where’s my daddy?” Emma asked.

			“He’s here, sweetie.”

			Joely unlocked the door and opened it, revealing a puzzled Emma and a satisfied Jason behind her, leaning against the opposite wall. He grinned and waved.

			“Jason said to tell you it’s time to eat. C’mon.” She grabbed Joely’s hand and tugged.

			“Just a minute, please,” Garrett said. “I have something here.”

			As Emma impatiently waited, hands on her hips, he reached into his pocket and pulled out a ring box. He handed it to Joely.

			“What’s that?” Emma asked, standing on her tiptoes to see.

			Joely obliged her by hunkering down and opening the box. The ring inside was a beautiful sapphire, almost purple it was so blue, surrounded by diamonds in a nontraditional setting.

			“I hope you like it,” Garrett said quietly as Emma ahh’d over the ring.

			Joely nodded, looking up at him, her heart full of love. “It’s perfect. Thank you.”

			Jason cleared his throat. “Emma, let’s go get some food. They’ll be along in a minute.” He held a hand out to Garrett to shake, then touched Joely’s shoulder as she stood.

			Taking the box, Garrett removed the ring, then set the box aside. Joely held out her shaking hand and he slipped it on. It was a perfect fit.

			“I asked Beth for your ring size.”

			“I love it. It’s a little quirky.” She leaned into him, but she couldn’t stop looking at the ring. “Oh, Garrett.”

			If someone had told her when she came home from India that within such a short period of time, she’d be engaged to the man she loved, a man who saw the truth of her and loved her for it, she’d never have believed them. She’d been hurt too much in the past. But here they were, and Joely had no intention of letting that past cloud her future ever again.

			She lifted her head, and he kissed her. “I adore you, Garrett Douglas Gordon. How is it that we got so lucky?”

			“I’m not sure, but I’m glad we did.” He kissed her forehead. “I love you.”

			“Quirks and all?”

			“Especially the quirks.”
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			Is it too late for a second chance? 

			Jason is focused on two things - his son and his job as detective. When a woman from his past sets up shop in town, his family sees hearts and Cupids. Not Jason - he’s only interested in finding out what scheme has brought Desi back and how to make her go away.

			Besides, he doesn’t have time to worry about romance - a series of local break-ins has his instincts on high alert. Between chasing leads and dealing with Desi, he’s ready to howl with frustration.

			He isn’t the only one about to lose his temper.

			Desi’s life was destroyed when she was sixteen, forcing her to run away and leave behind everyone she loved - including the charming boy who held her heart. Now that she’s a successful adult, she’s come home hoping to make amends and rebuild some of what she lost.

			But Jason has become embittered and emotionally unavailable, and “forgiveness” isn’t in his vocabulary. If she didn’t adore his family, she’d tell the surly detective where he could put his attitude.

			Before they can broker a peace deal, Jason’s involved in a dangerous arrest that threatens to put an end to him permanently. Will he and Desi ever get a chance to find the redemption they seek, or will the opportunity for forgiveness be lost forever?

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			The need was riding him hard tonight. A tough arrest and even tougher processing followed by three hours of interrogation that had gotten him exactly nowhere with the suspect was wearing on his nerves. He was in the bullpen by himself, the other detectives having gone home more than an hour ago.

			He would like to have gone home, as well. But there was no one there tonight. His son was staying at a friend’s. The house would be empty, cold, and as quiet as the tomb. So quiet that he was afraid if he went there, he would do something unwise.

			The thing was, he didn’t really have anywhere else to go. Except…

			There was another option that was halfway palatable. More than halfway, really, as long as he didn’t let himself think about it emotionally. Physically? Hell, yes. He picked up his cell phone and thumbed through his contacts to the number listed simply under the name “Holly.” After a moment’s hesitation, he made the call.

			She answered on the third ring, slightly breathless.

			“Hey, it’s me,” he said and identified himself. “From the coffee shop in Madison?”

			“Oh! Hey, you,” she said, a flirtatious tone coming into her voice. “I was hoping you’d call.”

			“Were you?” He felt slightly self-conscious as he looked around the empty bullpen. He’d not done this sort of thing for a long time now, and he felt like a dozen pairs of eyes were watching him, judging him, and finding him wanting.

			Her husky chuckle drew his attention back to the call. “Absolutely. So what are you into tonight?”

			“If your offer still stands, hopefully you. As long as it’s just sex you’re after.” He wanted to make that clear from the get-go. He didn’t do relationships, not anymore.

			“Oh, that offer is definitely open. When and where?”

			He got her address, set a time, and before he could let himself back out, made the forty-minute drive to her apartment one county over. It was housed over a business on the outskirts of town, and when he pulled up, he could see candles burning through the sheer curtains on the windows.

			Despite the cold, late-spring weather, she met him at the door in just a thong. His interest was already aroused by the thought of what he was there for, and seeing her in all her glory spiked him into the throbbing-hard range instantly.

			They didn’t even make it to her bed for the first round. She was aggressive, going straight for what she wanted, undoing his pants as soon as she closed the door. He barely had time to get a condom on before he had her pinned up against the wall. The second time they did make it to the bed, but the coupling was no less frantic. By the time they’d finished the third round an hour after he’d walked in the door, his edginess and desperation had faded to manageable levels.

			When he got up after they finished, she stretched and slid her hands down her body, highlighting her toned curves.

			“Aren’t you staying? You should see what I can do first thing in the morning.”

			He winked as he pulled on his shorts. “I’m sure you’re impressive, but no. I have to go.”

			She pouted a little but when he didn’t relent, she shrugged. As he went through the apartment dressing as he encountered his clothing, she followed, completely at ease with her nudity.

			“Will you call again sometime?” she asked as she let him out the door.

			He tensed, then glanced down at his hands. “I don’t know. Maybe.” He touched her cheek. “Thanks for tonight.”

			“Anytime, Detective.”

			More than ready to go home now, Jason Hudson made the long drive to the new house on which construction had been completed only a few weeks earlier. Once inside, he went straight to the shower, letting the hot water wash away some of his guilt.

			The cleansing did nothing to ease his pain. Nothing he tried ever seemed to do more than take the edge off the cold, lonely heartache that had been his companion for too long now.

			He felt tremendously detached, thinking about the last few hours. The sex had been enjoyable from a purely physical standpoint. It had provided him with more of a release than he could get with his hand alone. But the emotional desire he’d hoped to assuage was still there, lingering inside the hollow place his heart had become.

			He hadn’t expected to fall in love with Holly or to even fall in lust. But he’d hoped for a smidgen of an emotional connection, maybe something like what he’d felt with girlfriends and bed partners before his marriage. That he hadn’t felt anything like that tonight nearly broke him.

			He hadn’t even been able to kiss her on the lips as that level of intimacy felt too personal to explore with a woman who was a one-night stand and a practical stranger to boot. For someone who’d once been known as a ladies’ man, that reticence was telling.

			One of the online support groups he’d joined after his wife Hannah had died had a sub-forum where members talked about sex after the death of a spouse. Some people were lucky and were able to have something approaching a normal sex life, even finding companionship and love again. For others, sex after the spouse’s death could end up being nothing but a physical release, little more than masturbating with a body instead of with a hand or toy. 

			Although he’d taken strides tonight to make sure Holly’s desires had been addressed, he’d realized as soon as they’d finished that he fell into that second category. As his story wasn’t quite the typical one where he’d lost his beloved wife during the normal course of marriage but instead while they were separated, he’d wondered how he’d react emotionally. Now he knew.

			Tonight was the first time he’d had sex since before Hannah had told him she wanted a divorce more than thirteen months ago. It left him feeling empty, dirty, and ashamed. Part of the need was gone, but the worst of it? Oh, that lingered, digging its despair-ridden claws deep into his soul.

			Jason’s anger built, his tension returning with a vengeance as though he’d not just spent himself with a stranger three times. Anger because this was not what he’d planned for his life. Anger because he’d had no choice in the matter, as the love he’d thought he shared with Hannah instead had been an illusion. And when she couldn’t pretend anymore, she’d walked away and taken their son Paulo and Jason’s heart with her.

			She’d been gone from him for thirteen months now, almost longer than they’d been married, and gone from the world not even a year. The anniversary of her asking for a divorce had been his tipping point, he knew, the stressor that sent him into Holly’s arms.

			Their marriage was already over when Hannah died—the divorce a pending formality at that point, when she was killed in a car wreck on her way to meet her lover. The man whose child she carried, something Jason had discovered while packing up her belongings after her death.

			That blow had almost killed him. It had broken him in ways he didn’t think he’d ever recover from. Every bit of trust he had in humanity had been dented, if not outright destroyed, at that point. The only good thing to come out of the mess was that he’d gotten his son back. If not for Paulo…

			The tears came then. Tears of anger, of grief, of desperate loneliness. He’d learned a lot about crying in the shower over the last thirteen months. The water washed away a multitude of emotions if he let it. Not enough to fully cleanse him but enough to make life bearable. And he’d learned that bearable was the best he could hope for most days.

			When the water ran cold, he turned it off and stepped out of the shower. The mirror was fogged over, and the air in the room was humid with a cloud of steam despite his having turned on the fan before he started the water running. He went to the mirror and wiped it down, staring at the man who looked back at him.

			Blue eyes, curly blond hair cropped short. Laugh lines that were just starting to appear at the corners of his eyes, or they had been until Hannah had stopped talking to him right after their first anniversary. A few short months later, she’d asked for a divorce. And seven months after that, she was dead. Gone. Forever and ever, with no chance of forgiveness for either of them.

			The face that stared back at him was that of a stranger. Jason didn’t know himself anymore. He wasn’t sure he wanted to. If he didn’t have Paulo to raise, he wondered if he’d even still be alive.

			But he did have Paulo. He was the only parent Paulo had left.

			True, he wasn’t the boy’s biological father. That didn’t matter to Jason, never had. He’d sworn a vow to love and cherish his son as much as he’d sworn a vow to Hannah. Just because she’d walked away from him and their life together didn’t mean Jason had forgotten his promises or that his feelings or his love for either of them had disappeared. 

			As soon as he could once Paulo was back in Indiana following Hannah’s death, Jason had formally adopted him, making sure no one would ever take his son away again. He’d needed the assurance as much as Paulo.

			Tired to his bones, Jason went to the bed Hannah had never slept in, in the house that Hannah had never lived in, and crawled between the sheets. He’d changed all his bedroom furniture when he and Paulo had moved into the new house in the hopes that her ghost wouldn’t haunt him as much. Some nights it worked. Some nights it didn’t.

			The furnace kicked on, warming the house with a gentle circulation of air. He’d put flannel sheets on the bed to help stay warm, as well, and he had pillows he curled himself around every night to have something to hold on to. None of that compared to being able to curl up with his wife, to feel her soft weight against him, to have her poke him to roll over when he stayed too long in one spot and started snoring. But the flannel and the furnace and the pillows were all he had, so he might as well get used to it. 

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Two years later

			 

			Desiree Price was nervous, of all things. There were hideous little butterflies zooming and zipping around her stomach, causing it to churn in a way that she hadn’t felt for a long, long time—at least a few years, anyhow.

			“Probably since Mama passed,” she muttered as she put her car in Park and turned the engine off. The late-May day was warm, sunny, breezy, and stunningly beautiful, but all she could focus on was the anxiety rising up into her throat.

			This was the first time she’d been back in Leroy, Indiana, since she’d left more than sixteen years ago when she’d been forced to run away in the middle of the night for her own safety. Even though she’d only called the small, Ohio River town home for six years—from the time she was nine until right after her sixteenth birthday—she’d felt like she belonged there more than any place she’d ever lived. And since her mother tended to move around a lot, Desi had lived in a good number of places by the time she was nine, enough that she’d learned not to expect to stay longer than a single school year.

			If it had been up to her, she’d have stayed in Leroy. But the choice hadn’t been up to her, even though she’d been the one to pull up her roots and flee right before prom the year she’d turned sixteen. The events that had transpired over the course of a few fateful days had seen to that.

			Now, though, she was back and on her own terms this time. As an adult, and a successful one to boot. She was finally ready to come back to the place she thought of as home, to see if she could build a life for herself in the small town or not. To find out if her memories of the place lived up to its reality. Maybe even to find love, though that wasn’t her primary reason for returning.

			“But none of that will mean a damned thing if you don’t get out of the car, Desiree.” She made a face at herself in the rearview mirror and grabbed her purse. “Don’t keep your potential landlord waiting.”

			As she started down the sidewalk toward Annie’s Arbor, the flower shop that was her destination, the breeze coming off the wide river a few hundred feet away lifted her short hair off her face. For all the world, it felt like her grandmother running her hand over Desi’s hair, and the thought made her smile. Nadeen Price had encouraged her to make this trip, and she’d be shaking her head at Desi’s hesitancy.

			“Put your best dress on, girl, and show those people how you shine,” Nadeen had said that morning when Desi talked to her on the phone before she left her room at a local bed and breakfast. “Find yourself a handsome man and make me some grandbabies.”

			“Nadeen, you act like you expect men to fall prostrate at my feet as soon as I step onto Indiana soil,” Desi said with a laugh. “I’ve been here a full night now, and no one has fallen yet.”

			“Give them time.”

			Desi thought about one boy—well, one man—in particular. She doubted Jason Hudson would be thrilled to see her, not given how their relationship had fallen apart because of the way she’d left, but she couldn’t lie to herself and pretend she wasn’t halfway eager to see him again. She was also dreading that first encounter, a big reason she was so nervous now.

			“Given that you’re about to possibly rent an apartment from his sister-in-law, chances are excellent that you’ll run into him sooner rather than later,” she told herself as she stopped in front of the flower shop, taking in the profusion of springtime blooms that were on display in a wooden wheelbarrow on the sidewalk. Taking a deep breath and saying a prayer that she was doing the right thing, she opened the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			“That’s the second break-in we’ve had in the industrial park in as many weeks,” Jason said. “Same MO—nothing taken, but the buildings broken into were clearly searched. Some property damage but nothing major.”

			“So what’s the motive?” Sheriff Wyatt Dixon asked from his seat at the head of the conference table. He turned a pen end-over-end, frowning as he studied Jason. “What about security?”

			“I think whoever’s doing it is looking for something, though God alone knows what,” Jason answered. “And in both cases, the intruders broke in while the security guard was on patrol in a different area. Same security company from out of Louisville serviced both businesses. Garrett’s working on backgrounds on all their local employees.”

			Garrett Gordon was the department’s lead cyber investigator and backup IT specialist. He was also Jason’s brother-in-law through Jason’s baby sister Joely.

			“How long before you have those backgrounds?” Wyatt asked.

			Garrett shrugged. “A day or two. There are six people to work through.”

			The sheriff nodded. “Good enough. What else do we know?”

			“The companies who were broken into are in completely different industries,” Detective Ethan Moore, Jason’s other brother-in-law, said. “One makes metal parts and the other is a sewing factory. So without more information to go on, we’re shooting in the dark.”

			“And the times aren’t really helping us, either,” Stacy Gordon, the department’s third detective and Garrett’s sister-in-law, added. “One happened just after midnight, and last night’s was at three a.m. One on a Sunday night, one on a Thursday morning. Unless there are more break-ins, we don’t have a pattern to work off.”

			“So far no one’s been hurt, and aside from some minor property damage, nothing’s been taken. I don’t think there’s much more we can do on this, Wyatt,” Jason said.

			“No, I guess not. I still don’t like it. Keep your eyes and ears open, people. Maybe we’ll get lucky and this was simply kids out having ‘fun’ or something.”

			“But?” Ethan asked as they all stood.

			Wyatt gave a humorless laugh. “Yeah, but. We’ve not had a big, messy case in a while. Maybe I’m paranoid, but I kind of feel like we’re overdue.”

			“Do not curse us, boss,” Stacy said, holding her hands up to form an X. “I’ve gotten used to average, ordinary crime.”

			“So have I,” Wyatt admitted with a rueful grin. “And I’ll be perfectly happy if that’s all this turns out to be. I can well do without serial killers, kidnappers, extortionists, and the like. Be safe out there, people.” He saluted them with the files he carried and headed out the door nearest his end of the table.

			“I think I’ll grab an early lunch since everything’s quiet,” Stacy said. “Maybe drop by Ronnie’s and see the boys.”

			“Have fun.” Ethan smiled. “Now that Isaac is walking, she has her hands full.”

			Isaac was Stacy’s almost one-year-old son. He and his big brother, Dylan, who was three, were with their surrogate grandmother and babysitter, Ronnie Johnson.

			“You’re telling me,” she responded with a laugh. “See you later.”

			“An early lunch does sound like a good idea,” Ethan told Jason. “I’ll buy if you’re hungry.”

			Jason lifted a brow. “Just lunch, or will this be a sales pitch for the latest nice, single woman Beth’s found to throw at me?”

			Ethan scowled. “Would I do that to you?”

			“Yes, absolutely. Who’s she trying to pair me up with this time?” Jason asked as they left the conference room.

			“Come to lunch and I’ll tell you. You know it’s payback for all those years you played Cupid.”

			Until Hannah’s betrayal, he’d been the biggest matchmaker in the department, bar none, and his reputation for pairing people up hadn’t stopped at the courthouse doors. 

			Jason groaned, a heartfelt expression of his growing frustration with his family’s attempts to match-make. “Really? I’m not that hungry.”

			“Yeah, but forewarned is forearmed,” Ethan said. “And you’ve been wanting to try the new Italian place up on the hill, right? Come on, my treat.”

			“Fine. Lead on, sir. I’m at your disposal.”

			Ethan clapped him on the shoulder. “Great. Because this girl Beth found? She’s really sweet.”

			Jason didn’t know if they were wearing him down, if he was that curious about the Italian place, or a little of both, but despite his hesitation, he didn’t turn around and head for his desk. Of course, Ethan’s firm grasp on his shoulder could also have had something to do with the decision to go forward, too.
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			Across town, Desi was thrilled by the apartment. “I love it,” she told Annie and Chase Hudson. “I’d love to rent this. Sign me up.” They were in the open great room of the apartment above the flower shop, and she was beyond pleased with the place.

			Annie laughed. “I’m so glad. And I can’t believe it’s you, that you’re here in town! We’ll get the application going. When do you want to move in?”

			“Soon. I have my belongings stored with one of those shipping container companies that you call up when you figure out where you’re going, so I’d say within a week or so at the outside. Is that okay?”

			“That’s fine,” Chase said. “You said you’re staying at The Inn on the River, right?”

			“I am. It’s a lovely place. The owner’s a sweetheart.”

			Chase and Annie exchanged a look that Desi couldn’t interpret. 

			“Is there a problem?” she asked.

			“Tara is very nice,” Annie agreed. “It’s just that Jason’s late wife Hannah, she used to manage The Inn.”

			“Ah. I see. How is Jason?” Desi had been wanting to ask that question since she showed up, but the opportunity hadn’t arisen.

			“He’s okay,” Chase said. “So you know about Hannah?”

			Desi nodded and looked away briefly, reaching out to touch the solid-surface countertop with a finger. “I may not have stayed in touch, but I kept up with everyone after I left via the Journal,” she admitted, referring to the newspaper Chase and Jason’s grandfather owned. “I saw the obituary. He has a son?”

			“Paulo. Almost eleven, growing like a weed. Mom and Dad’s first grandchild.” Chase’s smile was tense and a little sad. He held his hand out for her to shake. “As nice as it’s been seeing you again, I need to get back to work.”

			“It was good to see you, too.”

			“Have a good day,” Annie told him with a kiss.

			“Um, Chase? If you don’t mind… could you not mention anything about me being back in town just yet?” Desi asked as he was leaving.

			Chase stopped. He tilted his head ever so slightly and propped his hands on his hips. “Mind if I ask why not?”

			“I didn’t leave under the best of circumstances. I’d like to ease my way back into things as much as I can.”

			“You mean Jason.” Not a question, but an unequivocal statement of fact.

			“Yes. Primarily, yes.”

			He shifted his gaze to Annie, who shrugged. “I don’t see a problem with it,” she said.

			“I guess I don’t either. But I also feel I should warn you—if you’re expecting to run into Jason and have him pick things up where you left them, I think you’ll be disappointed.”

			“Chase Hudson!” Annie scolded. “They were kids when she left. We all were. And you sound ridiculous, like you’re warning her off or something. Desi’s not a teenager anymore. Give her some credit.”

			He flushed, his lips tightening as he looked at his wife. “I know that, and Desi, I apologize if what I said offends you. But Jason’s not the same guy he was when you knew him. Hell, he’s not the same guy he was three years ago. He… this family has been through a lot of things that have left scars. I don’t want to see Jason get hurt, and I don’t want to see you get hurt. So consider this a friendly heads up, that’s all.”

			Desi forced a smile. “I understand, and no offense taken, I promise. Like I said, I read the paper. I’m not unaware of some of the struggles you all have faced.”

			“Good. And I’m sorry I blurted it out like that. Anyhow, I’ll see you around. Welcome back to town.”

			Annie sighed as he left, the storm door closing quietly behind him. “I’m so sorry, Desi. He really didn’t mean it the way it sounded.”

			Desi waved the apology away. “I understand his concern. But Annie, surely… I don’t know how else to put this so I’ll just ask. Is Jason so different now that Chase has to warn people before they meet him?”

			Back when she’d known him, Jason Hudson had been a smiling, easy-going, somewhat laid-back seventeen-year-old star of the high-school baseball team. He’d known even then that he wanted to wear a badge, and even though he had a little bit of a temper, he was kind. A genuinely good guy.

			“He’s been through a lot, and a lot of what he’s been through is the kind of stuff that leaves really deep scars,” Annie said as they started down the stairs to the shop to do the paperwork. “The old Jason is there, but we don’t see much of him anymore. Mostly when he’s interacting with the kids, to be honest. What happened with Hannah, it did a lot of damage to the whole family and not only Jason. He’s still a good person, but he takes things seriously these days in a way that he never did before.”

			There was real grief in Annie’s voice even though she masked it well, and that told Desi more than her words that the impact of losing Hannah had dealt a harsh blow to everyone involved.

			Annie changed the subject after that, and Desi was more than happy to let her.

			“So have you looked at commercial properties yet?” she asked as she got the paperwork for the lease out of a folder and handed it to Desi.

			“Not yet. That’s on tomorrow’s schedule. I’m really excited to get back up and running, to tell the truth. I’ve not done much in the way of real work in the last couple of months since I sold the business in Arizona, and I’m itching to get back in the swing of things. This has been the first time I’ve not worked at least sixty hours a week since I was a teenager, and as odd as it sounds, I miss it. I’ve got interviews lined up Monday for a general manager, and most of the red-tape paperwork is done. All I have to do is find a location and hire employees.”

			For the last nine years, Desi had owned a highly successful cleaning agency with three branch locations and dozens of employees. She’d sold that agency to two of her managers when she’d made the decision to move back to Indiana. As she’d enjoyed the work, she planned to set up something similar in Leroy.

			“Well, I think you’ll be so busy before you know it, you’ll wonder what happened,” Annie told her. “As a matter of fact, I know someone who might be calling you up if we can convince him to do it. You remember Sampson?”

			“Jackie’s dad? Absolutely. He’s one of the first people on my list to go visit. How is he?”

			Sampson Olman was Jason’s maternal grandfather, the owner of the newspaper, and a man who was largely responsible for saving Desi’s life sixteen years earlier.

			“He’s good. He had a hip replacement done and finished rehab a few weeks ago, and he needs someone in there to give the house a good, thorough cleaning. It’s not dirty, but it’s starting to get cluttered,” Annie said. “He’s been a bachelor for a long time now and it shows. When he had surgery, he dared the family to touch the place to do more than clear out enough room for him to get through in his wheelchair and then on his walker safely. We knew better than to try to push it at that point. But I think we almost have him ready to cave. He’s in his eighties and his body knows it, even if he wants to think he’s still a spring chicken. He needs to slow down a little. Accept a little help, you know?”

			Desi smiled as she filled out the application. “I can imagine. He always was a very… let’s say strong-willed man, shall we? But an absolute sweetheart, too.”

			Annie grinned. “He’s still both.”

			“Good. I’m tremendously glad to hear that.”

			Once the paperwork was finished, she decided to grab lunch while Annie ran the background check.

			“Where’s a good place?” Desi asked.

			“There are tons of good places. What are you in the mood for?”

			“Something light but filling, if that makes sense.”

			Annie tapped her chin with a finger. “It does. I’d say try The Brown Bag. It’s at the end of this block, and you know the owner. Remember Lauren Taylor?”

			“Of course. She was one of my best friends.”

			“Well, it’s Lauren Clark now. She owns The Brown Bag, and it has a really great menu. You can get anything from a sandwich to soup to salad and several things in between, plus your pick of the best baked goods in the county if I do say so. She might not recognize you, though.”

			Desi smoothed a hand over the black hair she wore in a short pixie cut, a drastic change from the long, flowing locks she’d sported when she was a teenager. “I’ve changed a little since I was here last. I grew three more inches after I moved to Arizona.”

			“You’ve gotten even more gorgeous than you were,” Annie said candidly, “and you were already pretty damned gorgeous. But you don’t look like you used to, so that might buy you some time if you’re wanting to stay incognito. That said, if Lauren does recognize you, the cat will be out of the bag. So if you want another option, maybe try Cristos’ Deli. It’s on the opposite side of the square, across from the courthouse on the street that leads up the hill. But avoid the owner’s son, Andre. He’s a cad.”

			“I think I’ll do that. Again, I don’t want you to think I’m trying to hide. I really don’t. I simply know better than to jump into the middle of the square and holler ‘I’m back!’ and expect everyone to greet me with open arms. Even though I wanted to keep in touch, it wasn’t possible. I know there are probably some hurt feelings out there about the way I left. I’d rather not face them all at once if I don’t have to.”

			Annie propped her chin on her hand. “I completely understand that, and I can respect it. Good luck. I’ll be here if you need anything, and I should have this done by the time you finish lunch,” she said, tapping the application. “I hate to even ask people to do it, but we got burned pretty badly a couple of years ago, so it’s better safe than sorry.”

			Desi grimaced. “Hey, I’m a small business owner. Believe me, I understand. The people you’d least expect to disappoint you oftentimes end up being the ones who hurt you the most.”

			“Isn’t that awful?” Annie wrinkled her nose and made a face. “I swear some people suck the life out of you. Okay, off you go. Before I chew your ear off talking, go. But be warned—I’m looking forward to getting to know you again now that you’re back.”

			They both laughed and Desi waved. “So am I. See you soon.”

			As she walked across the large square that was peppered with hundred-year-old oaks, she thought about what Annie had said. Not only about Jason, but about everything. Even though she’d expected things to have changed, knowing that and seeing it were two different cats.

			“Hopefully, the core goodness of the town is still here, the warmth and the peacefulness,” she said as she prepared to cross the street. She really suspected it was, at least based on her research and what she’d seen so far. Otherwise, her decision to move back to Leroy could end up being an utter disaster.
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			Redemption is available now in eBook and print. 
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