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        Author’s note

      

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you so much for trying my Indie published book. I understand that there are many options for you to spend your money on and am honored that you chose one of my books. For that reason my team and I strive to put out the best product we can from the awesome cover design through the entire editing and formatting process. For my part, I hope to deliver an entertaining story that keeps you wondering what’s going to happen next.

      If at the end of this book you find you simply loved the story and characters, please consider giving it a positive rating or review. In this brave new book world, the only way for a good story to find its way into the hands of other readers is if the people who loved it let others know about it. We authors appreciate any little bit of help you can give us.

      If, when you reach the end of this story, you think, “Wow, I’d love to know what’s next in Suzanne’s world of characters,” then consider joining my newsletter mailing list. I only send out newsletters a few times a year, plus extra ones in anticipation of any new releases, so it won’t be flooding your inbox on a weekly basis, but will keep you abreast on any changes I may have coming.

      Also, I love to hear from readers. If you have any questions or comments, or just want to say “hi”, please feel free to visit my webpage for some extra tidbits or check out my Pinterest boards. You can connect with me via Facebook, Twitter or through my email: suzanne@suzanneferrell.com

      Now the important part: Here’s Daniel and Melissa’s story. I hope you will love them as much as I did while writing Close To The Heart.

      

      Suzanne
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      For Aria, writer and book lover.

      One of the nicest people I’ve ever known, with a wonderful sense of humor and the kindest of hearts.

      Love you, Grandma Suzy
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      A death trap waiting to happen.

      Daniel Löwe stood in the living room of the ranch-style farmhouse and surveyed the chaos all around him, his anger growing with every passing second.

      Pizza boxes and Styrofoam takeout cartons strewn all over the tables, furniture, and floors. Half-eaten food still in some, not to mention the bags of chips and junk food wrappers everywhere. Clothes, papers, beer cans and empty wine bottles littered the remaining space. Ashtrays full of ashes, cigarettes and doobie ends added to the place’s ambiance. The smell stank of old weed and body fluids, enough to gage him.

      He’d seen enough episodes of reality hoarder shows to know that under the debris probably lived a colony of cockroaches, possibly mice or rats, and enough of their fecal mater to condemn the place.

      The thing that set this place apart from all those shows was the drug paraphernalia lying around in the clutter. Burnt candle stubs and lighters used to heat the drug from a paste to a liquid. Stainless steel spoons with burn rings and latent crystals clinging to them, evidence of cooking the drugs. And discarded syringes and needles, probably contaminated with frequent use.

      His hands curled into fists.

      It was a wonder Lexie hadn’t become injured or contracted hepatitis or AIDS from living in this place. One accidental puncture wound from these things and she could’ve been doomed.

      A firm hand clamped down on his shoulder.

      “Don’t think about it, Daniel,” his boss, Sheriff Gage Justice said from behind him as if reading his mind. “Lexie is safe at the Westen House thanks to you.”

      Daniel shook his head. “Doesn’t change the fact her mother had this filth around her, even abandoned her alone here.”

      “True.” Gage moved past him further into the mess to check out the kitchen. “But our priority here today is to take pictures of the situation, so Libby Reynolds can use them in court next week to get legal custody of her for the State.”

      Libby, the county social worker wanted all the evidence she could get to assure the little girl was safely removed from her mother’s custody. It had taken nearly a month to get back out here after the blizzard and subsequent snowstorms had put anything but emergency services on the Sheriff’s radar. Now that the first good thaw made roads passable, Gage had shifted Lexie’s situation to the top of the heap.

      “Once she gets custody, what happens to Lexie?” Daniel asked, lifting the camera and clicking off some pictures.

      “That’s going to be up to Judge Rawlins. More than likely she’ll go into foster care.”

      That gave Daniel pause. “She should stay with Melissa Davis at Westen House. She’s happy there.”

      “I’m not arguing with you. Problem is the town council set Westen House up as a half-way house for troubled teens, not foster kids. Lexie’s only six. Not quite an appropriate place for her.”

      Daniel fanned one hand out over the disastrous, health-hazard. “It’s way more appropriate than this place.”

      “Again, not arguing,” Gage said, heading to the front door. “First, we get pictures and evidence, then we get custody, and after that we find the best place for the little girl. Speaking of evidence, the crime lab people from Columbus should be here by now. I’d better go out and track them down.”

      Once again left alone in the house, Daniel forced his ire into the background and focused on getting as many pictures of the place as possible. Gage was right, getting custody away from Lexie’s mother, Rose Cochran, as quick as possible was the most important thing.

      Satisfied he had enough images of every angle in the living room, kitchen, and equally nasty bathroom, he headed to Lexie’s bedroom in the back. He stopped in the doorway of the only neat room in the house remembering the last time he’d been here.

      The toys on the shelf were stored neatly. The dresser top had a stuffed animal and a book on top. The floor was neatly picked up. He moved his flashlight to the bedside table. It had a lamp and a book. Then he scanned the bed. At first, he thought it was just a pile of blankets.

      Then the pile moved.

      Shit!

      He moved the flashlight towards the head of the bed. The pile of blankets moved again and little fingers moved the edge of the covers. He stared into huge dark blue eyes in a pale oval face.

      “It’s okay, Lexie. It’s Deputy Daniel from the Sheriff’s department. I’m here to help you and your mom.” As soon as he said it, he had to wonder where her mother was. Could she be in the basement? Injured? She certainly wasn’t anywhere on the main floor.

      Didn’t matter at the moment. Right now he needed to get inside to that little girl before she froze to death.

      Moving as fast as the deep snow would let him, he headed back to the front door. He paused for a moment to catch his breath and slow his heartrate.

      A faint sound came from northeast of the house. The motor of a snowmobile. Cleetus was on his way. Not waiting for the big man, Daniel tried the knob again. Still locked. He took a step back, turned slightly then rammed his left shoulder into the door. The wood around the jamb was old and splintered under the force of his weight. The door slammed back against the wall.

      He shook off the snow and stamped his feet out of habit, then hurried through the clutter and debris straight back to Lexie’s room. Careful not to scare her, he slowly opened her door. “Lexie, it’s Deputy Dan again. Remember me? I helped at the school safety program in the fall.” Thank God, he had, maybe she’d remember him.

      He moved further into the only clean place in the house. “Lexie, honey can you hear me?”

      Slowly, like a little bear coming out of hibernation, she moved the covers down off her head. Her lips trembled and her body shook. She appeared to be about five or six. “Where’s…mama? Did…she…bring…you?” she said between shivers.

      “Your mama’s not with me, sweetie,” he said, coming over to squat in front of the bed.

      Removing his glove from one hand, he stroked her head and her cheek. Her skin was cold. Gripping her hand in his, he warmed her little fingers with his body heat. He prayed she hadn’t gotten frostbite.

      “When was the last time you saw your mama?” he asked, counting the blankets on the bed. There were five quilts piled on top of her. Smart girl.

      “Before the snow started falling.”

      And at that moment, Daniel’s heart broke for the little girl. And his need to punish her mother for her actions became a palpable thing.

      What if he hadn’t come by that day? It had already been twenty-four hours after the blizzard started when he found her alone in the house, buried under her covers for warmth. If another day had passed, he might’ve found her frozen, dead.

      A wave of nausea hit him. He doubled over his knees, inhaling deeply and slowly exhaled waiting for the sick feeling to go away. As it did, anger filled its spot.

      After several minutes, he straightened and took a few more photos of Lexie’s room before entering. The neatly organized room with its cheerful colors—mostly from the many drawings the little girl had hung to decorate her walls—gave him a sense of peace. It was such a contrast to the rest of the place. What stuffed animals she had were lined up on the top of a bookshelf in one straight line. On the shelf below, was a row of books.

      Squatting down, he studied them. First there were picture books. Then came those Little Golden Books and Dr. Seuss books her remembered reading when he was a kid. All were arranged in their respective groups. Suddenly, the level of reading jumped to chapter books, some with pictures in them, some without. All were well-read with the corners of the covers rounded and frayed, like Lexie had read them over and over. Or had her mother simply picked them up at a used bookstore?

      Another book rested on the bedside table. He crossed the room, removed his latex-free gloves and picked up the book. It looked newer than the others, not quite so over-read.

      A picture stuck out of the pages about one-third of the way from the beginning as if Lexie was using it as a bookmark. He opened to the spot. A younger Lexie—maybe three—an elderly lady and a thirty-ish woman with hair the same color as Lexie’s smiled at him.

      Rose Cochran in happier days.

      Was the elderly lady Lexie’s grandmother? The one who’d knitted the pink socks he’d used to protect the little girl’s hands and feet from the cold the day he’d rescued her? If so, was she still alive? And where was she?

      The questions weighing heavily on him, he closed the book, leaving the picture where Lexie had marked her place, and read the title.

      The Never Girls #1: In A Blink by Kiki Thorpe.

      He flipped it over to read the back and smiled. A story about four girls being whisked off to Neverland to have their own adventure.

      So much for the Lost Boys. Lexie liked books about girl adventurers. And why not? Given the condition of her living environment, he understood Lexie needing to escape it into the imaginary world of books.

      He slipped the book into his coat pocket and headed back to the front room to leave the evidence collection to the lab techs. In his opinion there wasn’t much salvageable in the place, it should all go to the dump. Even Lexie’s clothes, which appeared as thread-bare as the ones he’d found her in. But he could give her back her book to find some comfort.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The bus will be here in five minutes. Don’t forget your lunches!” Melissa Davis called to the four young men stomping around overhead.

      They sound like a heard of elephants.

      She smiled. She wouldn’t want it any other way. They were acting like normal teenage boys. Loud, active, rushing towards their day and their futures. So different from the sullen, wary teens who’d been living in the house when she’d taken over as in-residence foster mom last fall.

      Part of the problem had been their backgrounds. Each had various levels of abuse, neglect and run-ins with the law. The other problem had been Todd Banyon, the man who’d previously run Westen House, and died in a horrific fire he’d started.

      It had taken her a few weeks to find her way with the boys, but she had two things going for her. First, a belief that each person was worthy of respect. Respect from others and respect for themselves. Something she was learning as well with her weekly counseling sessions and meeting with other survivors of domestic abuse.

      The second thing easing her into her new role was her love of baking. After making her mother’s ginger snap recipe one afternoon, two of the boys had tentatively joined her in the kitchen for an after-school snack. They talked about school, cracked jokes on each other and gave her a little look into their personalities. She’d learned something that day. Boys were more willing to talk when you fed them.

      Maybe that’s where the old adage, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, came from?

      Too bad it hadn’t worked on her ex-husband, Frank Compton. Of course that adage assumed the man actually had a heart to begin with, which Melissa could attest wasn’t true of Frank. The man was a monster, incapable of loving anyone. Well, that wasn’t entirely true. He could love someone, as long as that someone was Frank Compton.

      Feet pounded down the stairs. She turned to see three of her four boys hurry through the kitchen towards the counter where the sack lunches she’d packed for them sat.

      “Thanks Miss. D. See ya, Shrimp,” Bryan said, patting the little girl seated at the counter, eating her waffles, on the head as he passed by.

      “Love PB and J day, Miss. D,” Colt said, snatching both his lunch and a berry from Lexie’s plate with a grin.

      “You ate yours already,” the little girl said with a pout.

      “Still hungry, Shrimp,” he said and followed Bryan through the backdoor.

      “Hey, Shrimp, you gotta eat faster,” Trent said, as he too stole a berry then grabbed his lunch. “Thanks, Ms. D. Geoff! Get a move on it! Bus is pulling up,” he yelled up the stairs and dashed for the door.

      “Tell Mr. Mike to hold on a second,” Geoffrey yelled as he ran down the steps, snagged a lunch and darted out the door.

      Melissa followed him onto the porch. “You going to be here for dinner tonight, Geoffrey?” she yelled as the tall, lanky brunette reached the bus just behind the others.

      He turned and shrugged. “Depends on if Joe and I finish the paint job at that new quilt store in town.”

      “Get a seat, Hamilton,” Mike Karkosak, the fifty-ish bus driver said to him and waved out the open bus door to Melissa. “Got six more stops yet. Can’t have you making everyone else late.”

      Melissa turned from the door to find Lexie holding her head in one hand and staring at her food with her lips pressed tightly together. In the month the little girl had been living at Westen House, this was the first time Melissa had seen her angry.

      Picking up her mug of hot spiced tea, she sat in the chair across from the little girl. “Did that waffle do something to make you mad at it?”

      Lexie shook her head.

      “So, the berries must have done something wrong?”

      Again, Lexie just shook her head, this time her lips relaxing a bit.

      “Well, that settles it. The milk must be the problem.”

      Without lifting her head, Lexie looked up through her lashes at Melissa and shook her head, her lips fighting the urge to lift in a smile. “Food can’t make you mad.”

      “Sure it can. If someone burns it, your food can make you mad.”

      “No, the person who burnt it makes you mad.”

      Melissa took a long drink of her tea before continuing. “What if the food is too salty or too sour to eat? That can make you mad.”

      “You’re mad cause you can’t eat it. That’s the cooker’s fault, too. Not the food’s,” Lexie said as if everyone knew that, then shoved another bite of maple syrup-laden waffle in her mouth.

      In the first few days caring for Lexie, Melissa had quickly realized that the little girl was smart and very mature for the age of six. Probably from learning to care for herself while living with a drug addict parent.

      “Well, if it’s not your breakfast, what had you staring at your food like you were very mad?”

      Lexie’s face fell as she chewed then swallowed. “The boys call me Shrimp.”

      Ahh. Melissa fought her smile. It wasn’t that she thought the nickname cute or was amused at Lexie’s discomfiture over it. The fact that the little girl reacted like a normal child to a nickname she didn’t like was a good thing.

      “What would you like them to call you?”

      “Lexie,” she said as if there was no other need to call her anything else, then popped two blueberries in her mouth.

      “Hmm,” Melissa said, pretending to give that great thought. “They could just call you that. But do you know why people give other people nicknames?”

      Lexie shook her head.

      “Sometimes they call people a nickname because they can’t quite remember names, like my grandmother. She knew she loved me, but she had so many granddaughters, she’d sometimes get us confused. So, she’d just call us sweetie.”

      “What if you were with all your girl cousins and she said sweetie. Who would she be talking to?”

      Melissa grinned. “She did that all the time. We all just figured she was talking to us personally. We never corrected her.”

      A giggle escaped Lexie. “That’s silly.”

      “Yes, it was.” Melissa gave her a wink. “Sometimes people give a person a nickname and teasing them about something is a way to show they like them. Especially boys. I think that may be why all our boys call you Shrimp. They like having you here, but don’t want the others to know it. So, they tease you about being little.”

      “Like a Shrimp in the big ocean?”

      “Something like that.”

      Lexie took another bite of her breakfast and seemed to be considering all they’d discussed. Melissa hoped she’d given her a good explanation to the nickname issue. The boys always used the name in a friendly, teasing—even indulgent—way. Never mean or condescending.

      Melissa was well acquainted with those kinds of names. Fatty. Lazyass. Stupid. Frank had use those often, even becoming crass when he’d had too much to drink, usually punctuating the name calling with his fists. Looking at the sweet little girl gobbling down her breakfast, Melissa prayed she’d never have to explain why people would call others—those they supposedly swore they loved—ugly, hurtful names.

      She shook off the melancholy thoughts, something she was finding easier to do each day she was further from her ex-husband’s reach, and took her mug to the sink.

      “Hurry up and finish your breakfast. We have appointments in town today.”

      “What’re we doing?” Lexie asked before shoving her last bite of waffle in her mouth, a much happier and excited expression on her face.

      “First we have a visit with Doc Clint and Miss Harriett.”

      “I love Miss Harriett,” Lexie said as she bounced out of her seat and brought her dishes to the sink.

      It had taken Melissa weeks to get the boys to do this simple act when she first arrived at the group home, but Lexie had jumped at every chance to be helpful, even if it was just bringing her dishes from the table. It pleased Melissa and broke her heart at the same time. She believed the little girl was anxious to please because she’d had so little attention paid to her in her young life. Melissa also suspected that Lexie was afraid if she wasn’t perfect, she’d be sent away. Which was why her little bout of anger earlier was such a milestone.

      As the live-in house mother for the group home, Melissa was in no way a trained counselor, which was provided by the county off site for the boys. Heck she was so messed up, she needed one herself. But she could give Lexie a safe and loving place to find her footing. If that allowed the little girl to grow and deal with the life she’d lived for six years with her neglectful mother, then Melissa was willing to do whatever it took to keep her safe.
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      She’s gained five pounds,” Doc Clint said once Lexie had gone down the hall with his nurse, Harriett, to check out the new kittens on the back porch. “Must be all that good cooking you do.”

      “I doubt that,” Melissa said nervously. “Is that a good weight gain?”

      The handsome doctor smiled. “Yes, she was very underweight when we found her last month. There’s no telling how long she’d gone without food, or how long she was in that house by herself.”

      “Whenever I’ve asked when she last saw her mother, all she says is before the snow started,” Melissa said, tightening the grip on her intertwined fingers. In all her life, even her years with Frank, she’d never wanted to hit someone as much as she did the woman who’d abandoned that sweet little girl. “It could’ve been the day the blizzard started. It could’ve been days before.”

      “She’s in a safe, warm place now,” Doc Clint said.

      “But for how long? Westen House was meant for troubled teens, not one shy little girl. Although…” Melissa smiled at the memory from breakfast this morning.

      “Although, what?” the doctor asked with a quizzical look.

      “The boys have all been very accepting of her since she arrived at the house. They’ve been teaching her to play video games and let her pick the movies on Friday Night Movie night. They’ve even given her the nickname of Shrimp.”

      “Sounds like she’s been as good for them, as they have for her.”

      “Yes, I agree. She’s softened some of their rough edges. Given them something or someone to actually champion.”

      Good Lord. She sounded like some silly teenage romantic, picturing her wards as knights in shining armor, protecting Lexie from the world. Only she knew better. Life wasn’t a fairy tale. No knights protected you from the dragons, especially the ones who lived with you. You had to do it for yourself.

      Quickly, she shook off the morose thoughts. This wasn’t about her. This was about Lexie.

      “The thing is, Doctor, this morning each of the boys called her by the nickname as they left. It was all good-natured, but she took exception to it. Not in their presence. She didn’t throw a fit or anything,” she rushed to reassure the doctor. “But after they left, we talked about it and I think she may not be as offended as she was.”

      Clint chuckled. “That’s actually a good sign.”

      “It is?” Melissa relaxed the grip on her fingers.

      “Yes. It’s normal for siblings to give each other names and for the recipient not to like them. The twins call Belle ‘Carrots’ even though their hair is every bit as red as hers, maybe more so.”

      “Does she mind it?” She knew the doctor had two stepsons and a baby daughter with his wife Emma.

      “She’s not old enough to protest yet, but I’m sure when she is, those boys will get a piece of her mind about it.” He grinned then made a note on the file in front of him. “What’s good about Lexie’s irritation at the nickname is that she feels safe and comfortable to voice her opinion about it to you. It also shows she’s learning to stand up for herself. Something she’s probably not learned from her mother. Lexie is feeling like she belongs and is important to others.” Clint closed the file and smiled at Melissa. “And I’m quite confident all that has come from the love and care she’s found with you these past weeks at Westen House.”

      Melissa blushed and fought the urge to disagree with him, but one of the things her counselor was teaching her was it was okay to accept compliments.

      “Now, we need to talk about the upcoming custody hearing,” the doctor went on. “Libby Reynolds dropped off a few things for me to give you. First, is a card for a local child psychologist. Another is for a lawyer.”

      Melissa took the cards he handed her and recognized the lawyer’s name, Chloe Roberts, the Sheriff’s sister-in-law. “A lawyer? I thought it would be the local district attorney asking the judge for the State to get custody of Lexie. What do I need a lawyer for?”

      “You’re right, the DA will be leading the custody case against Lexie’s mother. The lawyer isn’t for you. The judge appointed Chloe to be the child advocate for Lexie. Her sole mission is to see to Lexie’s welfare, that includes speaking for Lexie in the hearing and voicing what Lexie wants.”

      “Ah, okay. I’ll contact her today.”

      “The psychologist is going to determine if Lexie’s suffered,” he said pausing, the corners of his lips tightening, “any abuse…” Again, he paused, his eyes meeting hers with a weary pain in them. “Abuse of any kind.”

      Melissa quickly understood. He wasn’t just talking physical or emotional abuse, but sexual as well. They knew from the gentle exam his wife, Emma, who was a nurse, and his nurse, Harriett had done on Lexie’s first appointment that no rape had occurred to the little girl. Something they’d feared might have happened living among drug addicts. But it still didn’t mean she hadn’t been molested.

      “I see,” was all Melissa managed around the sudden lump in her throat.

      Doc Clint nodded and cleared his throat. “She’ll also do a rudimentary evaluation to see where she is on an educational level. We know by her age she should be in first grade, but there’s no record of her in the school system.”

      No one had wanted to push Lexie into a social setting like school so soon after being abandoned, so they’d kept her at Westen House for the time being. Melissa knew from her conversations with Deputy Löwe that the Sheriff’s Department was afraid the mother would come back and try to take Lexie. Because of that, the handsome deputy stopped by almost daily to check on things. Melissa tried to shift her attention back to the doctor and away from the warmth thinking about Daniel gave her inside.

      Focus. Say something productive.

      “Lexie reads chapter books,” she blurted out.

      The doctor blinked. “She does?”

      Melissa nodded. “Libby brought some over, along with first grade workbooks. We’ve been working on them every morning while the boys are at school or work.” She paused. “And she likes to bake.”

      “I bet she does. And I bet all those boys enjoy scarfing down the results.” Doc Clint smiled and stood. “I think you’re doing a good job with her, Melissa.”

      She stood and returned his smile, his second compliment filling her with pride. “She’s been a pleasure to have the house. I just wish she didn’t have to go anywhere else,” she said as they walked to the office door.

      The doctor opened it, then laid one hand gently on her shoulder. Melissa flinched. She couldn’t help it, even though she knew Doc Clint was being supportive, not looking to hurt her.

      God, would she ever get over being afraid of men? Would Frank and his fists always be inside her head?

      Doc Clint must’ve felt her muscles clenching slightly, because he dropped his hand and his eyes filled with a sadness, but he quickly changed to positive and supportive. “Nothing’s set in stone. The whole point of getting custody of Lexie away from her mother is to find the safest, most loving place for her. You meet with the counselor and Chloe, then we’ll see how things shake out with the courts. And try not to worry.”

      “I will,” Melissa promised, turning to find Lexie standing in the hallway with a black kitten cradled in her arms and hope in her eyes. Melissa turned to smile and shake her head at the doctor who had a twinkle in his eyes. “Good thing I’m not allergic to cats. Looks like we have another new resident at Westen House.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      How did it go out at the old Josiah Thurber place?” Deputy Sheriff Wes Strong, the acting chief for the day, asked Daniel as he entered the office with fellow deputy, Cleetus Junkins on his heels.

      “Got the pictures DA Howard and Libby will need to prove neglect and child endangerment in court next week.” Daniel shucked his winter jacket and hung it over the back of his chair, unable to keep the disgust out of his voice. “I’m surprised we didn’t have to chase off rats and cockroaches to get through the place.”

      “We didn’t look to hard for them, neither,” Cleetus added. “Bet those crime scene people will find some either alive or dead in that trash heap when they dig through it.”

      “Better them than us,” Daniel said, holding a fist out to his friend.

      “You know it.” Cleetus fist bumped him and headed to his seat.

      “Damn. And that sweet little girl was living in that mess?” Wes asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “Looks to me like Lexie took refuge in her room. It was the only place in the house that wasn’t dangerous, what with all the drug paraphernalia and trash filling up the rest of the rooms.”

      “Any sign the mother came back after the weather broke two days ago?” Wes asked.

      The blizzard that had blanketed the entire state had kept the town and rural area in survival mode. Which also meant the Sheriff’s department was busy making sure people had heat, electricity and water; that the residents had road access and medical attention if needed. On top of the initial two feet of snow, subsequent storms had added more ice and snow to the area for another four weeks. Finally, a warm front had moved through the area with the subsequent melting leading to some flooding of the local creeks. Again, forcing Sheriff Justice and his deputies into duty, helping in the community.

      Last night, Gage had called Daniel to give him the all clear to go out to the Thurber place and begin processing the scene with the state techs. Part of his assignment was to look for any clues that Lexie’s mom, Rose, might’ve returned at some point after he’d rescued the little girl.

      “Place was still locked from when we found Lexie. The door wedged in place like I jerry-rigged it after someone,” Cleetus grinned at Daniel, “broke it down to get inside that day.”

      “I didn’t have time to search for a key,” Daniel muttered, then grabbed his mug and headed to the coffee maker. “While the big guy waited for the crime scene people to get there, I walked the perimeter.” He’d grown up tracking animals in the woods with Dad before he’d gotten ill, and was a tracker in his army days. Among the deputies, he always took that assignment when a tracker was needed. “Didn’t see any new tracks. No vehicles or human. My guess is the bitch is still high in whatever hole she crawled into before the blizzard hit.”

      Closing his eyes a moment, he fought to control the anger surging through him once more, almost hearing the surprise looks his coworkers were exchanging behind his back. He never swore. He never called women disrespectful names. It wasn’t how he was raised and wasn’t in his makeup. But for Rose Cochran? A woman who would knowingly endangered her child for the sake of drugs? Yeah, he’d use the bitch word, with a capital B.

      He finished filling his mug and returned to his seat. “Any word from Gage and Bobby, yet?” he asked to change the subject.

      “Gage called and said they had to wait on the doctor,” Wes said.

      After checking out the scene at the Thurber place with him and Cleetus, Gage had left to take his wife, Bobby, another deputy sheriff, to her obstetrician’s appointment in Columbus.

      “Was there a problem?” Cleetus asked, worry written all over his features.

      Wes shook his head. “Don’t think so. The sonogram was done, but the doc had to go to a delivery. Gage said they probably wouldn’t make it back from Columbus until this evening, so they won’t be coming into the office today. Said something about feeding a pregnant woman.”

      “So, no problem?” Daniel asked and they all laughed. He pulled out his camera to begin downloading the pictures to his laptop. He’d make official files for the case they were building against Rose and send copies to both the DA and the county social worker, Libby Reynolds.

      Wes shook his head as his phone beeped for an incoming text. “The only problem is Chloe blowing up my phone with text messages.”

      “She’s just worried about her sister,” Cleetus said with a much less anxious expression.

      “Yeah and since she doesn’t want to cause Bobby undo stress or hack off Gage, she’s decided to message me all day with her frustrations. Typical lawyer. Wants to be in charge of things and hates to be left out of the loop.” He picked up his phone and eyed Daniel and Cleetus. “And no one ever tells her I said that. I know how to make bodies disappear.”

      Daniel chuckled and went on about his business, half listening to the one-sided conversation.

      “Yes, Gage called… No, he didn’t tell me anything… Of course, I’d tell you if there was a problem. I don’t keep secrets from you, Chloe. Gage said they’d be back this evening.”

      There was a long pause.

      “Sweetheart, don’t cry. Gage didn’t sound worried or upset, so I’m sure everything is okay. Why don’t you call Dylan?”

      Daniel leaned back in his chair and grinned at the other deputy who shook his head. The third and youngest Roberts sister was a surgical resident in Cincinnati.

      “Oh, you did and she’s in surgery? See? If there were a problem, she wouldn’t be going about her regular routine.”

      Again, Wes paused, rubbing the back of his neck. “No, I’m not calling Bulldog. If your sister’s in surgery, he is, too.”

      Daniel laughed.

      Wes flipped him the sign of perpetual peace and understanding.

      He and Chloe had become a couple after a pair of stalkers, one from each of their pasts, had forced them together during the blizzard. Bulldog was a former associate of Wes’s when he worked for the government and had been assigned to protect Dylan. Turned out he liked working with her and decided to make his home base in Cincinnati, between missions. The funny part to all this was, Wes didn’t particularly like lawyers, said they always had an opinion and liked to talk a problem to death. But Chloe was his exception to the rule, even though in Daniel’s limited time in her company, the woman did seem to relish both a good conversation and a heated debate.

      “Yes, Daniel and Cleetus went out to the house.” Wes gave Daniel a pointed look, as if daring him to comment. “You need copies of the photos?”

      Daniel held his hands up in a why motion, his brows drawn down in confusion

      “You’re going to be Lexie’s advocate? The assignment from the judge came through, then?” Again, Wes gave Daniel a pointed look.

      Daniel thrust a thumbs up sign at him that he’d send pics to her.

      Wes nodded. “You’ll need to send a formal request, counselor,” he said with a grin, and Daniel suspected he liked teasing her.

      “Okay, I’ll tell him.” Then he turned his back to the room, the conversation going quieter, the way it does when two people want to say personal things to each other. Things like I love you.

      Two months ago, Daniel never would’ve thought the former dark-ops agent, now town deputy, would be in any kind of relationship like he had with Chloe. Funny how things could change so quickly for people.

      Wes finished his call, then swiveled back around to the room. “Either one of you guys have plans tonight?”

      “Sylvie and I are having our first meeting with Pastor Miller for our couples’ pre-marriage counseling,” Cleetus said, looking up from his computer with a sappy grin on his face.

      Daniel tried not to laugh.

      Ever since the big guy had fallen for the elfish hairdresser, he’d been walking around with that goofy expression on his face. In all his years, Daniel had never seen a man more happy about all the preparations for the wedding set to happen in June.

      Most guys he’d known, including his recently married boss, tolerated the hoopla before the ceremony with more anticipation for the wedding night and honeymoon. Not Cleetus. Like any guy, those two things were on his mind—a planned trip to Niagara Falls and New York City to surprise Sylvie—but Cleetus was just as happy talking to the baker and florist, and now the minister.

      “Just have a meeting with the high school baseball team and their parents, from seven to nine,” Daniel said when Wes’s gaze swung his way. “Why?”

      “Chloe is meeting with Melissa Davis and Lexie tomorrow. The judge approved her petition to be the little girl’s advocate.”

      “Good. She’ll be good for her. God knows Lexie needs all the good people she can get in her corner.”

      “Trust me, Chloe will be sure Lexie’s welfare and her wishes are uppermost in Judge Rawlins’ mind,” Wes said with a wicked grin.

      “What’s the advocate thing have to do with tonight?” Cleetus asked.

      “Before she meets with Lexie and Melissa, Chloe’d like you two to tell her about how you found Lexie that day.”

      “It’s all in the report,” Daniel said.

      “Knowing Chloe, she wants to understand more than what’s written in an official report.” Wes toyed with the pen on his desk a moment. “Why don’t you both stop by around nine-thirty? You think you’ll be done at the church by then, Cleetus? You can bring Sylvie with you.”

      “Sure can.”

      “Daniel?”

      “Sure thing.”

      He’d have loved to refuse. He knew what Chloe wanted. She wanted his gut reaction to the situation. He didn’t know if he could give it without getting royally pissed off again. But if tearing out his insides and reliving that moment of panic when he realized Lexie was alone in that house with no heat in a blizzard would help Chloe protect her, he’d make the effort. The last thing he ever wanted was for Lexie’s mother to get her hands on the little girl once more.
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      Why are we going in here?” Lexie asked, clutching Melissa’s hand in hers and making her heart hurt for the little girl.

      “This is a hair and nail salon,” Melissa said as they stood outside the Dye Right Salon, the only place in town where women could get their hair, nails and even waxing done. “Since it’s spring, I thought we’d treat ourselves to getting our hair done and fingernails painted. It will make us feel special.” Something her counselor said she needed to make an effort to do on a regular basis. She squatted down to eye level with Lexie. “I thought you should have a treat for being so good and brave at your checkup today.”

      Not only had the doctor and Harriett weighed, measured and done a complete exam to see how Lexie had grown and progressed in the month she’d been at Westen House, but they’d given her several vaccinations. Unsure what, if any healthcare her mother had provided Lexie, the decision was to give her first round shots of polio, tetanus, pertussis and diphtheria—all she should have started as an infant. Boosters would come on bimonthly increments, along with the measles and hepatitis shots required for school.

      Doc Clint had explained that while many family practice groups gave all the shots at once, he believed in dividing them up so the child’s body built up antibodies to each disease separately before receiving more. Melissa, having no children of her own, had no idea what was normal, but trusted the man who’d cared for her and went with her to the hospital when Frank had nearly blinded her with the last beating he’d given her. If Doc Clint said split the vaccines up, split them was what they’d do.

      She reached up and pushed the jagged bangs away from Lexie’s face. “We can get your hair trimmed and paint your fingernails, if you want to that is. Would you like to do that?”

      “What colors will they paint my fingers?”

      Melissa laughed as she straightened. “Not your whole fingers, Lexie. Just the nails. They have lots of colors.”

      “Pink?”

      “Yes, pink. But not just one color of pink, they have all kinds of pink. You can choose which one you want. So, do you want to go inside now?”

      Lexie nodded.

      The moment they stepped inside, the noise from the music playing in the background, the whir of blow dryers and the voices talking and laughing over top of it all was overwhelming, even for Melissa. Lexie’s eyes grew wide and she tightened her grip on Melissa’s hand. That Lexie came to trust her warmed her heart. The fact the little girl should be so afraid of being around people saddened her.

      “It’s okay, sweetheart. When ladies get together, they make lots of noise,” she reassured her as the door closed behind them.

      “That we do.” Twylla Howard, the owner of the Dye Right said, coming around the reception desk with a big smile. “Sounds like a bunch of cackling hens, doesn’t it?” She gave Lexie a wink full of mischief. “I’m Twylla and you must be Lexie.”

      Lexie nodded, her grip on Melissa’s hand easing a little.

      “Well, Miss Melissa here called and asked if I had anyone special who’d be able to cut her very special friend, Lexie’s hair. I said I knew just the person.”

      Twylla waved towards the corner in the back of the salon. A moment later what appeared to be a life-sized fairy popped out of the crowd. Sylvie Gillis, who stood a little shorter than five feet with short, spikey red and gold hair, had dressed in green from head to toe. But what really sealed the deal was the silver shiny, gossamer wings attached to her back.

      Melissa looked down at Lexie. Her eyes were as big as silver dollars, not in fear, but excitement.

      “Hi, Lexie! I’m Sylvie,” the fairy said, squatting down to meet her eye-to-eye.

      “Are you a real fairy?” Lexie asked.

      “No. But I sure do like costumes.” She turned slightly and with the movement her wings wiggled. “Want to touch them? You can.”

      Lexie nodded and reached out to stroke a finger across the material, then giggled. “They’re soft.”

      “Yep. Made them myself. Would you like to come with me, and we’ll wash your hair and you can tell me how short you want me to cut it.” She offered her hand.

      “Not as short as yours,” Lexie said slipping her hand in Sylvie’s

      Sylvie made a horrified look. “Of course not! No one would be able to tell us apart. You have to have your own hair style, this one’s all mine.” The pair half skipped through the salon to the washing station.

      “I think Sylvie just made a new friend,” Melissa said.

      Twylla patted her on the arm. “She’s in good hands with Sylvie.”

      Melissa smiled, her eyes a little watery. “I know. It’s just…when I called, I wasn’t expecting her to go to such trouble.”

      “Trust me, it wasn’t any trouble at all for her. Sylvie likes to go to those comic book conventions and loves to dress up in costumes. Sometimes, I wonder if she’s still a kid that conned me into hiring her. She certainly isn’t much bigger than one.”

      “And to think she’s marrying Cleetus in June,” a woman with curly dark hair said as she joined them at the desk.

      Melissa knew Cleetus. One of the deputies who had rescued Lexie along with Daniel, he came by regularly to check on things at Westen House and to be sure no one had come to try and make contact with Lexie. He was a big man who also played Santa around town with Sylvie as his elf last Christmas. So in love, the pair made the cutest couple.

      The dark-haired woman picked up a card from the desk. “I’m Darcy, Miss Davis. My station’s right next to Sylvie’s, so you can keep an eye on your little girl, while I do your hair today.” She smiled and motioned for Melissa to join her. Melissa stopped herself from explaining that Lexie wasn’t her daughter. It was a small town. Gossip traveled fast. If Darcy didn’t know it already, she would by the end of the day.

      Melissa looked from Darcy to Twylla. Why wasn’t her friend doing her hair? Why was she passing her on to someone else? Had she somehow offended her?

      “When you called this morning, I was booked with vendors meetings and a few elderly regular customers for the day,” Twylla said with a reassuring touch to her shoulder and meeting her wary gaze with a positive one. She leaned forward to whisper in her ear. “It’s time for you to meet new people. You’re in good hands with Darcy. I promise.”

      With a smile plastered on her face, Melissa lifted her chin and followed the new stylist through the throng of women either being pampered or doing the pampering. She was glad when no conversations stopped for people to stare at her. Six months ago, she would’ve never been here. Any gossip about her, whether good or bad, would find its way back to Frank. He would’ve been angry because she’d either spent money, or that she’d done her hair wrong, or she’d talked to the wrong person, or she hadn’t talked to someone that would help his business.

      Going to a salon would’ve ended up with her getting another beating. She’d given up taking care of herself. Unfortunately, her strategy had only given him another excuse to use her as a punching bag.

      When they’d stood outside the salon, she hadn’t been honest with Lexie. The truth was all the people and noise in the salon made her nervous, too. Twylla understanding that the very first time Libby had brought her in after Frank had gone to prison, she’d stayed after hours in the salon just to take care of Melissa and she’d always been grateful. Especially since she’d still been bruised all over her face from the final beating and the surgery needed to repair her eye and facial injuries.  It had taken a few trips, but now she came to the salon regularly to help her get over her fear of crowds. Another reason her counselor said going to the salon was good for her.

      As Melissa sat at the sink, Darcy worked gardenia-scented shampoo into her hair with deliciously warm-bordering-on-hot water and her strong fingers. The tension she’d been trying to hide since leaving the doctor’s office to walk the few blocks downtown to the salon slowly disappeared. She could’ve driven the mini-van the town had provided her as part of her job at Westen House from the doctor’s parking lot, but the day was the first one with sunshine and temperatures around fifty since last fall. It was good for Lexie, and herself, to get out in the sunshine for some exercise.

      The tension came from the possibility of meeting a friend or family member of Frank’s. For the past six months she’d dreaded a confrontation in public with any of them, especially after he went to prison. She’d even taken to doing her grocery shopping early in the morning right after the boys had gone to school and few people were about town.

      Today’s outing with Lexie was as much her own decision to stop hiding as it was to get her newest charge some exercise and a new haircut.

      Giggling sounded beside her. She turned to see what was going on and grinned. Lexie was high in her chair, looking at the mirror. Sylvie had lathered her hair thickly and pulled it into twists that resembled floppy dogs’ ears on top of her head.

      “Make it a kitty?” Lexie asked.

      “Sure thing, sweetie.” Sylvie quickly worked the hair into two points resembling kitten ears. “There you go.”

      Lexie giggled.

      “Do you like cats?” Sylvie asked.

      “Yes, I got one at the doctors. Miss Harriett said he has to stay with his mama a couple more weeks, then he can come live with me.”

      “A brand-new kitten. How fun! We best get this soap out of your hair.” Sylvie put the chair back and helped Lexie lie so her hair was in the bowl. “What are you going to name him?”

      A long pause came from Lexie as Sylvie rinsed her hair, and Melissa held her breath in anticipation of what she was going to say.

      “I think I’ll call him Blizzard,” Lexie finally said.

      “Oh, because he’s white all over?” Sylvie asked, wrapping a towel around Lexie’s hair and helping her sit back up.

      Melissa swallowed her laughter. She knew what was coming next.

      “He’s not white. He’s all black,” Lexie announced.

      Sylvie drew her brows in confusion. “Then why are you calling him blizzard? Blizzards are all white.”

      “That’s when Miss Harriett said he was born. During the blizzard.”

      Sylvie thought about it a second, then nodded. “Good a reason as any. I like it.”

      Lexie hopped down and the pair headed to Sylvie’s station.

      Melissa laughed.

      So did Darcy. “You’ve got to love how kids’ brains work.”

      Holding the towel on her head, Melissa followed Darcy back to her chair. “She’ll love having a black cat named Blizzard when she’s older. In the meantime, I’m sure all the boys will think it’s hysterical.”

      “So, you have sons, too?” the stylist asked as she started combing out her wet hair.

      Melissa took a steadying breath.

      For so long she’d avoided talking about her private life with anyone, afraid whatever she said would get back to Frank. This wasn’t about Frank, though. It wasn’t really about her, either. It was about the life she was living now and the kids under her care. She was proud of what she was doing and the lives she was helping change. Time to acknowledge it out loud, in public.

      “Actually, I don’t have any children. I am the house mother at the Westen House,” she said as Darcy started cutting her hair. “Not too short, please.”

      “Layered around the face with bangs again and to your shoulders?” Darcy asked.

      Melissa smiled. It was nice to have someone ask her opinion about her hair—or anything else for that matter. It was her usual style with a bit of a modern twist with the layers. “Yes, I think so.”

      “I’ve heard of the Westen House. It’s a home for troubled kids, right?”

      “More like a group home for homeless teens, teens having trouble at home or school, but no juvenile record. Sort of a buffer between their problems and the stepping out into society. Right now, there are four young men living there. All doing well.” She didn’t try to hide the pride in her voice. It was true. They all were doing well.

      “Cool. And the little girl?” Darcy set down the scissors and held the blow dryer in one hand and a round brush in the other, waiting on Melissa’s answer.

      “She’s a special guest,” she replied, tempering her answer. While the news the little girl had been abandoned was probably common knowledge by now, it went against Melissa’s principles to engage in gossip. Especially gossip about someone she’d been given the responsibility to care for.

      She met Darcy’s eyes in the mirror.

      The younger woman nodded, understanding and compassion in her eyes. Turning on the dryer, she began pulling the brush through Melissa’s wet hair. She closed her eyes and blissfully relaxed, enjoying the moment of peace.

      [image: ]
* * *

      In the end, Lexie—after much discussion with Sylvie on the merits of all the shades of pink—decided for Strawberry Soda polish on her nails.

      “Well, don’t you two look like bright shiny new pennies today?” Lorna, the owner of the Peaches ’N Cream Café said as she set two glasses of water on the table of their booth. “Where have you been?”

      Melissa nodded at Lexie. “We went to see Dr. Clint this morning, then decided to treat ourselves to some shopping.”

      “I got two shots. Then Ms. Harriett took me to see the kittens. I’m ‘dopting Blizzard,” Lexie announced, kicking her feet back and forth so her pink converse shoes hit the booth seat.

      “And where did you get those shoes?” Lorna asked.

      “At the store,” Lexie said, tilting her head as if wondering where else Lorna thought they’d come from.

      “We went to The Hopscotch Boutique to buy some clothes after a stop at the Dye Right to get haircuts and our nails done,” Melissa explained.

      Lexie held up her nails. “Mine are Strawberry Soda pink.” Then she extended one leg to show off her new shoe. “My shoes match.”

      Lorna admired the nails and shoes with great seriousness. “Very nice choices. Your favorite color wouldn’t be pink, would it?”

      Lexie grinned nearly ear-to-ear and bobbed her head, her pigtails bouncing, the pink ribbons Sylvie had tied on them waving like banners. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Well, it’s a little early for strawberries in Ohio, but when they’re ripe, I’ll be sure to have Pete make some homemade strawberry ice cream.” Lorna leaned closer as if imparting a National Secret. “It’s always pink. Would you like me to save you some?”

      Lexie’s eyes lit up and she nodded emphatically.

      “Strawberries won’t be ripe for months,” Melissa said, picking up the menu. “So maybe we should order something else for lunch today?”

      “I already know what I want,” Lexie announced, then looked very seriously at Lorna. “Grilled cheese and Pete’s special tomato soup, please.”

      Melissa glanced at Lorna who was writing Lexie’s order on a pad. The corners of the older woman’s lips twitched as if she were hiding a grin.

      This was the second time Melissa had brought the little girl here for lunch. She’d ordered the same thing the first time, too. Melissa had learned that Lexie had eaten her first grilled cheese and tomato soup meal here the night Deputy Löwe had found her abandoned in her home during the blizzard.

      “And how about you, Miss Davis?” Lorna asked.

      Melissa blinked, realizing she hadn’t really perused the menu. “How about a club sandwich with a side salad? And please call me Melissa.”

      “Melissa.” Lorna nodded in acknowledgement and acceptance, making Melissa feel a little special. “Then what kind of dressing would you like on the salad? We have ranch, Italian, blue cheese and I think Pete whipped up some raspberry vinaigrette,” she said with a mischievous wink.

      Melissa looked at Lexie. “What do you think? Should I try a pink dressing?”

      Lexie grinned and nodded.

      “Raspberry it is.” She handed her menu back to Lorna. “I’ll have a sweet tea and a milk for Lexie, please.”

      After Lorna left the table, Lexie scrunched her face up as if pondering a great question.

      Melissa waited a minute. When Lexie still hadn’t said what was wrong, she asked, “Something bothering you?”

      “What’s the club?”

      “The club?” Melissa thought hard.

      “The one with the sandwich?” Lexie said, as if it made perfect sense to her.

      “Oh, my club sandwich?” Melissa laughed a little. “It’s a kind of sandwich. It has toast with bacon, ham, tomato, lettuce and mayonnaise on it. Then Pete cuts it into four triangles.”

      Lexie drew her brows down and tilted her head sideways. “Why do they call it a club sandwich?”

      Melissa thought about it a while. She could make something up, but she’d decided a long time ago to always be truthful with the kids left in her charge. “I don’t really know. I suspect, it may be because the first time someone made that sandwich they might have been in a club. What do you think?”

      Lexie considered this explanation a moment, then nodded her head. “I think it was a sandwich club.”

      Melissa returned her smile. “I think you might be right.”

      Lexie grinned, then turned to stare out the window at the activity on Main Street. Melissa did the same, watching people stroll up and down the main thoroughfare.

      Since the town had nearly blown up the year before from an underground Meth lab outside of town, the state had been pouring money into the area to help with rebuilding. Which, in turn, had brought new home construction and a revitalizing to the downtown business area. One new store doing a booming business was The Hopscotch Boutique for kids. The clothes were all made in America and the cost wasn’t too much higher than things Melissa had seen at the warehouse style stores on the edge of town. The owner, Regan Tennyson, was new to town and very friendly to not only the customers, but the children, too. Melissa hoped she’d be successful.

      “I guess they’ll let any kind of trash eat here,” a familiarly crass and nasty voice said behind Melissa.

      With a breath to steady her suddenly jumpy nerves, she slowly turned to face her former mother-in-law, Jolene. Seated next to her was her daughter, Nicole and her other son’s wife, Pamela. Three of the meanest women who lapped up gossip like cats at a bowl of cream.

      All the time she’d lived with Frank, she’d never received a kind word from any of them. They’d seen the faded bruises—Frank kept her hidden while the marks were various shades of blue, purple and green—on her face, arms and hands. Yet, none of the women thought to help her. Jolene had even accused her of harming herself and blaming Frank to get him in trouble with the final beating that nearly killed her.

      Like she’d break her own arm and several ribs, while somehow managing to beat her left eye until the socket was broken, spend weeks in the hospital healing, and go to court looking humiliatingly pitiful just to get precious Frank into trouble.

      It had been six months since she’d walked away from court a free woman. Six months since her abuser had gone to prison. Six months since she’d had to fear the women two tables over. Well, she wasn’t going to cower in front of them now—or ever again.

      Lifting her chin slightly, she let her gaze rake over each one of them, like a grocer sizing up produce and finding it rotten. With one brow raised, she gave a half-smile, the kind she’d learned from them. “Yes, I guess any trash is welcome,” she said, throwing their insult back.

      “How dare you!” Jolene said, shoving her chair back.

      Melissa braced for the confrontation. Remembering it wasn’t just her at this booth, but someone much more vulnerable and her duty to protect, she moved to stand beside the table, blocking Lexie from the wrath of the she-devil. Only, it wasn’t Jolene in front of her.

      “Deputy Löwe…” she hesitated, all her anger lost in confusion as she stared at the handsome deputy. Where did he come from? She didn’t remember seeing him when she entered. Of course she was busy listening to Lexie talk about Sylvie and her fairy costume at the time.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your lunch,” he said, his gaze locking with hers.

      She swallowed hard, then glanced over his shoulder. Behind him, the waitress Glenna had moved to intercept her former in-laws with their check and escort them to the cash register, listening to the trio whine and complain all the way. She wasn’t quite sure what they were saying but got the impression it was as much about the food as it was her. Glenna seemed to let it slide right off her back as if she was used to it from them.

      “Miss Davis?”

      Melissa blinked, realizing Daniel was still standing inches from her with an expectant look on his face, and what she suspected was the effort to keep from grinning at her confusion. “Oh, I’m sorry, what were you saying?”

      He laid his hand on her elbow, turning her away from the scene behind him and towards Lexie. “I was saying that I have something I think your lunch partner will find interesting.” He reached into his coat pocket and pulled a paperback out of the pocket.

      “My book!” Lexie said with a grin, taking the paperback from him. “You found it. I wasn’t done with it, yet.”

      He smiled. “I could tell.”

      Her eyes got wide. “How did you know?”

      He toyed with the edge of a paper sticking out the top. “Your bookmark was only halfway through it.”

      “My Nana said you should never turn down the corners of the pages. You got to respect the writer’s words,” Lexie said with complete seriousness. “That’s why she gave it to me.”

      “The picture?” Daniel asked.

      “The book,” the little girl said, as if he should’ve known that. “I used the picture because it had Nana, Mama, and me in it.”

      Lorna returned at that moment with their drinks. “Gonna join the ladies for lunch, deputy?” she asked with one brow arched in question. “I can just bring your order here when it’s ready.”

      “I hadn’t meant to interrupt…” he said, looking from Lexie to Melissa.

      “Oh, please do. You were so kind to bring her the book,” Melissa said. “I can scoot onto the seat with her.” And she proceeded to do just that with Lexie moving to make room.

      “If you’re sure I won’t be intruding,” he said.

      “Get your butt in there and sit down,” Lorna said with a nudge of her hip. “I’m gonna need the counterspace anyways. Can’t have truckers taking up valuable table space with only one diner.”

      Daniel wiggled out of his coat and scooted into the booth, removing his sheriff’s department ball cap and setting it on the seat beside him. He ran his hand through his thick, short, dark brown hair, a small cowlick tipping the front crookedly to one side.

      Glad for his company, she wasn’t really sure what to talk about. Silence stretched between them.

      “Did my mama come back home?” Lexie finally asked, her eyes hopeful.

      Daniel’s almost panicked gaze shot to Melissa. He doesn’t know how to answer her. He wants my help. In her opinion, even children want the truth. You can never trust someone who lies to you. She stared straight into his blue eyes and nodded, hoping he would understand.

      Slowly he inhaled and returned the nod. Then he softened his face and looked at Lexie. “I’m sorry, Lexie, she wasn’t there when Deputy Cleetus and I went there this morning.”

      The little girl’s face fell, her lips pursed, and her eyes dulled. Melissa’s heart broke to see Lexie so disappointed. She wanted to reassure her that her mother was okay, but she wasn’t going to lie to her.

      “Tell me about your nana,” she said instead, putting her arm around the little girl’s shoulder. “She must love you a lot to buy you books.”

      Lexie nodded. “She used to send them in the mail. Sometimes she sent me clothes, too.”

      “Like the pink socks she knitted for you?” Daniel asked.

      Lexie giggled. “You made one pair into my thumbless gloves.”

      “I did. Kept your hands warm, didn’t they?”

      “Uh huh.”

      “Are those the pink socks you keep wearing?”

      “Nana made them for me.” Lexie took a drink of her milk.

      “And that makes them special, doesn’t it?”

      Lexie nodded again.

      “Do you get to see your nana much?” Daniel asked.

      “No, she used to live at the home.”

      “She has her own home?”

      “No. The home. It’s in Florida. Mama said we couldn’t go see her, coz only old people get to sleep there. Then she died. So, I can’t see her anymore.”

      “Do you have any aunts or uncles?”

      “Nope. Mama was a lonely child.”

      Daniel shifted his gaze back to Melissa again. He’d just gotten more information out of the little girl about her next of kin in one quick conversation than she’d been able to get out of her in a month of caring for her. Now they knew there was no one to take her if the courts successfully took away the mother’s custody. Which meant Lexie would end up in the foster program.

      Lorna arrived with their meals. “One grilled cheese sandwich and a bowl of Pete’s special tomato soup. One club sandwich with side salad and pink dressing. And one cobb salad no avocado,” she said, dropped each meal in front of the correct patron then headed back to the kitchen.

      Melissa looked at Daniel, surprised. “I didn’t know men ordered salads for lunch.”

      He gave a little shrug. “Had a fast-food breakfast sandwich on my way out to…” he paused to glance at Lexie who was busy dunking her grilled cheese wedge into the bowl of soup. “Before meeting Cleetus. Thought salad would balance it out.”

      “And no avocados?”

      “Yeah, not a big fan.” He nodded at her plate. “Your salad looks pretty good. What kind of dressing is that?”

      “It’s pink!” Lexie said and leaned in close.

      He followed suit, going very serious, as if she were about to impart the secrets of the ages. “Why’s it pink?”

      “It’s raspberry,” she whispered then pointed to the salad. “Mr. Pete puts some raspberries in it, too. They look like red raisins. See?”

      “I think those are cranberries,” Daniel whispered back. “Maybe Miss Davis will let you try one?”

      Lexie tilted her head and peeked up at Melissa, her eyes wide and questioning beneath her freshly cut bangs.

      Inside, Melissa was dying at the cuteness of the little girl beside her. She so wanted to hug her and squeeze her for being so adorable, however she wasn’t going to reinforce the idea that Lexie could manipulate people by being cute to give her things. They might not have too much time together. The judge next week was more than likely going to give custody to the state and the little girl would be whisked off to a proper foster home, but in the time they were together, Melissa hoped she could instill some self-worth and self-confidence in her.

      She gave Lexie a steady gaze until the cute look faded away just slightly, then she smiled. “Would you like to taste the cranberry?”

      “Yes, please,” Lexie replied with more honest curiosity.

      “Since you asked politely,” Melissa said, picking out two cranberries, one with dressing and one without, and laying them on Lexie’s plate, “you may have two. Try the one without dressing first so you can see what they taste like all on their own.”

      Lexie followed instructions, her face beaming for both. “I like them.”

      “Good. Maybe we’ll put some cranberries in our salads back at the house.”

      “And pink dressing?” Lexie said, this time with mischief in her eyes.

      “We can try and make some. Why?”

      Lexie giggled. “Then the boys will have to eat pink dressing.”

      They both laughed and Daniel grinned at them. The meal continued with Lexie filling them in on everything she loved about the book she was reading. Daniel listened intently, occasionally asking questions. While she’d been at the Dye Right, Melissa had set up an appointment with the child psychologist to do Lexie’s diagnostic testing tomorrow, but after listening to her and Daniel converse, she already knew the little girl was brighter than other children her age.

      As they finished, Glenna approached the table.

      “Coach?” she addressed Daniel, who didn’t seem the least surprised.

      “Hey there, Glenna.”

      “I was wondering if I could give you Duncan’s permission slip now? I’m working until ten tonight, so I can’t make the player parents meeting at the school.” She held out an envelope. “It has his physical from Doc Clint. And I told him if he wants to be on the team again this year, he’d best keep his grades up. Best motivation to keep that boy of mine studying.”

      Daniel took the envelope and smiled up at the waitress. “That boy has a wicked slider starting to develop. And I’m one hundred percent with you. Grades come first, baseball second.”

      “Thanks, Coach. Lorna told me to give you your checks, too.” She slid two slips of paper on the table and headed to another table to take an order.

      Before Daniel could take the checks, Melissa slid them to her and studied them. She handed him his, noting the slight look of disappointment on his face. She’d guessed right. He’d meant to pay for her and Lexie’s lunch, too. The knowledge that he wanted to treat them warmed a spot in the center of her chest. She ignored it. It had taken all her courage to stand up to Frank and she’d worked too hard for her independence to just hand it over to another man on a whim. She didn’t know if this little spark between them would lead anywhere, wasn’t sure if she wanted it to, but she’d made a promise to herself—from now on any relationship she entered into would be on equal footing and respect.

      “So, you’re a baseball coach?” she asked as she took out her wallet.

      “I played in high school and college, so when the high school needed a coach a few years back, I volunteered.” He slid out of the booth and waited for her and Lexie to walk in front of him to the register.

      “Oh, like the sheriff is the football coach? And Fire Chief Reynolds is an assistant coach?”

      He shrugged. “Small town. Sometimes we have to wear lots of hats.”

      “And I’ve given Kyle the night off to go to the meeting with Deke and Libby,” Lorna said. “That boy’s busier than a bee in summer.”

      Daniel handed over his bill and cash. “No change, Lorna. And I’ll be glad to see that Kyle stays busy.”

      “Busy teens keep out of trouble,” she said, then fixed her gaze on Melissa. “Any of those boys at your place play ball?”

      She considered the question. “You know? I’ve never really asked them.”

      “Tryouts are next week,” Daniel said. “Might be a good time to ask.”

      A throat cleared behind them. They turned to see a grizzled truck driver standing there with his thermos. “Thought I’d get a refill for the road, Ms. Lorna.”

      “I guess that’s our cue to move on,” Daniel said with a wink. He walked with them to the door, then held it for them. Melissa couldn’t remember a time when Frank had been so polite—even when they’d been dating.

      “Ladies, it was a very nice lunch. Thank you for sharing with me,” he said with a half bow.

      Lexie giggled. “You ate your own lunch. We didn’t share.”

      “You shared your time and your company,” he said. “I appreciate both.”

      “Then you are welcome,” the little girl said with a grin. “Oh, and thank you for bringing me my book. I’ve been wanting to know what happened to the girls.”

      “You are most welcome.” He paused a moment and studied Melissa. “If you need anything, or anyone suspicious comes round…”

      “I’ll call you,” she finished, knowing he meant Lexie’s mother. “I promise.”

      “Good. Oh, and check with your boys. If one of them, or more, want to try out, I’d be happy to have them,” he said, then stepped back, putting some distance between them.

      “I will. Maybe learning to be on a team would be good for them.” She wanted to stay and talk, but people were moving around them as they blocked the sidewalk. And it was a small town. Gossip spread faster than gasoline on a brush fire. So, she balanced the shopping bag full of girl’s clothes in one hand and took Lexie’s hand in her other and turned away. Time to get home and dinner started before her house was invaded by the horde of testosterone-fueled males looking for food.
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      What I need to know is exactly what happened, step-by-step the day you found Lexie in the house, Deputy Löwe,” Chloe Roberts said.

      She sat on the couch in the main room of Wes’s cabin, a large yellow legal pad in her hand and what looked to be a half-wolf, half-Husky curled up at her feet. A month earlier, Wöden had saved the lawyer’s life by jumping in front of a bullet. It had taken some time for him to heal completely, but now was Chloe’s constant companion since she’d moved from Cincinnati to live with Wes.

      “It’s just Daniel,” he said, seated in one of the leather armchairs that flanked the couch. “It was the day after the blizzard roared through the area. Cleetus and I had gone out to the rural parts of the county to check on residents. We had to go on snowmobiles since the roads were unplowed that far out. Power was down all over the county and we wanted to be sure people had some sort of heat. Cleetus headed northeast to talk to some of the Amish families he’s friendly with and I headed a little more directly north.”

      “Between here and the Amish community then?” Wes said from his spot next to Chloe.

      Daniel nodded. “I came to what Cleetus told me was the old Thurber place. He also told me Rose Cochran was renting the house and she had a daughter.”

      “When you got there, what was the first thing you saw?” Chloe asked.

      Daniel focused on answering her questions and not jumping forward to when he found Lexie. “I stopped at the end of the drive and just looked around. I didn’t see any lights in the house, but with the power out, that didn’t surprise me. I didn’t see any smoke coming from the chimney either, and that bothered me. At that point I called Cleetus on the SAT phones we had with us since cell towers were out of commission, too.”

      “What did you think?”

      “That the place was quiet. Too quiet. Everything seemed muffled.”

      “That’s what snow does,” Chloe said with a nod as she jotted down notes on her pad, then glanced up at him. “What happened next?”

      “Once Cleetus told me people were living there, I drove the snowmobile up to the house and parked. With the engine off, I just listened. When there was no sound of movement from the house, I went to the front door. There were no footprints anywhere and the snow covered all the steps. I pounded on the door and called out who I was and that I was doing a wellness check.”

      “Is that what you said?” Wes said with a smirk. “Ma’am, I’m doing a wellness check?”

      “Okay, what I said was, is anyone home, wise-ass.”

      Wes laughed. “Just wanted to be sure we weren’t using some new politically correct terminology these days.”

      Chloe elbowed him. “You’re not helping.”

      “Just trying to lighten up the mood,” Wes said slipping his arm around behind her on the couch.

      Daniel appreciated it. Every time he thought about the what-ifs, his stomach roiled. A few hours more? Who know what would’ve happened to the little girl?

      “So, what did you do then?” Chloe asked to nudge him back to the story.

      “When no one answered, I looked in the front window to see if anyone was inside.”

      “What did you see?”

      “Trash. Place looked like one of those reality shows where the people are hoarders. Not walls of crap or clothes, but fast food boxes on the table, and floor. What looked like possible drug paraphernalia on the table. Piles of laundry on the floor and on the furniture. But no people.”

      “Were you concerned?”

      “Well, yeah. If there was someone in there, with no heat, they could be dead in all that mess.”

      “What did you do next?”

      “I checked the perimeter of the house. Still no footprints anywhere. Checked the windows into the kitchen.”

      “What did you see there?” Chloe asked, still writing on her tablet. She seemed to have a certain way she wanted to hear the story. What he did, what he saw, what he thought.

      “The kitchen was the same as the living room, and so was the first bedroom. Trash everywhere.”

      “Okay, is that the bedroom where you found Lexie?”

      “No.” Daniel couldn’t help his smile. “The second bedroom was as neat as a pin. You could tell it belonged to a little girl. Except for the wooden furniture, everything in it was pink or purple.”

      “You know that’s terribly sexist to think only little girls like pink and purple,” Wes said, which earned him another elbow to the ribs. “Geez counselor, you know you were thinking it. I just thought I’d try to educate my co-worker that colors are not gender specific.”

      Chloe shook her head and lifted her eyes heavenward, before looking at Daniel. “Can you tell who has been doing an online course on public relations this week?”

      “Yeah,” Daniel said with a grin. “Your sister is making all of us do it. I’m avoiding it like the plague.”

      Wes shook his head. “Don’t let Bobby hear you. She’s determined to keep the sheriff’s department up to the state requirements. With all the changes in discrimination and how it’s handled by law enforcement, we don’t want to get caught with our pants down, so to speak.”

      Again, Chloe shook her head. “Just so you know, the room Dylan and I shared growing up was bubblegum pink. When we hit our teens, I rebelled and painted my half black. Thought Bobby was going to have a stroke when she saw it.”

      “Somehow that doesn’t surprise me,” Wes said and leaned in to plant a kiss on her lips. “What else did you do to rebel?”

      “Be good and I’ll tell you later,” she said, pushing him back a little, but staring into his eyes.

      Daniel waited patiently for the new couple to remember he was still here. Finally, he cleared his throat and continued on with his statement. “When I got to that bedroom window, I thought no one was there and was ready to leave.”

      “What caught your attention?” Chloe asked, back on task and taking notes.

      “For all the room’s neatness, there was a huge mound in the bed. Like something was buried under it.” He paused and the back of his eyes stung as the fear raced back into his mind. “I was sure I was going to find the little girl dead in that room.

      Chloe leaned forward and laid her hand on his knee. “That must’ve been horrific.”

      Daniel swallowed hard and blinked a few times, struggling to get his emotions under control. “It could’ve been a lot worse. When those covers moved, I almost fell to my knees with relief.”

      “I’m sure you did,” Chloe said with a little laugh, then leaned back to continue the interview. “What happened after that?”

      “Lexie peeked out from the covers.” He grinned at the memory. “Two of the biggest, bluest eyes I’ve ever seen. Anyways, I told her who I was and that I was there to help. I hurried back to the front of the house, which seemed to take forever, the snow was so deep.”

      “How’d you get inside?” Wes asked this time.

      “I rammed it with my shoulder. The door was old, and the jamb gave way like kindling.”

      “Was Cleetus there yet?” Chloe asked.

      “Right before I broke down the door, I heard his snowmobile coming up the road. I could’ve waited, but honestly? I was just desperate to get to Lexie. Once I got inside, I was pretty confident she was the only live body in the place, so I headed straight to her bedroom.”

      “You wanted to be sure she didn’t have frostbite, didn’t you,” Wes said, more of a statement than a question. He was acknowledging he would’ve done the same thing.

      Daniel simply nodded.

      “And what condition did you find her in?”

      “Considering how cold it was and that sometime during the night the power had gone out, she was in pretty good shape. She’s also one smart and resourceful little girl. Not only had she buried herself under a half dozen blankets and quilts, she’d worn her coat to bed. Of course the coat, her socks and shoes were full of holes and nearly paper thin, but she’d done her best to stay warm.”

      Chloe shook her head. “Kids who grow up in households where there’s little security from the parents usually learn self-preservation early on. So Cleetus arrived then?”

      “Yes. He’d brought in his thermos, which was full of hot chocolate. Mine held coffee. Lorna had fixed us up with them, in case we were out in the cold too long. I gave some hot chocolate to Lexie to drink while he went to do a search of the place.”

      “What was he looking for?” Chloe asked.

      “A dead or nearly dead body,” Wes answered for him. “There was no sign of the mother moving around, they had to be sure she wasn’t injured in the mess somewhere.”

      Daniel nodded. “While Cleetus was gone I got Lexie ready to move out into the cold. Found some knit socks in her drawer. Pink, of course.” He grinned at Chloe.

      “Of course.”

      “By the time I had her ready to transport, Cleetus came back to let me know no one else was in the house. Dead or alive.”

      “Thank goodness for that.” Chloe paused to look over at him. “Did Lexie say anything about her mother?”

      Unleashed rage surged through Daniel. He clenched his jaw a moment before answering. “When I asked her, when was the last time she’d seen her mother, Lexie said, before the snow started. That could’ve been the night before or—”

      “A week before,” Wes finished for him, his face as angry as Daniel’s felt.

      Before Chloe could ask any more questions, Wöden gave a low growl.

      “That must be Cleetus and Sylvie pulling up. It’s okay, boy, you like Cleetus,” Wes said, rising to pet the animal on the head before going to the door. The wolf-dog followed behind him and slipped out the door, his tail wagging like an overgrown puppy.

      “Thank you, Daniel,” Chloe said, pulling his attention back to her. “You were very helpful.”

      He chuckled in doubt. “I don’t know how. All that information was in my report.”

      “Well, yes. All the facts you gave were exactly how the report read. Gage gave me a copy once the judge made me Lexie’s advocate. I also have the files from Clint on his initial examination and the subsequent ones, including today’s.” She reached for the bowl of nacho flavored chips on the table, offering him some.

      “No thanks.”

      “I’m addicted to the stuff, especially when I’m working. Drives Bobby crazy,” she grinned. “Always has. Anyways, the reason I wanted you to tell me what you remembered and how you reacted that day will help me see a clearer picture of just how alone and in danger Lexie had been.”

      She popped a chip into her mouth and munched away as she flipped through her notes. Behind them, Cleetus and Sylvie came through the front door, shed their coats for Wes to hang on the coat rack, and joined the group. It was always odd to see them together. Sylvie reminded him of an overgrown fairy, complete with fiery, spiked red and orange hair. While Cleetus would’ve been at home on any NFL field playing both defensive and offensive lineman. Total opposites. Except when you got to know them, you realized they had one thing in common—tender hearts of gold.

      Daniel stood to shake Cleetus’ hand. “How was the meeting with the preacher?”

      “Couldn’t be better,” the big man said with a grin from ear-to-ear. “Preacher Miller is always good to talk to. Had some ideas for next year’s Christmas Jubilee.”

      “I swear you’d play Santa every day of the year, not just at Christmas.” Sylvie shook her head, coming over to exchange hugs with Chloe, then sitting on the leather love seat to scratch Wöden behind the ears.

      “Can I get you a drink or a snack?” Chloe offered, holding up the bowl of chips.

      “Oh, Lord no. We had dinner, then desert over at the pastor’s house.” Sylvie looked up at Cleetus who’d joined her on the love seat. “Sorry we’re so late. Someone didn’t tell me we were coming here after the meeting with the pastor and that same someone had two slices of cheesecake before we left.”

      “Couldn’t help it. Miss Susie always makes the best chocolate cheesecake,” Cleetus said with a grin.

      “It’s actually good you just got here,” Chloe said, settling back with her notepad and pen. “It gave me a chance to hear Daniel’s view on what happened that day.”

      “Yeah, he got there before I did.” Cleetus went all serious and it was like someone had sucked some of the life out of the room. “The place was a wreck. Thinking of that little girl living in it, and then being all alone there…”

      Sylvie turned in her seat and wrapped her arms around her fiancé. For once, she didn’t say anything.

      “What was the first thing you saw when you got to the Thurber place?” Chloe asked, all lawyer-like, before popping another chip in her mouth.

      “The door was standing ajar, half the doorframe shattered.” Cleetus gave a nod to Daniel. “I figured Dan there was the cause. The living room was full of trash, piles of clothes, old fast food boxes and the table had drug paraphernalia all over it. Dirty spoons. Used syringes. Tourniquet kind of things, like a rubber hose and two old belts. Pop cans and spoons used to cook stuff.”

      Daniel liked how Chloe knew when to take control of the conversation, directing Cleetus to focus. Just like she had him when his emotions had gotten too deep. Focus on the facts, focus on remembering details. His gaze met Wes’s over her head, who nodded toward the kitchen.

      Wondering what his friend wanted to talk about, he joined him away from the group to let Cleetus tell his part of the story without any interference, just as he had. Chloe would get the information out of him, no problem.

      “She’s good,” he said, leaning back against the far counter. “I didn’t feel like I was being interrogated.”

      “Interviewed,” Chloe yelled from the couch without turning around. “I don’t interrogate. That’s your department’s job.”

      Wes laughed and leaned in closer. “And she’s got great hearing, too.”

      “I heard that!”

      Everyone, including Chloe laughed.

      “She’ll be good for Lexie,” Daniel said. “When does she meet with her?”

      “I believe she’s going over to Westen House tomorrow to talk with her and Melissa. The court case is next week. Chloe wants to get to know Lexie before then.” He pulled out two beers from the fridge, popped the caps on each and handed one to Daniel. “You sure there was nothing new out at the Thurber place today?”

      “Looked exactly as we left it when we brought Lexie to town. Even the door slightly askew. The drug paraphernalia was still there for the crime scene people to bag up. Condition of the house hadn’t changed at all. The trash, the clutter. Like Cleetus said this morning, at least we didn’t find any dead rodents or live cockroaches on our walk through.”

      “Probably the blizzard and cold weather since then helped with that.”

      Daniel laughed. “Yeah, there’s one good thing that came out of that storm.”

      Wes stared across his cabin at the tall, lanky brunette at home on his couch. “Oh, trust me, there were quite a few good things that came out of that blizzard.”

      “Man, you’ve got it bad.”

      “Actually,” Wes said, growing a little serious. “She’s the best thing to happen to me. And if you tell Gage I said that I’ll hide your body where no one can find it.”

      “Never heard a word.” Daniel took a swig of his beer, planning to keep mum on the topic. Wes had given their boss so much grief about falling in love with Bobby, Chloe’s sister, that he’d love nothing better than to give some back to Wes, which would be hell for his friend. Plus, knowing that Wes used to work black ops for some agency in Washington, he really could hide a body and it never be found.

      “So, how was the baseball team meeting tonight?” Wes asked and Daniel relaxed, grateful for a change of topic.

      “Had a good turnout. A few of the kids from last year will be back. Saw some new faces.”

      “Duncan Schmidt going to pitch again this year?”

      Daniel nodded. “Glenna can’t make the meeting but handed me his permission slip and physical papers when I had lunch at the Peaches ’N Cream today. That’s one worry off my plate. That boy’s got some good movement on his fastball.”

      “That he does. Anyone else look promising?” Wes took a long drink of his beer, his eyes once more on Chloe.

      “Won’t know until I get them out on the field next week. That is if the weather holds.” He took another drink and thought about his conversation with Melissa earlier in the day. “What do you know about the rules over at Westen House?”

      “Not much. I’m not on the board of directors, but Gage is. You should ask him. Why?”

      “Well, I was having lunch with Miss Davis and Lexie when Glenna—”

      That drew Wes’ attention back to him. “Whoa, wait up a moment. You were having lunch with Miss Davis, as in the house mother of Westen House?”

      Great. Not really what he wanted to talk about.

      “It wasn’t a lunch date. They were there, I was there. A confrontation started between her and three other women, I stepped in between.”

      “What three women?” Cleetus asked from across the room.

      Shit. Now everyone was sticking their nose into a simple lunch.

      “I don’t know. An older lady, two younger ones. They said something rude in Miss Davis’ direction. She replied rather smartly. The older woman took offense.”

      “Melissa? Melissa Davis said something rude?” Sylvie asked. “That woman doesn’t say boo to anyone.”

      “Apparently she took exception to the other woman’s comment.” Daniel shrugged. “She took the rude words and just threw them back at the other woman. Something about trash.”

      “Did the older woman have black hair, pulled into a French twist?” Sylvie asked.

      “French twist?” Daniel asked, completely clueless on hair styles.

      Sylvie stood to face him. “Long hair pulled back like this,” she said, sliding her hands over her short spikes. “And like a column tucked in on itself in back?”

      Daniel thought back to the woman who’d acted like she planned to attack Melissa. “Yeah, I think that’s how her hair looked.”

      “Damn that woman.” Sylvie had both hands fisted on her hips.

      “Do you know who it was?” Chloe asked, completely enthralled with the other woman’s passionate reaction.

      “Jolene Compton. Frank Compton’s mother,” Sylvie spit the words out. “Mean, spiteful, thinks she’s better than anyone else.”

      “And Melissa’s former mother-in-law,” Cleetus finished for her, his face a complete mask of anger. “After what her son did to that little lady, she should hide her head in shame anytime she comes near her.”

      “I heard he beat her,” Sylvie said. “That’s why she divorced him, and he went to prison, wasn’t it?”

      “He didn’t just beat her, sweetheart,” Cleetus said. “He broke her ribs, fractured her arm. She had a busted lip, and a broken eye socket. She was lucky she didn’t lose her eyesight.”

      “Or her life,” Daniel muttered.

      “I think I remember Bobby telling me about this case. You saw her injuries?” Chloe asked Cleetus.

      He nodded. “I was on evening shift when Libby called and asked me to meet her at Doc Clint’s and bring the department’s camera. When I got there and saw how bad a shape she was in, I called your sister. Figured a lady should do the job. Harriett and Emma agreed.” His lips pursed a minute or two as he tried to get his emotions under control.

      Daniel took over the story. “Gage and I came with Bobby. The sheriff took one look at Miss Davis and put out a BOLO for Frank. We picked up the SOB before the ambulance got there to transport Miss Davis to the hospital.”

      “Knowing how protective my brother-in-law is of people, I’m surprised old Frank didn’t end up in an ambulance of his own,” Chloe said.

      “He nearly did, but it wasn’t Gage who wanted to put him there,” Daniel said, draining the last of his beer. He needed to get out of there before he put his fist through something Wes might take exception to. “I hope you got all you needed, Chloe. I need to head out. First shift in the morning.”

      Before anyone could say anymore, he grabbed his coat and hat off the coat rack and headed out the door, cringing slightly when it slammed behind him. He couldn’t help the rage he felt every time he thought of that night. How broken, battered and helpless Melissa had looked in that hospital bed of Clint’s.

      Climbing into his truck, he slammed the door and sat gripping the steering wheel as tight.

      To this day he wished Gage had let him beat the other man senseless. The slimy bastard had laughed when they got to his house, saying, “The little wifey is just a clumsy cow. Just slipped and fell down the stairs.”

      “Stairs don’t make circular patterns that look like the exact size of your fist,” he said, hauling the man up by his collar against the wall.

      Gage had peeled him off, helped put the bastard in cuffs and hauled him down to the jail at the courthouse, after giving Daniel an arched-brow-don’t-mess-this-case-up look. “Not sure I should trust you with him overnight in the office cells.”

      “Not sure you should either,” he’d replied, and he’d meant it.

      Now he finds out the woman nearly accosting Melissa in the café today was the bastard’s mother? Why was the woman even speaking to Melissa, much less trying to embarrass her in public?

      Slowly, he inhaled and exhaled, counting to twenty—ten wasn’t going to do it. Then he repeated the exercise. He had one more stop to make before he went home, and there was no way he was going to the Westen House angry.
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      The knock startled Melissa. She looked up from her laptop to find Geoffrey filling the doorway into the kitchen.

      “You don’t have to knock to come in the kitchen, Geoff,” she said with a smile. “I’ve told you before. This is your home. Kitchen, living room and family rooms are never off limits.”

      “I know, Miss Davis,” he said, coming in to sit in a chair opposite her. “I wanted to talk, and you looked pretty into whatever’s on your laptop.”

      “Just doing some homework.”

      She closed the laptop and set aside the notepad and pen she’d been using to take notes. It wasn’t that she didn’t want him to see what she was studying. All the kids knew she was taking online classes. No, she set it aside because she didn’t want to be distracted while they talked. One of the things she suspected her charges rarely got was undivided attention from their parents or the responsible adults in their lives. Whenever they spent time with her, she made sure her attention was focused on them, especially when one of them sought her out one-on-one—like now. It was also why no phones were allowed at the communal dinner table, not even hers.

      “Want to help me out with these brownies?” she asked pushing the plate containing them to the center of the table. “I’ve already had one but am thinking four was way over my limit today. I used to always snack when I studied back in school. Unfortunately, my metabolism isn’t that of a teenager anymore.”

      He took a bite of one with a grin. “You do make good brownies,” he said after swallowing.

      “Thank you. I had a very good helper today.”

      “Shrimp seems to like it here.”

      “She is warming up to us all. I like to think you all are finding Westen House a safe place to live.”

      He nodded as he ate.

      Melissa fought back the urge to start questioning him about why he wanted to talk. She wasn’t an inquisitor. She wasn’t an authority figure like a teacher or principal. Her job was to be a cross between, friend, parent figure, and counselor. Patience was her most important tool.

      Her curiosity was piqued, though. Of all her boys Geoff was the most mature. When she first moved into the house back in the fall, all four teens living in the place had been leery of anyone wanting to help—probably from all the “rules” her predecessor tried to enforce on them.

      Honestly, how he ever got the position to mentor anyone, let alone troubled teens, was beyond her. Of course, the fact the man had been an arsonist who almost killed her friend Libby explained a whole lot about the boys’ suspicions.

      She’d started with good healthy meals. Next she’d whittled down the rules to the basics she believed they could all tolerate.

      
        	No drugs, no alcohol, no smoking.

        	Be respectful of each other and yourselves.

        	Attend classes every day. You need help—ask and it will be given.

        	Chores are not an option, but a way to learn to care for yourselves.

        	Breakfast and dinners together every day. Lunches will be packed for school. Lunches on weekends will be made by the residents. (You need to learn to cook.)

        	Make a mess, clean it up.

        	Curfew 11:00 p.m. —unless you are working late.

        	Get in trouble with the law, you will leave Westen House.

      

      

      Once she had her list, she’d sat down with the group and explained each of the rules and asked their opinions—over a chocolate cake and glasses of cold milk. Number six had been Geoff’s suggestion. He’d also suggested the rotating chore schedule, volunteering to do laundry first because no one had ever taught him.

      Instead of just telling the group to be respectful, she said her definition would include manners such as please and thank you when appropriate. Then she asked them what they thought being respectful of each other meant. Trent was the first to speak up.

      “Don’t call each other names like asshole,” he said with a snicker, trying to test her patience.

      “Or dickhead,” Bryan added with a shove to Trent.

      “Or numbnuts,” Trent said with a shove back.

      “Good examples,” she’d said to deflect an all-out fist-throwing battle. The look on her face must’ve mirrored the fear coursing through her at the escalating tension, because all four boys exchanged looks and settled down. She was no fool. Her court case was news throughout the county and her charges were all aware she’d been abused. “What other ways can you show each other respect?”

      “Don’t use other people’s stuff without asking first,” muttered Colt, the smallest of the four.

      “Don’t use all the hot water in the shower if you know someone else is waiting to take one,” Geoff added.

      “How about if you use the last of something? Like milk?” she asked.

      They all stared at her a moment as if she’d spoken in German.

      She almost laughed. “I’ll put a note pad on the fridge. If you use the last of something or say put the last roll of toilet paper on the roller, list it on the pad. I’m not a mind reader and I don’t follow you around. Noting it will help me with the weekly shopping. That’s a respectful thing you can do for me.”

      They’d all decided they could follow that rule and use the note pad for groceries. They continued discussing rules until she got to the curfew.

      “That’s lame that we got to be in by then,” Bryan said.

      She’d waited for them to all voice their grievances over that rule until they finally settled down enough to listen. “I know you think a curfew is just my way of controlling you.”

      Several sullen faces glared back at her.

      “It’s not. It’s actually a way to protect you.”

      “From what? The boogey man?” Colt asked sardonically. “Pretty sure he was living here with us before you took over,” he said, referring to Todd Banyon.

      “He’s not here anymore,” Geoff said, and the others all nodded their heads in agreement.

      Not wanting to digress to a topic she wasn’t really ready to talk about with them, she pushed forward. “Actually, if you think about it, what is there to do in Westen after eleven?”

      Three sets of shoulders shrugged.

      “Nothing,” Geoff answered for them.

      “That’s right. So, if you’re out wandering the streets after eleven the sheriff’s department’s going to get a call from someone out walking their dog or taking out the trash and assuming you’re up to trouble. You’re here to get a second chance, because you had trouble at school or at home. You being home on time will keep you from getting into more trouble, even if you weren’t doing anything wrong.”

      All four young men considered her words and nodded.

      “Besides, if you’re not here by eleven, I’ll worry something bad has happened to you. If I’m worried, I won’t sleep. I don’t sleep, I won’t be up to make breakfast. Everyone goes hungry.”

      “So, ignoring the curfew rule is not respectful to you,” Bryan said.

      She smiled and nodded.

      In the end they all agreed an eleven-p.m. curfew was very reasonable.

      Her next project had been to brighten the place up. She started with the kitchen. It was an industrial grey color. Yellow had always been one of her favorite colors. The Saturday she’d gone to pick out the exact color she’d invited all the boys to go along to the Knobs & Knockers hardware store. Instead of a shopping trip it quickly turned into a field trip with the boys, who had never set foot inside a hardware store before, asking Joe, the owner, all about tools, what they were used for, how paint was mixed, what supplies were needed, and what was the best way to paint a kitchen.

      She’d ended up with yellow for the walls, cream trim around the windows and doors, and four enthusiastic helpers. Geoff had loved it so much, he’d asked Joe if he needed a helper. Joe hired him as a part-time store clerk and sometimes painter. The young man took to the task like it was his own personal passion.

      “You know that question you asked at dinner tonight?” Geoff finally asked.

      Melissa thought back to the dinner conversation. “You mean, did anyone of you want to try out for the high school baseball team?”

      “Yeah,” he said, reaching for another brownie. “If I wanted to try out, would I have to quit my job at the Knobs & Knockers?”

      “Trying out wouldn’t interfere with your work. I would think it would only take an afternoon or two. If you’re serious, we’ll ask Deputy Löwe.”

      “Why him?”

      “Apparently, he’s the baseball coach for the school.”

      Geoff’s shoulders dropped. He deflated right before her eyes. “Guess that means I shouldn’t even try.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      He shrugged in that non-caring-but-means-a-whole-lot way all teens seemed to have down pat. “Cause I was arrested. No way would a lawman want me to play on the team.”

      When she took over as the live-in adult supervision of the house, she’d been given all the resident’s files, including any juvenile arrest records. Per the bylaws of the group home, no resident could have a felony arrest or a history of violent offenses. In Geoff’s case it was shoplifting. His parents were quite wealthy, so she suspected the theft had more to do with irritating them than him actually wanting the video games he’d lifted.

      “Deputy Löwe seems pretty reasonable. I doubt he’d hold the arrest against you. He knows you work at the Knobs & Knockers. That might play in your favor.” She paused a moment, thinking. “Wasn’t Kyle Gordon a resident here when he was working at the Peaches ’N Cream and still made the football team as a receiver?”

      “Yeah. Kyle was real good. Set the state record for reception yards in a season. Helped catch old Todd, too.”

      “He did. And weren’t the sheriff, Fire Chief Reynolds, and Deputy Cleetus the coaches?”

      Geoff sat a little straighter. “Yeah, they were.”

      Melissa smiled at him. “Instead of worrying about something that hasn’t happened yet, why don’t we talk with Deputy Löwe and let him make the decision? You might be surprised by the outcome.”

      “Okay, I guess it can’t hurt to ask.” He shoved his chair back, grabbing the last brownie from the plate. “I’ll save you from this last one.”

      She laughed as he sauntered out of the room. The more she was around that young man, the more she liked him. Daily, she wondered how he’d ended up at Westen House. He came from a well-to-do family and had well-educated parents, both with lucrative careers in international corporations. He’d excelled in elementary school, but when he’d hit middle school, he’d started having trouble. During his high school years, he was expelled from every private school his parents enrolled him in for truancy, poor academic achievement—despite having a genius IQ—and finally his arrest for shoplifting at the end of the last school year. He’d been headed to juvenile hall for a nine-month sentence when his parents intervened, calling in favors to get him placed in Westen House instead.

      Under her predecessor’s regime, Geoff’s attitude had deteriorated further—at least according to Todd’s notes in the file. But the former director’s near-dictatorship of the house and oppressive fifty rules the residence had to obey seemed to have that negative effort on all of the boys.

      The young man who’d just teased her about the brownie, was kind to a frightened little girl, held down two part-time jobs at the hardware store, and had hopes of being on a baseball team was much different than the boy in those files.

      With a quick glance at the clock, she gave a little sigh. Ten thirty. She should study for another hour, but the boys would be up early for school and she had pancakes on the menu for breakfast. Might as well get to bed early. She took her empty teacup and now brownie-crumb-covered plate to the dishwasher.

      Four brownies? What had she been thinking? No one lost weight eating one brownie, let alone four—even if she had cut them small. Thank goodness Geoff had saved her from herself.

      Shaking her head at her own ridiculousness, she gathered up her laptop, notes and book. Just as she reached for the kitchen light switch a knock sounded on the backdoor.

      She froze.

      Her heart skipped a quick beat.

      Who could be at the door this time of night? For a brief moment she flashed back to Frank coming home drunk one night. He couldn’t get his key in the lock and started yelling as he beat on the door for her to open it.

      “You stupid bitch! Why the hell would you lock the door?”

      She gave herself a mental shake. This wasn’t Frank.  He was locked in the state penitentiary over a hundred miles away.

      The knock sounded again, just a little harder.

      Clutching her computer and classwork in front of her like some sort of shield, she went to the backdoor and peeked through the blinds she’d closed earlier. Seeing who stood there, she relaxed.

      Daniel stood in the porch light, his head turned to the side as if he were studying the alley behind the house. When she turned the lock, his head swiveled back to her with a sheepish smile.

      “I know it’s a little late, but saw the light was still on and thought I’d take a chance,” he said.

      “Please, come in.” She opened the storm door for him, then moved back to give him room. “I was up studying. Just finished up for the evening.”

      He stepped inside and closed the door behind him, moving further into the kitchen. “You’re going to school?”

      “Just some online classes,” she said with a shrug.

      “What are you studying? If you don’t mind me asking?”

      “Oh, no, I don’t mind. I’m taking basic psychology and English at the moment. Since I’m dealing with kids from troubled backgrounds, I thought it might help if I had a degree in counseling.” She gave a little laugh. “I haven’t been in school since graduating high school, so it’s a little daunting. Thought I’d start out slow.”

      “Like wading into the shallow-end of the pond?” He said with a little up turn to the corners of his mouth.

      “Something like that.”

      “Good for you. I think you’ll make a good counselor.”

      Unused to a man complimenting her, she studied his face and eyes to see if he was actually ridiculing her like Frank would. All she saw was honest respect. Heat filled her cheeks. “Thank you.”

      They stood there in the kitchen, almost two feet separating them, just looking into each other’s eyes. The world seemed to slip into the background, like an enhanced photo and they were the only ones in sharp focus.

      Overhead a door closed, breaking the spell.

      “Was there something—”

      “I just stopped by—”

      They both laughed a bit nervously at speaking at the same time.

      “You go first,” she said.

      He shifted his weight to his right side. “I stopped by to ask if you talked with the boys about trying out for the baseball team?”

      “Actually, I did at dinner tonight.”

      “And?”

      “Well, three of the four seemed interested. They’d all played on little league teams, except Colt. He’s never played sports at all. He’s the one who didn’t appear interested.”

      “He can still try out. No experience is really needed for that,” Daniel said, nodding as he considered the information. “Never know what hidden talent he may have.”

      “I think he’s worried about embarrassing himself. He’s already smaller than the others.”

      “Size doesn’t matter in baseball. Some hall of famers are only five-foot six inches tall. As a teen though, the last thing he wants to do is stand out in a bad way. I can understand that.” He reached in his coat and brought out some papers, folded lengthwise. “Since you’re technically their guardian while they live here, you’ll need to fill these out and sign them. Also, if Doc Clint didn’t give them a physical when they arrived here, they’ll need one to participate. State regulations.”

      She took the papers and added them to the pile in her arm. “It’s protocol that every resident get a physical within the first forty-eight hours of arrival here. We need to know if there’s a history of abuse, either self-induced or from someone else. I can get the doctor to sign off on those for my boys.”

      “Good. Any other questions?”

      “The boys had a few.”

      “Shoot,” he said with a smile.

      Remembering her recent conversation with Geoff, she decided to start there. “Some of my guys have arrest records. No felonies, nothing violent. Conditions of being part of the program here. Will that cause them to be excluded?”

      Once again, Daniel shifted his weight, his hand in one jacket pocket as he considered her question. It was so odd to her that he sincerely thought about what she said, seemed to give her opinion high merit. She couldn’t remember the last time anyone, especially a man, had done that for her.

      “This house, Westen House, is supposed to be a place where teens have a second chance,” he said. “Whether it’s from poor home life, family addictions, poor school achievement or brushes with the law; they still deserve to try new things. Being part of a team may be one of those new things. As long as Gage, as sheriff and the head of law enforcement in this town, doesn’t have any issues with any of the boys, I don’t see why they can’t try out for the team.” He paused and tilted his head slightly her way, his blue eyes full of concern. “Of course, that will mean they have no further arrests.”

      She nodded. “Of course. They know they’re walking a fine line on that to just keep living here.”

      “Good. Anything else?”

      “They were wondering about equipment. None of them have gloves or shoes.”

      His brows lifted in surprise. “I never thought about that. When I was a kid, everyone had a glove and shoes. The past two years when I’ve been a coach, it wasn’t an issue for the kids.”

      “I know, but these kids aren’t from usual homes or backgrounds.”

      “The school provides uniforms, bats, balls. I’ll check with Gage and the board to see if we can gear up your boys,” he said with a nod.

      “All of them have part-time jobs,” she said, continuing with Geoff’s concerns. “It’s one more hard-fast requirement of the program. Geoff, in particular, wanted to know if playing on the team and practices will interfere with their jobs.”

      He weighed her question before answering. “Geoff and Colt work with Joe over at the Knobs & Knockers, right?”

      It was her turn to be surprised. She hadn’t known he’d kept tabs on who the boys were, let alone where they were employed. But then, again, it was a small town and as a deputy sheriff he did have to know what went on, in and around Westen.

      “Yes, they do. Bryan works at the Yeast and West Bakery doing deliveries and general cleaning. Trent helps at the Author’s Attic bookstore.”

      He pulled out his phone, pushed some buttons and then typed in something with one finger. He looked up and caught her watching him. “I found this ap that lets me make notes, so I don’t forget stuff. Part of getting older, I guess. Need to write stuff down.”

      She nodded in understanding. “I do too. Especially now that I have so many other people to schedule for things.”

      “I’ll check with Gage how he and Deke Reynolds handled practice and work schedules for Kyle and some of the others during football season. I’ll stop by and talk with Joe and the other bosses. I’m sure we can make some arrangements if the guys make the team.”

      “When will tryouts be?” she asked.

      “Next Friday and Saturday. If the weather holds—and I’m hoping it does since it’s the beginning of March—it’ll be outdoors. Otherwise we’ll do most of it indoors, with batting in the local batting cages near the park. Here’s praying it doesn’t snow again.”

      “Oh, I hope not. We’ve had enough white stuff for two winters this year.”

      “I agree. Well, I should get going.” He moved towards the door. “I have first shift this week.”

      She followed him, holding the door as he stepped out on the porch. “I have a meeting with the psychologist and Lexie tomorrow morning. Then Chloe Roberts in the afternoon.”

      “I heard she was Lexie’s legal advocate. Prepping for court next week?” he asked.

      “Yes. It’s silly to be this nervous about taking Lexie to a lawyer’s office or the court case.”

      He laid his hand on hers, warmth spreading over her arm from his touch. “Don’t be. Chloe’s a good lawyer. She’ll be gentle with both of you.”

      “Oh, I know. I’ve seen her with Bobby and others around town the past few weeks. I just don’t want to mess anything up for Lexie.”

      “You won’t. You’ll be great. Anyone can see how good you’ve already been for Lexie.”

      His words warmed her as much as his touch had. Slowly, she pulled her hand away. The last thing she wanted was to appear needy or clingy. She’d promised herself she’d never be that way with a man again. “Thank you.”

      He looked a little disappointed she’d broken off contact but gave her a nod. “Night then.”

      “Goodnight, deputy,” she said and closed the door, reminding her heart and brain that she couldn’t afford to get attached to a man again—not even one as nice and considerate as Daniel.
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      The lab reports on the substance found at Rose’s place came back this morning.” Gage laid a paper on his desk as he addressed the team in the office. “Heroin.”

      “Shit,” Wes muttered. “We’re still cleaning up the mess from the meth lab explosion and now we have to deal with this crap?”

      Daniel, thinking the same thing, leaned back in his chair, rubbing his chin. “Could this just be Rose crashing with her drugs here, but purchasing them somewhere else?”

      “We can hope,” Bobby said from her desk. “But we’d be naïve if we believe we’re the only place in Ohio this stuff hasn’t infiltrated. It’s like mold.”

      Wes sputtered. “Mold?”

      Bobby leaned up on her elbows on her desk, her intense gaze pinning Wes to the spot. “Yes, mold. You know that black stuff that starts out in one little corner of your shower, and if you don’t clean it right away, it creeps into the grout, filling in all the nooks and crannies, until it’s growing like a choking vine up the wall. Mold.”

      Wes held up his hands in surrender. “Whoa. Okay, I get it. Heroin is like mold.”

      “And if you don’t control it, it can kill you or those you love,” she said, with a pointed look at Gage.

      “Give it a rest, darlin. I said I’d clean it up tonight when we get home,” their boss said.

      “I wanted to do it myself yesterday.” Her voice went slightly pouty, which was rare for her.

      “And I told you I’d feel better doing it myself and you not dealing with either the mold or the chemicals right now,” her husband said, glancing down at her lower section.

      “You do know how ridiculous this is? I planned to wear a mask and gloves.”

      “And I will, too.”

      “You can’t keep treating me as if I’m made of glass, Sheriff. Being pregnant doesn’t make me incompetent.” Bobby thrust herself out of her chair and stalked around her desk.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Gage asked, standing and rounding his desk to meet her halfway.

      “It means that you’ve had me chained to the office ever since we got back from our honeymoon. I didn’t become a deputy to simply act as a secretary and dispatcher.”

      Before the interesting argument escalated further, the main office door opened. Everyone turned to see Deke Reynolds and several of his firefighters step inside.

      Deke stopped and studied Gage and Bobby. “Am I interrupting something?”

      “No,” Gage said with one brow arched.

      “Yes,” Bobby countered, turning a glare back at her husband.

      “Good.” Deke grinned and moved between the pair, signaling the men and woman with him to follow. “Aisha Bridges and Chris Hoskins, two of our paramedics. You know Colin Turnbill and Jeremy Ward, two of my firefighters.”

      Gage and Bobby shook hands with the newcomers before retreating to their desks as the fire team took up spots around the room.

      Daniel looked at Wes who gave a slight shrug. Whatever reason they’d been invaded, Wes was clueless, too.

      “Cleetus, grab some chairs out of the backroom for our guests,” Gage said. “Clint should be here in a few minutes and we’ll get started.”

      Daniel went to help Cleetus get the chairs. “Do you know what’s going on?” he asked.

      Cleetus shrugged. “Heard Gage tell Deke it was going to be a team effort. Thought he was talking about the football team, but practices won’t start again until summer. Something about the baseball team?”

      Daniel shook his head as he grabbed three metal chairs. “Nope. Andre Danner’s helping out as hitting coach. Gage and Deke weren’t baseball players.”

      “Then I don’t have any idea,” Cleetus picked up three more chairs and carried them past.

      Daniel followed in his wake, still wondering what the big meeting was about. Had to be something to do with Rose Cochran and the heroin.

      Just as they had everyone seated, Doc Clint came in the door carrying a cardboard box.

      “Sorry, I’m a little late. Had to wait for Harriett to get to the clinic to get this stuff from where she’d stored it,” he said, shaking his head. “I’ve learned not to enter her supply closet without permission. Put one thing out of place and you’re likely to end up dead.”

      Everyone chuckled, but they all understood his frustration. Harriett, his office nurse, scared most people. Silent as a ninja, part mind-reader, always two steps ahead of everyone, rumors for years circulated that she once worked for the CIA. When she gave instructions to a patient they were obeyed to the tee without question. No one, not Clint or his uncle, the former town doctor, wanted to cross her.

      “What’s in the box?” Wes asked.

      “We’ll get to that,” Gage said, taking charge. “Have a seat, Doc. I’ll let you talk in a minute, since you probably have patients back at the clinic.”

      Clint checked his phone. “I’m pretty good for the morning. Harriett rescheduled everything for the afternoon, and she has my number if she and Emma need me for any emergency.”

      “Great. The reason I’ve asked Deke and his men, as well as the doc, to join us is we’ve now got our first documented case of heroin use in the county.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “We’ve been so focused on checking the meth infestation, this crap’s come right in under our noses. There hasn’t been any reported overdoses of heroin or prescription opioids in the past year, but with all the new people coming to live here, it’s just a matter of time before we start seeing them. Statistics have a rise of both in the state, along with fentanyl and carfentanyl. That’s some nasty shit. Saw some of it when I was undercover back in Columbus.”

      “Cartels from Mexico have been shipping both into the Midwest for some time,” Wes said. “Heard from a friend in the DEA that their shipping it right up the Mississippi to the Ohio river and their gangs are spreading it out—”

      “Like mold,” Bobby said.

      Everyone gave a nervous laugh. They all knew heroin and fentanyl usage was a very serious situation, but dark humor deflected some of the anxiety they all felt now that their town was in the cross-hairs of this epidemic.

      “Like mold,” Gage agreed. “It seems to be taking hold in rural areas now as much as the big cities. People addicted to prescription opioids are actually finding heroin a cheaper, stronger high. Fentanyl is even more addictive and dangerous.”

      “As the only medical clinic in the area, my uncle Ray and Harriett kept a close monitor on prescriptions for opioids over the years.” Doc Clint spoke up. “I’m following that protocol. We give reduced number of pills and encourage our patients to get off them within the first twenty-four hours after surgery or an injury. Ray and I both believe that the stronger meds are only good for the first twenty-four hours. After that anti-inflammatories should do the trick.”

      “Are you seeing people coming in for more refills?” Aisha asked.

      Clint, his lips pressed gravely together, gave a nod. “What I’m seeing is some of the newer residents who have been to see their doctors in Columbus and were given thirty-pill scripts—pretty much the standard of practice most places, as opposed to the seven-to-ten I give—coming in for more. I write for a refill for half as many, which they’re not happy about. If they come in a third time, I start talking with them about their need for the meds and possible addiction.”

      “Bet that goes over well,” Wes said.

      “Not usually. But I refuse to give them a new prescription, so they are forced to go elsewhere. Either back to their old doctor or find a new one somewhere else.”

      “Or buy it on the streets,” Gage said.

      “And that leads them down the slippery slope to heroin,” Deke added.

      “Have you had any overdose deaths?” Clint asked the fire chief.

      Deke looked to his two paramedics. They both shook their heads.

      “Not even close calls,” Aisha said. “When Chief asked us to come today, the first thing Chris, Carlos, and I did was go through our records to determine if there was a pattern. The pattern was, there were no calls for opioid overdoses.”

      “Before the meth lab blew up, we had some calls for tweekers getting injured, but no overdoses there, either,” Chris added. “Y’all have done a great job cleaning that mess out of the area, so those calls have gone down significantly.”

      “Yeah, blowing up the major supplier’s lab and stash house had a great deal to do with that,” Gage said.

      Most of the room chuckled at Gage’s dark humor about the explosion that trapped him below ground and almost took his life. Daniel did a quick glance at Bobby, who always got quiet when that incident was mentioned. She was staring off into space, and he was sure she was doing her deep breathing exercises. Gage had told him after she came onboard as a deputy that she didn’t like confined spaces. The fact she’d braved one to save her future husband that day spoke volumes to the strength she had and her love for the boss.

      “Dan, you got that map of the county ready for us?” Gage said, drawing his attention back to the meeting.

      “Locked and loaded,” he said. With a press of the remote, the county map popped up on the large flat screen the county had splurged on for their department. “Since our last big drug ring operated out of what we believed was an abandoned farm last year, we’ve been marking all the real estate in the area either as abandoned or occupied.” He clicked another button and up popped red or blue x’s scattered around the county. There were three times as many red than blue. One was marked in yellow. “All the spots marked in blue have already been checked by someone from this office as clear. The red ones are all the places we still have to visit.”

      “What’s the yellow one?” Hoskins asked.

      “That’s our one positive sighting of heroin,” Gage said. “The old Thurber place where our known user, Rose Cochran, was living.”

      “The woman who abandoned her little girl during the blizzard?” Aisha asked.

      Bobby nodded. “One and the same. There’s been no sign of the woman since.”

      “Well, that’s a good thing, isn’t it? At least no one’s found her dead somewhere.”

      “Not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad one,” Daniel said, not feeling the least big guilty over his opinion. Wes and Cleetus nodded their agreement, while the firefighters exchanged looks. Too damn bad if they didn’t like what he’d said. The woman left a sweet little girl to die in a blizzard while she went looking for a fix.

      “So, let’s get to Doc Clint’s part of the presentation so he can get back to the clinic,” Gage said, turning to look at his cousin-in-law.

      Clint stood in front of the group. “A quick history of opioids. Opium has been in use for centuries, dating back to the Egyptians. In the early 1800’s Morphine was extracted from opium and used as a pain reliever, but it’s addiction properties became apparent. In the 1870’s heroin was made from morphine, in a hope that it wouldn’t have the addiction problem.

      “That didn’t work much, did it?” Colin said.

      Clint nodded his head in agreement. “No. It’s become clear that the opioid properties, no matter the derivative is addictive and needs to be closely monitored.”

      “And yet modern medicine and the pharmaceutical companies keep trying new ways to profit from it.” Daniel couldn’t keep his frustration from seeping into his voice.

      “We use it, Dan, because it does have pain relief properties, when used correctly,” Clint said, then paused before continuing. “Prior to the recent epidemic, there have been two others, one right after WWII and one in the seventies. The lack of purity and the expense of the drug eventually caused a decrease in use.”

      “With the crack down on prescriptions for Oxycontin, the market for heroin has opened up again,” Wes said.

      “And the drug cartels are finding a huge market of people already addicted to opioids ready to buy their heroin,” Cleetus concluded.

      “Right,” Clint said. “The problem is, we’re seeing purer heroin, which is more addictive and more dangerous, combined with the new synthetic fentanyl drugs, overdoses are killing more and more users.”

      “What symptoms are we looking for?” Bobby asked.

      “The biggest danger is respiratory depression,” Aisha said. “We used naloxone to treat it when we’d come across overdoses in Cincinnati.”

      Aisha had transferred to Westen several months ago when the county decided to upgrade its firefighter and paramedic teams to full time professionals and not rely on a big volunteer squad. Again, another need brought on by the meth lab explosion and influx of new residents involved in the rebuilding of the town.

      “I used it in the field as an Army Medic,” Chris added.

      “Figured you two, along with Carlos, as paramedics were up to date on it as part of your training.” Clint reached into the box beside him and pulled out a small white box. “However, with the number of overdoses we’re seeing statewide, both from opioids and heroin or fentanyl, in most counties in Ohio it’s become standard practice for law enforcement to carry it and know how to use it, as well as EMS units.”

      “Not to sound wussy or anything, but I’m not really thrilled with giving shots. If I was, I’d go study for the paramedic license,” Colin said.

      Jeremy gave him a shove. “What, you scared of needles?”

      “No, just don’t like the thought of sticking them into people.”

      “Not a problem,” Clint said, pulling out what looked like a regular sinus nasal spray bottle. “You come across an unconscious, unresponsive person you suspect having used any of the opioid drugs, you simply shove the tip up one nostril, press the bottom of the bottle toward the tip once.”

      “How fast does it work?” Daniel asked.

      “Pretty fast.” Chris turned in his seat. “Gave it to a guy in the barracks one day. Fool shot up like a jack-in-the-box. Completely disoriented, like he had no idea where he was or what had happened to him.”

      “Problem is, it only temporarily counteracts the effects of the opioids,” Clint said. “You should call for the paramedics as soon as you give it, in case the patient slips back into unconsciousness or respiratory distress. And if it doesn’t work immediately, you wait two to three minutes and use another bottle in the other nostril.”

      “One shot per bottle?” Bobby asked.

      Clint nodded. “That’s right. You’ll need to carry two bottles in your vehicles, just in case.”

      “Let’s hope we don’t get too many of these cases, that’s going to get expensive,” Deke said.

      “Have to find the source first,” Wes said.

      “If there is one,” Daniel added. “We haven’t run into any other heroin in any of the empty houses so far. Nothing before or after we found Rose’s stash.”

      “Well, if you do find anymore, be careful,” Clint said as he handed out boxes of the naloxone to each of them. “If fentanyl is mixed in with the heroin or what you find is straight up fentanyl or a derivative, it can be absorbed through the skin or eyes, as well as ingested. Don’t touch anything suspicious without gloves. We don’t need to treat you for acute respiratory depression as well as your victims or suspects.”

      “Damn the bitch.” Dan slammed his hand down on the desk.

      Every head swiveled his direction. If they expected an apology for his outburst, they were in for a helluva long wait.

      “There was no way to know any of that crap in the house was or wasn’t mixed with fentanyl. Damn sure Rose didn’t. Lexie could’ve died accidentally touching the stuff at any point, especially when she was alone there.”

      Bobby came around her desk and laid her hand on his shoulder. Her soft touch gentled some of his anger. “But she didn’t because she’s a smart little girl. You said so yourself.”

      “Doesn’t excuse her mother’s actions.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” Wes agreed. “We’ll add this information to Chloe and DA Howard’s case against her in court next week.”

      “And when we find her, she’s going to jail for child endangerment,” Gage added.
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      I hope you don’t mind meeting here. We had a long morning meeting with the psychologist in Columbus,” Melissa said as she opened the door for Chloe. Then she paused.

      Behind the tall, fashionably dressed lawyer stood a massive dog that looked like it was half wolf.

      Chloe looked back at her companion and gave an apologetic shake of his head. “I hope you don’t mind Wöden coming along. Since he recovered from his wounds, he hasn’t let me out of his sight. Judge Rawlins has even made him an exception to the no animals except service dogs in the courthouse rule for him.”

      Suddenly, the big white and grey animal started whining and wagging his tail.

      “Does he like little girls?” a small voice asked behind Melissa. She and Chloe turned to see Lexie peeking around the doorjamb.

      “When I was a girl, my uncle used to raise hunting dogs,” Melissa said. “He told me if you hold your palm out and stand very still the dog will sniff it and decide if he likes you. Do you want to try?”

      Lexie nodded and inched forward, extending her hand out.

      Wöden inched closer and sniffed her fingers, licking them almost immediately.

      “He likes me!” Lexie said with a grin. “Come on inside, Wöden.” She moved backwards, and the big dog walked right in behind her, his bushy tail wagging as the little girl stopped to wrap her arm around him in a hug. He was busy licking her face.

      Melissa grinned at Chloe. “Someone had peanut butter and jelly for lunch.”

      Chloe laughed and followed her inside. “That’s one way to get him to like you. Now if I could just convince him I’m safe moving around Westen, we’d all be a bit happier.”

      “Perhaps he believes the philosophy that if you save a life, you are responsible for it?” Melissa offered.

      “I heard that was an old wives’ tale. But I don’t mind him really, except when I have to go into court or a restaurant. Lorna took exception to him being in the café, said he was scaring her customers.” Chloe smiled and shook her head. “She told him to wait by the backdoor. He didn’t growl or argue, just trotted through the café and kitchen to lie at the backdoor. It’s like he’s smart enough to know people and whom he should or shouldn’t argue with.”

      “And who might need a special friend,” Melissa said with a nod to the kitchen table.

      Lexie was sitting at the banquet, drawing on a piece of paper. Wöden sat on the floor beside her with his head in her lap, his eyes half closed, as the little girl slowly stroked his head, her fingers sinking into his fur.

      “He did the same thing my first night at the cabin. I’d been scared—don’t ever tell Wes I’ve admitted to it—since someone was stalking me and had slashed my tires. Wöden walked in out of the blizzard, sniffed my hand and accepted me as part of Wes’s life. He knows when I’m upset and lets me stroke his fur, just like he is with Lexie.”

      “Coffee?” Melissa asked, going to the cupboard and getting out two large mugs.

      Chloe grinned. “Please. Caffeine is my addiction. Wes even splurged and bought one of those individual coffee makers.”

      “Oh, I’d so love one of those, but I’ve spent the quarterly household funds to get the new sectional for the family room. Teens need someplace to flop and feel at home more than I need fancy coffees.” She poured them both a mug and set it on the kitchen island next to the sugar bowl. She got a bottle of French vanilla creamer from the fridge. “I settle for adding a little special cream. Would you like some?”

      “Please.” Chloe set her briefcase on the floor next to one of the barstools at the island and doctored her coffee. “So how is Lexie doing?”

      Melissa took a sip of her coffee and considered how she wanted to answer. “Why don’t we sit and you talk with her. I don’t want to influence you.”

      “You’re a very smart woman,” Chloe said, grabbing her briefcase in one hand, her coffee in the other.

      “I can’t take credit for it. The psychologist suggested she do that when we met this morning. She said first impressions were important. I’m new at this and not above learning from experts.”

      “Like I said, smart woman.” Chloe gave her a smile, then walked over to sit at the table with Lexie. “That’s a very nice picture. What are you drawing?” she asked as she pulled out a chair.

      Melissa joined them at the table and took a sneak peek at the mostly pink picture. Fighting a grin, she took a long drink of her coffee.

      “It’s the boys,” Lexie said, putting down the carnation pink and picking up the magenta.

      “Boys. Why are they all pink?”

      “Because they’re shrimps,” Lexie said, putting tail fins on the bottom of all four boys—one had red hair, one had yellow, two had curly brown hair.

      “And shrimp are pink,” Chloe said, connecting the dots and looked at Melissa.

      She lifted her brows and gave a tilted-head nod to her youngest charge. “We had some with our salad for lunch today. Fancy little café near the psychologist’s office in Columbus.”

      Chloe pointed to a fifth stick figure, also in pink, with long dark brown hair and bangs. “Who is this?”

      “That’s Miss Melissa,” Lexie said and smiled at her.

      “She’s a pink shrimp, too?”

      Lexie nodded and reached for a cookie on the plate in the center of the table. “Uh-huh. She’s the mom. It’s a shrimp family.”

      “Tell Miss Chloe what nickname the boys gave you,” Melissa prodded.

      Lexie’s brows scrunched low and her mouth twisted into a half-pout, half-pucker. “They call me shrimp.”

      “Hmmm. Boys give the worst nicknames,” Chloe said. “Do you know what the boys in school used to call me?”

      Lexie’s eyes grew wide. “What?”

      “Giraffe.”

      “That’s silly,” Lexie said with a giggle. “You don’t look like a giraffe.”

      Chloe stretched her neck and straightened her spine, expanding all of her length that Melissa guessed was nearer six feet than her own five feet four. “I was taller than all the boys in elementary school.”

      “You still don’t look like a giraffe.”

      “And you don’t look like a shrimp.” Chloe paused a moment. “Why aren’t you in this picture of the shrimp family?”

      Lexie’s gaze dropped and her shoulders slumped. She gave a shrug. “Cause I have a mommy. She won’t want me to stay here. She’ll make me come with her and Gary.”

      Chloe’s eyes met Melissa’s. She shrugged. She’d never heard the name Gary before this very moment.

      “Lexie, can I borrow this picture?” Chloe asked.

      Lexie gave it to her. “You can have it. I can draw another one.”

      “Thank you,” Chloe said, dropping it into her briefcase. She picked up a cookie and took a bite, her eyes brightening with delight. “Oh man! These are good.”

      “Me and Miss Melissa made them,” Lexie said, her face less pouty than before.

      “You did a good job. These are as good as the ones my sister Bobby makes. Do you and Miss Melissa make cookies often since you came to live here?”

      “Yes. She says it makes the toster crew happy.”

      “Toster crew?”

      Melissa laughed. “She means the testosterone crew, my nickname for the boys. It’s true what they say about teenage boys. They’re bottomless pits when it comes to food.”

      “Ah. I see.” Chloe leaned in close to Lexie. “That’s a good thing if you get to learn how to make yummy cookies like these with Miss Melissa.”

      Lexie nodded. “I like baking.”

      “Did you bake with your mommy?”

      The little girl shook her head. “No. She never felt like it. My nana would make some cookies before she went to the home.”

      “Her nana lived in a nursing home in Florida before she died,” Melissa explained to the lawyer. Best to let her know there was no family to take Lexie should the judge rule custody to the state.

      Chloe gave a nod. “So, tell me, Lexie, other than the new nickname from the boys, do you like living here?”

      Lexie nodded. “It’s nice. Miss Melissa’s nice and cooks good food. The house is warm, and I got new clothes. And a haircut. And my nails done.” She held up her hand to show off her pink fingernails. Then her face lit up with a huge dimpled smile. “And Deputy Dan brought me my book yesterday.”

      “You like to read then?”

      Again, Lexie nodded.

      “Did you learn to read in school?” Chloe prodded.

      Lexie shook her head. “No. I don’t go to school. Mama taught me how to read before she got sick.”

      “Your mama is sick?”

      “That’s why she needs the medicine from Gary.”

      Drugs.

      Chloe took another cookie and munched on it. Either she was thinking or giving Lexie time to process the conversation some. Not giving her too much pressure for information. “So, what do you like about books?” she asked after a few minutes.

      “Reading a book lets me go on adventures far away in my head.”

      Something in the way she said far away struck Melissa as important. She exchanged a look with Chloe who apparently had the same reaction.

      Melissa leaned closer, putting her hand on the little girl’s shoulder, rubbing it lightly. “Lexie, when do you need to go far away on adventures?”

      “When Gary and his friends bring medicine to Mama.” She looked at the clock, then back at Melissa. “It’s almost time for the bus. Can I go wait on the porch?”

      “I don’t see why not, but don’t leave the porch,” Melissa said.

      “Okay. Come on, Wöden. You can meet the boys.” Lexie scooted out of her seat and headed for the door, the big dog trotting right along behind her.

      “What kind of dog is he? I swear he looks like a wolf,” Melissa said as she retrieved a plastic container from the counter and opened it on the table. The remainder of the cookies she and Lexie had made were inside. “Might as well put them here. They’ll be gone so fast, you’ll think a swarm of locust hit the place.”

      “Bobby used to say the same thing about me and our younger sister Dylan when we were teens. And as for Wöden, you’re partially correct. Wes says he’s part Husky and part wolf.”

      Melissa’s head whipped around to the front door, her heart racing. Suddenly, Chloe’s hand landed on hers and she realized she was halfway out of her seat.

      “She’s safe, Melissa. I promise. Probably safer than she is anywhere else. She’s part of his pack. He’d no more let something happen to her than he would one of his pups.”

      Returning to her seat, she took a slow breath and waited for her heart to beat normal again. “I just worry about her. Daniel said we should be careful that her mother, and whoever she’s getting drugs from—maybe this Gary person—don’t try to take her away from here. It’s been my job to keep her safe.”

      Chloe gave her hand a pat and smiled. “It appears Lexie is part of more than one pack.”

      

      Before Melissa asked her what she meant by that, Chloe started digging around in her briefcase. “So, now I’ve talked to Lexie and seen how she’s adjusting for myself, which, by the way seems remarkably well, why don’t you and I have a talk.” She laid out a long yellow legal pad in front of her. She propped one elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand. “What kind of condition was she in when she first arrived here?”

      Melissa stared out the front door where Lexie and Wöden sat on the top step, as if thinking back. “It was that first night after the blizzard. Daniel carried Lexie inside, all bundled up in a quilt. She’d fallen asleep after having a hot meal at the Peaches ’N Cream. We took her into the small bedroom across from mine. All the boys have rooms upstairs, but I thought she should be closer to me, you know in case she woke up afraid and not knowing where she was.”

      Chloe didn’t write anything down, just sat there listening. “Good thinking. Did she wake up that night?”

      “No. She slept through until morning. The boys had left to go out and help shovel drives with Kyle and some of the other teenagers by the time she woke up.” Melissa face softened, her eyes filled with anguish. “She came out wearing the clothes she’d had on the day before. Everything was threadbare. Holes in them. Her hair a tangled mess. She looked like a lost waif.

      “I made her bacon and pancakes. Then just sat with her while she ate. Told her my name and that Daniel brought her here to stay for a while. She asked if her mama was coming to stay, too.” Melissa swallowed hard. “I had to tell her no and that we didn’t know where her mother was. That was why she had to live here for now.”

      “What did she say to that?”

      “Not much. She got quiet, like she was trying to process all the information. She cried a little. You know a tear or two escaping down her cheek, but she was so still, I didn’t know if I should hug her or if it would make her feel worse.” Melissa heaved a sigh. “I’m so new at all this. I decided to treat her how I’d want to be treated—with respect and honesty and space. I gave her another pancake and refilled her milk. Then started cleaning the kitchen, letting her adjust.”

      The other woman might not have experience in caring for children or teens, but her history gave her more insights than she knew. Chloe had read the file on Melissa that Bobby had given her the day she applied to be Lexie’s legal advocate. The file painted a very grim picture of Melissa’s life with her ex-husband. Classic case of low self-esteem and submission brought about by both physical and emotional abuse. She never stated there was sexual abuse, but in Chloe’s experience with these cases, they went hand-in-hand.

      Something must have clicked in Melissa with that last beating. Maybe it was almost dying, maybe it was realization that no one was going to stand up for her if she didn’t, but the night she’d called for help she found her courage. Not only had she faced her demon, she’d survived.

      Instead of hiding in a corner somewhere, Melissa’s next move after the trial was to apply to be the housemother for at risk teens. Not an easy job for anyone. The woman wanted to make changes in her life and in others. Chloe glanced at the framed list of rules hanging near the back door. She suspected in her former life, the rules constantly changed—another tactic of controlling someone, keep them guessing. Melissa didn’t want her charges having to guess what she expected out of them, and they in turn would learn to trust her.

      The woman had good instincts.

      “How did the boys take having a little girl in the house?”

      “Surprisingly well,” Melissa said. “Since school was out from the blizzard, they hustled in for lunch before I’d managed to get Lexie into a bath. They took one look at her and accepted her immediately. I think it took another day before they started calling her shrimp. Might have been when Trent and Colt were teaching her how to play a video game.”

      “Ah, bonding over Mario Kart?” Chloe said, picking up her pen.

      “Something like that. Ever since, they’ve treated her like their little sister. It’s helped. Daniel’s been a big help, too.”

      “Oh? How?” Chloe jotted down notes from the conversation to help her paint a picture of the environment at the Westen House and how Lexie was faring in it.

      “That first afternoon, he stopped by with some clothes.” Melissa’s lips lifted in a half-smile. “He had boys’ jeans in the smallest size he could buy, a sweatshirt and black tennis shoes. And a big puffy jacket and black gloves. I didn’t have the heart to ask where he’d gotten them, but Lorna filled me in when she stopped by with some hand-me-downs from the school district’s music teacher Holly’s step-daughter. Apparently, the doctor’s twin step-sons had outgrown the clothes Daniel brought and Emma hadn’t given them to the consignment shop.”

      Chloe jotted that information down. “That’s something I’m getting used to now that I’m living in a small town. News and gossip move faster than Wi-Fi.”

      “Isn’t that the truth?”

      “Miss Davis!” a worried teenage sounding voice called from the front of the house.

      She exchanged looks with Chloe and they both hurried to the front door, only to find all four of the boys standing on the sidewalk a good four feet from the bottom step. All four were eyeing the huge animal sitting up beside Lexie at the top of the porch.

      “His name is Wöden,” Lexie said. “He’s my friend and he won’t hurt you.”

      The young men all exchanged looks like there was no way they were going to believe that.

      “Hold very still,” Chloe instructed them, stepping out onto the porch. “Wöden, sniff.”

      He loped down the stairs in that half-wolf, half-dog manner of his. Beginning to his right, he circled each boy, sniffing their shoes, jeans and hands. Satisfied they meant no harm, he loped back onto the porch by Lexie.

      “See?” the little girl said brightly. “Now he’s your friend, too.”

      Even though they’d been accepted by Wöden, the teens climbed the stairs single file and giving the animal a wide berth until they were safely inside.

      “Boys are silly,” Lexie said, skipping inside, Wöden on her heels.

      “I think she plans to use your dog to put some fear in those boys,” Melissa said.

      “As long as they treat her right while he’s around, they should be safe,” Chloe said then winked at Melissa. “Just don’t tell them that.”
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      Daniel stood at the main checkout counter of the Knobs & Knockers, talking with Joe Hillis, the owner, when two of the young men from the Westen House entered.

      “Hey Geoff, Colt. How was school today?” Joe greeted them.

      “Same as always, Joe. Boring,” Colt said with roll of his eyes.

      “It’s not that bad,” Geoff said, giving his friend a shove.

      “Yeah, well you’re a senior and don’t have to take Ms. Kitwell’s English class. She assigned us a paper to write about our future.” Colt slipped behind the counter and stowed his backpack under the counter, then tied on his work apron.

      Ah, Daniel understood the young man’s disgruntlement. The day after he settled Lexie in the house, he’d read all the residents’ files. He wanted to be sure she was safe. Their lives hadn’t been perfect or squeaky clean—actually sucked when it came to parents and the system—but none of them had any history of violence.

      Colt’s father was in prison for life after murdering his mother, which thrust Colt into the foster system at the age of nine. For the next five years he’d run away from every foster home he’d been settled in and had finally popped up on the streets of Cleveland. When he was arrested for shoplifting, the judge had laid down the law. Come to Westen House and straighten up or find himself in jail. Kid had stayed put, was doing okay in school and seemed to like his job here at the hardware store.

      “Well, I can predict your future for the next few hours,” Joe said. “It’s gonna be stacking wood. Got a shipment in to fill the two-by-four and the four-by-six bins.”

      Colt actually grinned. “Now that’s an assignment I can get into.”

      “As for you, Geoff,” Joe said taking out a file folder and handed it to the tall, gangly teen. “Mrs. Turner was in today and gave us the final decision on paint colors for her newest house flip. She wants these colors mixed and then Saturday afternoon you and I are going to be starting the paint job on the living and family rooms.”

      “We can get started tomorrow,” Geoff said, clearly enthusiastic about the paint job.

      “No, you’re going to be busy tomorrow and Saturday morning,” Joe said with a grin. “Trying out for the baseball team.”

      “Really?” Geoff said with a hopeful expression.

      “That’s why I’m here,” Daniel said. “Came by to talk with Joe about your schedule for the next two days. Tryouts are tomorrow and Saturday morning. He’s agreed to give you the time off to try out. You too, Colt, if you want.”

      “I’ve never played ball,” Colt muttered.

      “Neither did I until I tried out for the team back in high school,” Joe said. “Sat the bench most of the first year, but kept trying and learning, made varsity my junior and senior years.”

      “Yeah, but you’re tall. I’m too short to play sports.” Colt sounded a little less disgruntled.

      Joe reached out and squeezed Colt’s shoulder briefly. “I wasn’t this tall back in my freshman year. Grew three inches between then and my sophomore year. You could, too.”

      “You don’t need to be tall to be a good baseball player,” Daniel said. He’d come prepared for this conversation. “Joe Morgan, Yogi Berra, and Kirby Puckett were all around five-feet seven or five-feet eight. All excellent baseball players. All in the Baseball Hall of Fame.”

      “See. You don’t have an excuse,” Geoff said giving him a little shove.

      “Ain’t got a glove.” Colt shoved back, but not hard.

      “I’ll take care of that,” Daniel said, before they got into a heated battle. His phone buzzed a text. He hit the button to retrieve it.

      Gage: Heading to the old Sutter place. Meet me.

      “I need to go. I’ll see you both back at the Westen House after your shifts,” he said and headed out of the store, changing from baseball coach to hunter. The moment he saw Lexie in that house, under all those covers, he’d been on a mission to keep her safe. In order to do that, he had to find the woman who’d put her in danger.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The old Sutter place, an abandoned farm left to go fallow when Josiah Sutter died about ten years earlier, sat on the southernmost border of the county. The rest of the Sutter family, uninterested in the hard work of running a farm, had moved on to live in various cities around the state. With the recent influx of new residents wanting the charm of a small town but also wishing to live within an hour’s drive on the new highway into Columbus, Sutter’s heirs had started selling off sections of the land at a high price to developers. The old homestead was still standing on the last few unsold acres and was on the list of places the sheriff and fire department were checking for drug dealers or drug user squat houses.

      Gage—head down, legs crossed in front of him at the ankles, fingers flying across the keyboard of his phone—leaned back against his truck when Daniel pulled in behind him. Anyone would think the sheriff was distracted as he casually waited on a friend. They’d be mistaken.

      Since the news came out that heroin had inched its way into their county, Gage had been a man on a mission, keeping all his staff, except Bobby, focused on finding any source of it in their jurisdiction.

      “You get your errands finished, Coach?” Gage said, without looking up from his phone.

      “Yep. Thanks for giving me the day off. Talked to all the boys’ bosses. Everyone said the guys are hard workers, polite and they’d be happy to make time for them to try out for the team.” Daniel leaned back against the truck beside his boss. “Picked up gloves for them, as well as balls and bats for the team over at the sports store in Columbus.”

      “Good. I’ve heard good reports on those boys from the school, the business owners and psychologist since Ms. Davis took over. When Todd Banyon was running the place, I’d wondered why we were bothering. He made them sound like a bunch of gangbangers waiting to terrorize the town.”

      “Yeah, well considering he was a psychotic pyromaniac, I’m guessing his opinions weren’t worth the paper he wrote them on.”

      Gage looked up and gave that smart-assed grin of his. “Ya think?”

      “I’ve read all the residents’ files. None of them are as dangerous as old Todd made them out to be. Melissa—er, Miss Davis, has a way with them and with Lexie, too. I think the Westen House is in good hands now.”

      “Melissa, huh?”

      Damn. Why had he said that? “We’re friends. I stop by every few days to check on things since Lexie went to stay. You know, to make sure no one is looking for her.” Damn. Now he was babbling.

      Gage laughed and clamped a hand on his shoulder. “It’s okay, Dan. Just giving you a little grief is all. What say we get busy and knock this place off our list of possible drug houses?”

      “Sounds like a plan.” Right now, any change of topic sounded good to him.

      Gage reached into the bed of his truck and pulled out what looked like a plastic fisherman’s box. After their meeting with Doc Clint yesterday, the sheriff and fire chief decided the team members would have full-fledged safety gear with them to use upon entering any possible drug lair, not just the latex-free gloves they usually wore. Inside the box were hospital masks and sample vials to put samples of anything suspicious, like powders or rocks. Even though the heroin they found at Rose’s place wasn’t laced with fentanyl, no one was taking any chances they’d continue to be so lucky. The tackle box also had evidence bags and the naloxone inhalers the doc had instructed them in using. Sort of like a one man forensic and emergency kit.

      At the front door of the Sutter house, Gage opened the box and handed Daniel a mask and two gloves.

      “Don’t know what we’ll find inside. Best to go in prepared for the worst.”

      They slipped on their gloves and masks, then both pulled out their weapons. Daniel took up a defensive position opposite the door, while Gage wrapped on the front door with his free hand.

      “This is the sheriff. Open up!”

      They both listened.

      No movement or voices came from the other side.

      “Eyes on a swivel. Don’t know what we’ll find inside,” Gage said, reaching to test the doorknob. It wasn’t locked.

      The place reminded him of Rose’s house the day he found Lexie. He moved in behind his boss as the weaved their way through the trash, the mattresses on the floors and the tables covered with drug paraphernalia. They didn’t stop to inspect any of it. Priority first was to look for anyone alive and hiding in the house. Moving room to room, they swept each one for possible users or predators in hiding. Finally, having scoured the house from attic to basement, they returned to the main living room and then out onto the porch.

      “Shit,” Daniel muttered pulling off his mask and holstering his weapon. “I was hoping we’d get through all the abandoned spots without finding anymore heroin. Wishfully naïve thinking on my part.”

      “It’s not naïve. Being hopeful is what keeps this job from becoming unbearable sometimes.”

      “Suddenly turning philosophical, boss?”

      “No, it’s something I’m learning from my wife. After I nearly died from being shot in a drug raid gone bad during my undercover job in Columbus, I’d come back to Westen to lick my wounds and wallow in the darkness I’d been existing in, both at work and in my very dysfunctional first marriage. Bobby’s optimistic look on the world and her belief in the general goodness in people helped me balance the bad with the good.” Gage pulled out his phone. “Perspective can make all the difference, Dan. Don’t lose yours.”

      Daniel wondered if Gage was talking about perspective in the world in general, or the difference in the two women he’d married.

      “Hey, sweetheart, I’m gonna be out here a while,” Gage said, talking to Bobby. “Yeah, we found drugs but no users and thankfully no dead bodies. Yeah, never know when we walk into one of these places. I need you to coordinate. You already called forensics from Columbus?...Why Frank Watson?...” He looked at Daniel, his face tightening and his eyes going bleak. “Deke found a similar spot in a trailer home near the interstate and asked you to call both? Shit. Okay. Let Wes know we’ll be doing overtime tonight and have him meet me there.” He listened, but his face grew stonier and the muscle in his jaw twitched. “No, I don’t want you coming out here with dinner… No. I’m not being overprotective… Yes, I know our sample didn’t have fentanyl in it, doesn’t mean what we or Deke found today doesn’t.”

      Bobby must’ve agreed, because Gage’s shoulders relaxed a bit as he listened to his wife. “I’d like to keep any of the teens away from this, so let’s get someone other than Rachel or Kyle to deliver food to both sites. Why not ask André Danner and Nick Fisher to do the food runs? They both stopped by today to ask if they could help.” He laughed. “Yeah, there aren’t any secrets in a small town, and yet…we didn’t know about Rose or others slipping through the cracks.”

      Daniel bristled at the compassion in Gage’s voice for Rose Cochran. He didn’t have sympathy for someone who would knowingly endanger their child for their own needs. It was the parent’s responsibility to protect their children even from themselves. Rose Cochran exposed Lexie to the dangers of drugs, some of which could have killed her if she’d innocently touched them, much less accidentally inhaled them. She’d exposed her to the type of people who profited from getting easily susceptible people like Rose hooked on drugs, dangerous people who had no qualms about using kids for profits, too. On top of that she’d abandoned the little girl alone in a house with no heat or electricity in a blizzard.

      Yeah, Gage could have all the compassion for the woman he wanted, Daniel wasn’t as forgiving.

      He pulled out his phone and dialed Melissa’s. “Hi, it’s Daniel,” he said when she answered. “I was going to stop by with baseball equipment for the guys after they all got home from their jobs, but something’s come up and I don’t know how late I’ll be.”

      “Oh, okay,” she said, disappointment in her voice. He tried not to think about the little thrill that went through him knowing she’d been looking forward to him stopping by. “They’ll be up until ten. It’s a school night, so unless they’re doing homework they get to bed by then.”

      “I don’t know if I can make it by ten.” He looked over at Gage, who’d already pocketed his phone.

      “If the techs get here by then, you can leave,” he said, stepping off the porch and headed for his truck. “I’m going to need you to stay here while I go check out what Deke’s people found. André or Nick can stay with you when they bring out the food. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Daniel nodded. Message clear. His first priority was the safety of the town, baseball coach came second.

      He watched the sheriff drive down the gravel road as the sun dipped behind the newly budding trees, then he leaned against the porch railing to talk with Melissa. “I’d promised Geoff and Colt, and I don’t want to disappoint them.”

      “I completely understand,” she said. “They’ve had a lot of promises to them broken over the years.”

      “I figured as much. I don’t want to be one more adult who let them down. I’d hoped to get a little catching and batting practice in, but won’t do them much good in the dark. I’ll try to come by ten, if not I may stop by on my way home and drop the stuff off.”

      “I’ll let them know what’s going on, but that you do have equipment for them. Just knock when you get here. I’ll leave the porch light on.”

      He smiled, then had a sobering thought. “Keep the doors locked. And make sure you know who’s at the door before answering.”

      “Why?” she asked, and he hated the concern he’d just given her, but he wanted them to be safe.

      “We found more drugs and I want to be sure no one bothers you or Lexie.”

      “Locked doors it is. Just be careful out there,” she said.

      “I will.” As he hung up, he tried to remember the last time someone had cared about his wellbeing enough to remind him to be careful. Suddenly, the world didn’t feel as dark and bleak as it had when they’d entered the house. Maybe Gage was right. Everyone needed someone to balance things out.
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* * *

      It’s bad,” Deke said, meeting Gage at the drive into the lot where the nearly dilapidated mobile home sat.

      He’d passed the place a number of times driving around the county. He’d never thought to drive in and check if anyone was squatting here. Dad had told him that Chester Wilks, the owner, had died a few years back. Like the Sutter place, the land was being sold off by family members who’d moved on to more lucrative places. Now he was going to make it a priority that all areas of the county were checked on a regular basis.

      “How bad?”

      “Two dead.”

      “Damn. How long?”

      Deke shook his head. “My best guess is a few days. Frank Watson is on his way. As county coroner, he’s going to have to give us his take on it.”

      “ODs?”

      “Be my guess, considering what we found inside.” He led the way up to the porch where the young paramedic, Aisha stood.

      “Aisha,” Gage said with a nod. “Sorry you had to see this, but we knew we might find casualties. Your thoughts on what happened?”

      She blinked, like she was surprised he wanted her opinion. “I’d say they both overdosed. Whether it’s from too much use, or highly concentrated smack, or someone laced it with fentanyl, that I can’t say.”

      “We’ll leave that up to the forensic people. Bobby called them and they should be here within the hour.” He slipped on another pair of latex gloves and pulled his mask out of his pocket with a nod to Deke. “In the meantime, let’s take a look at the crime scene.”

      Deke turned to his paramedic. “Aisha, can you wait out here for the coroner to arrive, then you’re free for the evening.”

      “You sure, Chief?” she said, her brows drawn down in confusion.

      “Yeah, you have a twenty-four-hour shift starting tomorrow and there’s nothing for you to do here. Get some rest and thanks for helping with the searches.”

      “We’re not done with those, are we?”

      Gage shook his head. “Unfortunately, no, but we need to process both of the houses we found today before we move on. So, for tonight we’re finished. Your boss is right. Get some rest and thanks.”

      “She seems like a good kid,” Gage said as they entered the house, thankful the mask decreased the smell of death and decay. “What brought her to Westen?”

      “When Fred Winslow retired after your rescue from the Meth lab explosion, we had to scramble to fill his vacancy on the fire department’s list of qualified paramedics. Hoskins is good but can’t be on duty twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five.” Deke led him through the mess, neither one disturbing anything as they made their way to the bodies.

      “Yeah, even Superman needs a day off.”

      “When Aisha and Carlos applied, they were both equally qualified. Given all the new residents moving into the area, I decided to use part of our increased budget—thank you to you and the city board by the way—to add both to the roster.” He stopped at the door to the bedroom, blocking Gage’s view inside. “She was a medic in the Army, but couldn’t find a job with the big city fire departments. Her cousin is Maggie Landon.”

      “Tyson’s wife who runs the Gift shop and bakery out at their Christmas Tree Farm and is on the town council now, Maggie?”

      “Yep. Got a feeling Aisha was looking for something with less violence and thought her cousin’s small town would fit the bill. Given our recent history, she might not have picked the right small town.”

      Gage gave a half laugh, half scoff. “I can relate. Came home to peaceful Westen to heal and lick my wounds. Nearly got blown up and buried alive. And I grew up here.” He fixed his old friend with a hard stare. “Now you want to tell me why you’re blocking the view of the bodies in that room?”

      Deke’s eyes filled with sympathy. “You remember Jennifer Powers?”

      “Hell no.” Gage took the name like a kick in the gut. He’d dated Jennifer in high school. “She worked as a file clerk at the courthouse. Still ran into her every now and then. Although it’s been a while.”

      “Yeah. Didn’t recognize her at first, but something about the body was familiar, so I pulled out her wallet. It’s Jen. Not sure who the guy is. He had no wallet on him.”

      Gage thought a moment. “Didn’t she end up marrying Hank Turbin?”

      “That’s the last name on her driver’s license. But that’s not Hank in there. The guy looks younger and has more hair. Way more. Hank’s bald as a cue ball, remember? And about three inches taller than this guy.”

      “Damn. Hank’s one of the bartenders over at the Wagon Wheel. I’m going to have to go talk with him when we’re done here.”

      He nodded at the room and Deke moved aside. Standing in the doorway, Gage took in the macabre scene in front of him, fighting back the rage and sorrow that flooded his senses. He chose to focus on the man first. Deke was right, definitely not Hank. Lying on the bed, he looked to be about five-ten or five-eleven at the most. On the thin side, probably due to malnutrition due to drug dependency, he had at least a week-old beard, long stringy hair and dried stuff on his mouth. From his years working narcotics in Columbus, he knew the substance was foam from the overdose of drugs. He wore the requisite long sleeve shirt to cover the track marks evident on the one arm he’d exposed for his latest hit.

      “There aren’t too many flies in the room and no maggots on the body, so less than seventy-two hours probably,” he said and moved over to Jennifer.

      She’d always been on the thin side, now she looked like an anorexia victim and at least twenty years older than she should. Her open eyes stared up at the window, her mouth open in one last gasp.

      “Ah, Jen. What happened to you? How’d you get messed up in this?”

      “I remember when you two dated. She was always smiling and laughing. Full of life.”

      “She was. She’d planned to study acting and music at college. We lost track when we both left Westen.”

      Movement outside the window to the room drew his attention away from the couple sprawled on the bed. Two SUVs and the coroner’s van pulled up.

      “Looks like Frank met the team from the State lab on his way here.”

      With a shake of his head Gage left the room, no longer willing to see the results of what the drugs had done to a friend. On the porch, he stripped off his gloves and mask, as the coroner walked up the broken concrete steps.

      “Frank, sorry to have to call you out so late,” Gage said, shaking hands with him.

      “Death doesn’t work nine-to-five. Chief,” Frank said, shaking hands with Deke. “Is there a fire, too?”

      “No, we’re consolidating our forces to try and root out this crap.” Deke gave a nod at Aisha who was climbing into her car. “My paramedic and I were the first ones on this scene.”

      “She gave me the info. Two dead. One male, one female. Possible overdose?”

      Gage nodded. “That’s what we suspect, but of course…”

      “You’ll wait on the autopsy,” Frank finished for him. “You know, since you came back to Westen, I’ve had a lot more work on my hands as coroner.”

      “Trust me, I’d like nothing more than never having to call you, Doc.”

      “And with the epidemic of opioids, heroin and now fentanyl soaking the countryside, I’m surprised this is the first time we’ve met for overdoses. Sadly, I don’t think it’ll be our last.” He pulled on his gloves and a mask. “Now clear out of the way and let me and the techs do our thing. I’ll have a report for you as soon as I can.”

      Gage’s phone rang as he moved to let the older man into the crime scene. “What’s up, Daniel?”

      “Just wanted you to know two techs from the crime lab got here. Cleetus had to show them the way with half the roads past the new subdivision having little more than a county road number. He’s headed your way.”

      “Good. He can stay here while the techs and the Doc deal with this mess. You gonna be okay out there?”

      “Yeah, Andre’s hanging with me. It’s a mess, but the head lady, Connie, said they’re going to focus on bagging all the drug stuff up, look for anything hidden and look for prints, mostly near the stash we found. She said they may get lucky and get some hits in their system from drug houses they’ve processed from other parts of the state. She said, once that’s done, they’ll head your way, since the dead bodies are more of a priority.”

      “Once they’re done, lock the place up and you’re done for the night.”

      He hung up and slid his phone into his pocket, wondering if he’d have enough people to handle this new and insidious threat to his town.

      “You want some company to go talk to Hank?” Deke asked, as they sauntered back towards their vehicles.

      “Nah. I’m going to shower and change back at the station, before I go there. I’m not taking any chances something didn’t get on my clothes while I’ve been in here or over at the Sutter place.”

      “Might as well come along with you then,” Deke nodded. “I was thinking the same thing about showering before I go home to Libby.”

      “Last thing I want to do is expose Bobby or the baby to these drugs.”

      “Me, either.”

      Gage pause with one hand on the door handle. “Something you planning to share?”

      Deke got that shit-eating-grin of his. “Didn’t plan on telling anyone too much yet, but Libby’s pregnant.”

      “Congratulations!” Gage grabbed his oldest friend into a bear hug. He was one of the few people that knew Deke and Libby had lost a child in a miscarriage when they’d dated years ago, and since their marriage back at Thanksgiving, they’d been trying to conceive. “Can’t think of any better news to turn this crap day around.”
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* * *

      Baby, I need some,” Rose Cochran whined from the passenger seat.

      “And I told you, you’re going to have to earn it.”

      Gary “Snubnose” Woodhouse—he’d gotten the name in middle school when some asshole told everyone he looked like a pug dog; these days he carried a snubnosed revolver to make the name fit his badass persona—leaned into the driver’s side door of the beat-up sedan. He had another vehicle he preferred to drive—a new, clean SUV with all the latest tech. It was his baby and the last thing he wanted was some heroin-addict whore puking in it or contaminating it with product. Neither did he want some of his dealers thinking he was so rich he wouldn’t miss if they skimmed some smack or money for their own use. No, he’d keep them honest and afraid with this image of a barely-making-money dealer, mean enough to use this non-descript car and women like Rosie for his deals.

      Most importantly, when he was transporting his “special” cargo, he didn’t want anyone being able to give an accurate description to the police. Shiny and new stood out in these neighborhoods. Old, beat-up? Everyone had one.

      The streetlight shone into the dark interior of the car as he stared at the scrawny woman huddled under the men’s wool army coat. When she’d started buying Vicadin from him three years ago, she’d been quite the looker. He’d seen the potential earner in her, so he’d brought her along slowly. Letting her buy on credit for a while, then eventually telling her she’d pay for it with a blow job. She’d surprised him at how good she gave head. Next, he’d moved her into being his submissive sex partner, which lead to pimping her out on occasion. The more she worked for him, the more smack she craved and the deeper she went in the sex trade.

      Lately, her habit was so bad, she’d let herself go, not caring if she ate or bathed. Hell, she even left her kid alone in a blizzard to get a fix. For a long time, she’d been overprotective of her kid, especially when he’d bring clients out to her place to party. He’d had to walk a fine line to keep her craving his heroin and not see his real interest was in her daughter. When she’d shown up without the little girl, he’d been pissed, but blizzard prevented him from doing anything about it. After the snow melted, he’d driven by the old farm house only to find police tape on the doors and no sign of the kid. The place was now off limits to him and Rose. He’d had to find other accommodations. Couldn’t take a chance getting caught out there, especially if the kid was dead, or worse, with the local cops and spilling her guts.

      Which brought them to tonight. He had a party scheduled. A big-time money man, looking to impress some clients.

      “I’m going to give you a little taste, but then you have to do something for me,” he said, smoothing a greasy lock of hair away from her pale face.

      Her eyes lit up. Could be hope, but he suspected it was more the beast lusting after the high.

      “Yeah, okay. Whatever you say. Just please, hurry, I’m starting to hurt, baby,” she said, leaning in close, her hand wandering over his thigh towards his crotch.

      He caught her hand and held it firm as he drew a small packet from his coat pocket. “Not now. Later. First, you’re going to do a little snort, so you calm down. Then we’re going to a motel and you’re getting a shower. No one wants to fuck you smelling foul. I have your clothes in the back and you’re going to a high-class party at a five-star hotel. When you’re done for the night, we’ll have our own little party.”

      Rosie sniffed the powder up her nose and leaned back in her seat. For the past year, he’d been working the Westen area, had scored some sweet cargo for his boss, made money off the addicts and the addict-whores. But with the cops finding Rosie’s little girl alone in the drug house the last thing the boss would want was publicity about what they were doing. He’d already begun cleaning house.

      He drove out onto the highway headed for Columbus. One of his biggest clients had booked Rosie for the night.
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      It was a little after ten when Daniel pulled into the drive out at the Westen House. Lights were still on upstairs and down. Before leaving the Sutter place, he’d called Melissa, just to be sure she was expecting him this late. He had to smile at the welcoming sight. After spending the evening at the Sutter place among the left-over dregs of people who’d sunken low in their addiction and despair, he wanted—no needed, something more wholesome, more positive, more alive. A house full of teenage boys and one little girl ought to do the trick.

      He climbed out of his car and grabbed the bag of sports equipment from his trunk and headed to the door.

      “Hey, Deputy Löwe,” Geoff said, answering Daniel’s knock on the door. “Miss Davis told us you were still coming by.”

      “Sorry, it’s so late, we had some issues come up and the sheriff needed me to work over.” Daniel juggled the bag into his left hand to offer his right to the teenager. He believed in starting how you mean to go, and he meant to treat his young players with respect and expect it in return. “Everyone still awake?”

      Geoff held the door and stepped aside to let him in. “All except Shrimp. She’s always in bed by eight.”

      “Oh, she’s always in bed by then, but is never asleep. And now that you brought her favorite book, the past few nights she’s stayed up reading.” Melissa stood at the sink washing a giant pan, with Colt doing the drying.

      “You’re not going to make me feel guilty for that,” Daniel said with a grin. “Not when she was so happy to have it again. Besides, reading is a good pastime. Wouldn’t want her deprived of reading material.”

      “Oh, she wasn’t deprived,” Bryan said from his spot at the kitchen table. “She was reading my comic book collection last week.”

      “Collection? You have twelve,” Trent said, coming in from the other room, video game controller in hand. He sat and elbowed Bryan. “A collection is like hundreds. My cousin has one.”

      “Hundreds if you’re old. I just started mine,” Bryan muttered and went back to writing on the paper in front of him, a Geometry book open beside it.

      “Well, she’s not just reading your collection, she had my American History book open last weekend, and was reading about the American Revolution. For someone who’s never gone to school one day in her life, Shrimp’s wicked smart.”

      “That she is, and she’s also sleeping down the hall, so let’s keep it down,” Melissa said, bringing over a plate of cherry pie and setting it on the table in front of an empty spot. She handed Daniel a fork. “Sit. You can help me out by finishing off the last of the pie. Otherwise, I’ll have a battle between these four.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said with a nod. He handed the bag of sports equipment to Geoff before taking his seat on the bench behind the table. “This is for you guys. Miss Davis gave me shoe sizes for cleats, the gloves are all regulation mitts and there’s a bat and some balls to practice with tomorrow. I’d hoped to get here early enough to give you some pointers and get in a few at-bats before dark, but couldn’t do it.”

      As the boys dug into the bag, oh-man-ing over the gloves and cleats, Daniel met Melissa’s eyes for a moment, and she gave a little nod, understanding that he wouldn’t and couldn’t talk about what had kept him so late. At least, not in front of the teens. He took a bite of the pie and almost moaned. “Wow, that’s good.”

      “Yeah, Miss Davis and the Shrimp make the best desserts,” Colt said, slipping his hand into a black and tan mitt.

      “Glad you like it,” Melissa said, whether to him or the boys or all of them, Daniel wasn’t sure. She took an empty chair where a laptop sat open. “What time is tryouts tomorrow?”

      Daniel swallowed another bite of pie. “We’re going to get together about an hour after school. Want to be sure everyone who wants to try out has a chance to get there. Talked with all your bosses today and they’re on board to rescheduling your work hours for tomorrow and Saturday.” He looked at all four faces, each of them slapping their hands into the leather of the new mitts. “If you make the team, then I’ll give them schedules of our games, both here and away, and practice times. Being on the team won’t affect your employment.”

      “Even Miss McCoy over at the Yeast & West Bakery?” Bryan asked, concern on his face. “She has a lot of deliveries on the weekends. And I do a lot of the heavy lifting for her. She’s awful little, I’d hate her to get hurt doing that.”

      “Willie Mae’s a lot tougher than she looks,” Daniel said.

      “She looks like a good puff of wind would send her tumbling like one of those western tumbleweeds you see in those Western video games,” Trent said.

      “Everything is a video game to you,” Bryan said. “But she does look like that. Sort of like my grandmother did.”

      “I’m sure Willie Mae can rearrange her deliveries or have people pick them up on the rare days you’re not available, Bryan.” Daniel finished off the pie and set his fork aside. “Out of all your bosses, she was the most enthusiastic about you trying out for the team. She told me she played softball all through high school and hopes you make the team so she can come cheer from the stands.”

      “Joe won’t have to worry about me missing more than tomorrow,” Colt muttered, suddenly looking like someone had stolen his puppy. “I’ve never even thrown a baseball, much played on a team.”

      

      I thought about that earlier, Colt,” Daniel said, then looked at Melissa. “May I use your laptop?”

      “It’s all yours,” she said, typing in her password, then scooting it to face him.

      He brought up the browser and typed in a search for baseball videos—specifically ones to teach proper techniques, both throwing a baseball and the mechanics of hitting. “These might help you get an idea and you can practice in that hour after school.”

      They watched a video of each technique and Bryan wrote down the URL’s so they could watch them on their iPads later.

      “I ain’t gonna try to learn in front of those guys at school. They already razz me for being short.”

      “Yeah, but you’re fast,” Trent said.

      “Yeah, you can beat all of us in a race,” Bryan said, patting him on the shoulder. “That’s important after you hit the ball, or if you’re trying to catch one. Quick is good.”

      “And we can practice out front here after school if Miss Davis doesn’t mind driving us to the tryouts,” Geoff suggested with a glance at Melissa.

      “Of course,” she quickly answered.

      Daniel gave them all a nod to their plan. “And like I told you earlier today, Colt, lots of players have been under six feet, you don’t have to be super tall to play baseball. Hard work and good skills can make you just as good as anyone else.”

      “I guess I can give it a try then,” Colt said, looking a little more confident.

      “Good. Then off to bed with you guys,” Melissa scooted her chair back and grabbed Daniel’s plate. “You have a lot to do tomorrow and no one succeeds in anything without rest.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” they said in unison as if they’d heard her say that all the time, which Daniel suspected they did. They thanked him again for the sports equipment as they gathered them up and head up the stairs, Bryan taking his Geometry work with him to “finish before bed”.

      “I should be going, too,” Daniel said, stepping towards the door.

      “Can you wait a moment?” Melissa laid her hand on his arm to stop him, worry heavy in her usually soft brown eyes.

      “Sure. What’s up?” She removed her hand and he had the urge to grab it, hold tight and reassure her that whatever was wrong, he’d handle it.

      “Chloe Roberts came by. She’s Lexie’s legal advocate.”

      “I remember hearing that,” he said, turning to face her. “Did something happen?”

      “It was a good visit. I’m not sure whether Chloe can pass on information she hears from Lexie to the sheriff, since she’s her lawyer.”

      “I’m not sure either. Ethically, I’d assume the whole client confidentiality thing applies to Lexie, unless it was something that would endanger her. Why?”

      “We were seated at the table, Lexie was drawing. While they were talking Lexie mentioned her mother had a boyfriend. She said he brought her mother “medicine”.”

      “Probably her dealer bringing her drugs.”

      “That’s what Chloe and I both thought. Lexie sounded like she didn’t like him. She also sounded a bit frightened of him.”

      Anger that someone would make the little girl afraid inched over him. “Did she give you a name?”

      “Just Gary.”

      “No last name? No description of him?”

      Melissa shook her head. “No. I got the impression that Chloe didn’t want to press her for more information this first time they talked.”

      “I understand. She’s just getting her footing here. We all want to help make her safe, not feel like she’s being interrogated. I’ll let Gage know and we’ll see if we can find anyone named Gary who’s a known felon or drug dealer in the State databases.” He smiled and patted her on the arm, happy when she didn’t flinch or move away. “If she tells you anything more, just in casual conversation, let me know. Every little bit helps.”

      “I will. But I don’t know how long she’ll be here. The court hearing is Monday.”

      “I know. I’ll be there.”

      “You will?”

      “I’m the one who found her. That makes me the first one to testify in her behalf with the judge.”

      “Oh, I see.”

      A quiet settled between them. Then someone dropped something on the floor above them, breaking the spell.

      “I’d better go,” he said, reaching for the doorknob.

      “I should go check on Lexie,” Melissa said at the same time.

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.” When she looked puzzled, he clarified. “At the tryouts.”

      “I can stay and watch?” She sounded surprised at the idea.

      “Sure, lots of the parents do.”

      “I’m not their parent.”

      “You feed them, house them, listen to them, encourage them and keep them safe. You’re as close to a parent as any of them, including Lexie have right now.” He opened the door and paused on the threshold. “If you stay and watch, it will mean a lot to them. Trust me.”

      “I will, then.”

      Her cheeks turned a little pink and Daniel had the urge to lean in and sample the softness of her pink lips. But he knew her history and the last thing he wanted to do was force her into anything she might not want, including a kiss, so he stepped out on the porch and waited in the chilly almost spring air until he heard the deadbolt slide into place. He liked knowing all the residents of Westen House were secure for another night. It was his responsibility to see they stayed safe.
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* * *

      Five minutes before the Wagon Wheel Saloon closed for the night, Gage and Deke walked in the door. They’d planned to make their entrance when there would be few customers and they’d have time to talk to Hank Turbin. He had a deft hand with the drinks, and the patient ear psychologists would envy. Hank wasn’t a big man. Average height, average weight, usually average temperament—unless you were causing a problem, then he’d show off the boxing skills he’d learned in high school.

      And Gage was about to cause him a very big problem.

      “Hey, Sheriff, Chief,” Hank said as he mopped down the vacant end of the bar. On the other end sat two regulars, Harv and Mac. Both in their eighties, the pair usually closed the place, the last to leave, getting a ride home with one of their kids, each son took a turn getting his father and buddy home. “Made final call half an hour ago, but I could manage you a drink.”

      The door opened behind them and twenty-something Roy MacGregor stepped inside. “Taxi’s here, Pops,” he said to his grandfather, with a nod at Hank. “They all paid up?”

      “I always pay my tab,” Mac said, sliding off his stool and helping Harv off his. “No need to check with the barkeep like I’m some wet-behind-the-ears kid like you.”

      Roy grinned at Gage, Deke and Hank, as he held the door open for the two older men. “Yes, sir. I was just checking if I needed to come inside while you took care of it.”

      “Well, you don’t,” his grandfather grumbled. “Now let’s get ol’ Harv here home before his girl sends someone else to get us and it looks like a damn parade.

      “Don’t want the sheriff over there to arrest us all for disturbin’ the peace,” Harv added.

      “Yes, sir,” Roy said, mouthing a silent thanks to Hank before following the elderly pair outside.

      The trio inside waited for the door to close before laughing.

      “I bet those two were a handful back in the day,” Hank said.

      Gage nodded. “I remember Dad telling me about them getting into a fight with a group of bikers when we first came to town. Said old Doc Ray had to stich up those boys like putting back together a stuffed animal.”

      “Harv and Mac?” Deke asked.

      Gage grinned. “Nope, the bikers. Harv and Mac had to spend the night in jail. Begged to in fact.”

      “Why?” Hank asked leaning over the bar with interest.

      “Said they’d be getting a beating from their wives worse than those bikers tried to give them if they came home drunk.”

      All three laughed.

      “I’m pretty sure you didn’t come in here to check on Harv and Mac,” Hank said, growing sober. “What’s up?”

      “Why don’t you grab three beers and meet us at a table?” Gage said.

      “I’ll get the door,” Deke offered. He locked the deadbolt and turned the open sign to closed before meeting Gage and Hank at a four-top table.

      Hank took a long drink from his bottle of lager. “Okay, I’m thinking whatever this is, it isn’t good. I talked to my sister and everything is okay with her and my kids.”

      Gage toyed with the bottle of beer in front of him. Damn he hated this part of his job. His father’s words filled his ears. No real way to make it easier on the family. Might as well just say it and get it over with. Like ripping a bandage off a wound. He raised his gaze and stared firmly, but sympathetically in the other man’s eyes. “It’s Jennifer.”

      Hank went pale. Not only was Jennifer his ex-wife, she was the mother of his son and daughter. “What happened?”

      “Hate to tell you this, but we found her dead today.”

      Hank’s jaw tightened, his lips pressed in a thin line and tears filled his eyes as he broke off his gaze and stared out the saloon window for a moment. “How? No, don’t tell me. It was drugs, wasn’t it?”

      Gage nodded then took a drink of his beer.

      “Vicadin?” Hank asked, shaking his head in anger. “I told her that shit was going to kill her. That’s why I threw her out and got a divorce. I love her, I did, but I came home from work early one night to find her stoned out of her mind and my kids locked in their room. The baby hadn’t been changed for hours. I don’t know if she’d even fed them. I had to make a choice.”

      Gage and Deke exchanged looks. The guy had done what was best for his kids but blamed himself for not helping his wife. What they were going to tell him wasn’t going to make that go away.

      “It wasn’t Vicadin, Hank,” Gage said.

      “It wasn’t drugs?”

      “Didn’t say that. We found heroin in the room with her. We’ll know more after the autopsy.”

      Hank rubbed his hand down his face. “Jesus. Heroin?”

      “Looks like it.”

      “How the hell did she get mixed up with that?”

      “You’ve seen the news. There’s been an epidemic of the stuff hitting the Midwest,” Deke said. “It’s cheaper than the prescription stuff and easier to score. A lot of people who got hooked on pain killers have started using the harder stuff for more of a high.”

      “Do you know who she was getting her pills from before she moved out?” Gage asked.

      “It started after Bonnie was born. Jen nearly bled to death and the only way to save her life was to do a hysterectomy. She would go to different docs for prescriptions. Don’t know why they didn’t see how often she was coming in. But finally, they stopped giving her any.” He ran his beefy hand over his face again. “Somehow she found someone online that provided her with the stuff. Ran two credit cards to the max before I stopped her from using them. Thought I had the problem solved until that night I found her almost unconscious. That was my limit. I just couldn’t take it anymore.”

      Gage gave him a grim nod. He hated seeing the other man suffering. He also hated the fact he was going to have to torture him a little more, but right now Jennifer and the man found dead beside her were his only leads into this mess.

      “There’s more,” he said, “Jennifer wasn’t alone in the house where we found her.”

      Anger tightened Hank’s features. “Then ask whoever was with her where she got the smack. They’d know better than I would.”

      “Can’t. He’s dead, too.”

      Hank’s reaction was like watching a war on the battlefield. His shoulders slumped slightly at the same time his hand gripped the beer bottle so tight his knuckles blanched. Gage tensed, prepared to duck if the smaller man decided to chuck the glass bottle his direction. He didn’t. Instead, he suddenly seemed to sink into himself, and collapsed his head onto his arm stretched on the table, his body shaking as quiet sobs of despair rolled over him.

      The man had truly loved Jennifer.

      Gage looked to Deke for what to do. Deke gave him the your-guess-is-as-good-as-mine shrug in response.

      So, he waited. And waited.

      Finally, Hank lifted his head, swiping at his eyes and cheeks with his hands. “Who was the guy?”

      “Unfortunately, he had no ID on him. We’ve sent his prints to the crime lab, but who knows if that will turn up anything.”

      “So, there’s no way to find out who supplied her? Who helped kill her?”

      Grimly, Gage took out his phone and opened the photos to the one the crime lab had sent him of the John Doe in the mobile home. “This is a little gruesome, but can you take a look and see if you know might recognize him? Maybe someone who came in the Wagon Wheel?”

      Hank took a quick look, glanced away, then tried again, this time concentrating. “Hard to say. Like you say, he might’ve come in here. But there’s lots of customers. He’s definitely not a regular. Sorry.”

      “That’s okay, Hank. It was worth the shot.” Gage took back his phone and stood, Deke and Hank following suit. “There’s one last thing,” he paused, putting one hand on the bartender’s shoulder.

      “You need me to come do the identification,” Hank answered before the question was asked. “Do I need to do it now?”

      Gage shook his head. “No. Tomorrow should be soon enough. Meet me at the office and we’ll go together.”

      Hank walked them to the door, and they all shook hands.

      “Well, Gunslinger, I don’t envy you that part of your job. That sucked,” Deke said as he and Gage crossed the parking lot in the cold night air.

      Gage opened the driver’s side door and stared across the hood at his old friend. “I’m afraid it’s going to get a lot worse before we get a handle on this  situation.”
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      What are the tosters doing?” Lexie asked from her seat next to Melissa on the metal and wood bleachers along the side of the baseball diamond.

      Melissa didn’t try to correct her. The little girl had picked up on part of the word testosterone to call all the boys in the house. If they were going to call her Shrimp, Melissa figured Lexie could have her own nickname for them as a collective. The boys got a kick out of it, Trent even suggesting they get t-shirts made.

      “They’re trying out for the school’s baseball team,” she said, pulling out the quilt she’d brought with her to lay over their laps. It felt more like football weather than baseball to her, but she was taking Daniel’s advice and sitting in the stands to show the boys she was supporting them, even if none of them made the team.

      Across the field all the potential players were huddled with Daniel and another coach. They’d come out wearing jackets, but quickly shed those to do stretching and warm-up exercises, including jogging around the entire field twice. Lexie had enjoyed that, waving at her boys as they came past. Each one had given her a little wave, nothing to get too much attention, but enough to thrill the little girl.

      “What is baseball?” Lexie asked, leaning into her side.

      “It’s a game played by two teams. The field has a diamond shape,” she said, pointing out the shape on the field. “There are four bases, those little white squares. They are first, second, third—”

      “And fourth!” Lexie finished excitedly.

      Melissa laughed. “Well, that’s what you’d think, but they call it home plate.”

      Lexie drew her brows down and made that screwed-thin-line-I’m-confused-look of hers. “That’s silly. It doesn’t look like a house.”

      A chuckle sounded from in front of them where Glenna, the waitress from the Peaches ’N Cream Café, sat huddled in her coat and a thick blanket, too. She turned and smiled at them. “After they’re done, you should go down and look at the plate, it does kind of look like a house.”

      “Thanks. You son is trying out, isn’t he?”

      “Her son, Duncan, doesn’t need to tryout,” a beautiful African American woman with a twinkle in her dark eyes and a brilliant smile said from the bleacher seat between the Melissa and Glenna. “Boy’s got a wicked curveball.”

      Melissa didn’t know much about the game, mostly the basics, but she’d heard pitchers could make the ball curve. “So, he’s the pitcher?”

      “Well, one of them,” Glenna said, gathering up her things and moving up to sit on the seat in front of Melissa and Lexie, next to the other lady. “Every team needs a few pitchers. It’s hard to throw the baseball for all nine innings, much less pitch more than one game a week. When they’re in tournaments, playing several games in a weekend, there’s a different pitcher for every game.”

      “How many boys make the team?” She’d thought there would only be nine or ten and the boys wouldn’t have a chance to make the team.

      “To qualify for the high school Division I we have to have twenty-five players. This is Maggie,” Glenna said. “Her son, Tre is our shortstop and one of the best hitters. Maggie, this is Miss Davis, she runs the Westen House.”

      “Glad to meet you,” Maggie said with a smile, then peeked around her to smile at the suddenly shy Lexie, who was burrowing in a little closer to Melissa’s side. “Is that your daughter?”

      “No. Lexie is staying with us at the house. We’re here rooting on the boys.”

      “How many are there? Tre told me his friend Bryan was going to be trying out today.”

      “Four. Deputy Löwe invited them to try out. One of them has never played before.”

      Before anyone asked anymore, the group on the far side of the field broke up into three groups.

      “What are they going to do now?” Lexie asked.

      “The first group is going to show their catching and throwing skills,” Glenna explained. “The young man at home plate will hit ground balls and the kids on the field will take turns trying to catch them and throw to the one on first base. Coach Dan will be watching to see who has good skills. Who throws accurately. Who hustles to catch the ball.”

      “What’s hustle?” the little girl asked, relaxing around the new ladies.

      “It means to hurry up or work hard,” Melissa explained. “Deputy…uhm, Coach Daniel wants people on his team who go after the ball, not wait for it to get to them.”

      “What is that group doing?” Lexie pointed to the smaller group on the far side of the field.

      “That’s where the pitchers are practicing,” Glenna said. “See, that tall guy on the little hill? That’s my son Duncan. He’ll throw the ball to the guy with the mask squatting down. He’s the catcher.”

      Duncan did lean back, lifted one leg and hurled the ball toward the catcher, hitting the mitt with a thud.

      “He did it!” Lexie said. Then she turned her attention to the other field and pointed. “Look, it’s Geoff’s turn!”

      Geoff was positioned between second and first. The coach hit the ball his way, and he scooped up into his glove and made a quick turn to first.

      Melissa clapped and turned to Glenna. “That was good, wasn’t it?”

      “Yes. He’s got a nice throwing arm. He’s played before?”

      Melissa shrugged. “He said he hadn’t played since little league. Trent and Bryan said they played then, too.”

      “And the fourth boy?” Maggie asked.

      Melissa pointed to what looked like a huge cage set up to the side. “That’s Colt taking a turn at hitting. He’s very nervous. Said he’d never played a game.”

      “And he’s trying out today?”

      “The four of them have bonded. I think he wanted to try because the others were. I hope he does well.”

      Maggie laid her hand on Melissa’s knee. “It’s never too late to learn. Andre, the tall young man standing to the side, is the hitting coach. He helped Tre learn to be a good hitter. And Thomas, the man hitting to the guys on the field? He’s a retired steel worker, but he is great at getting the boys to focus and field like major leaguers.”

      “Your boys are in good hands out there,” Glenna said, easing a little of the worry Melissa had been fighting all day.

      She’d worried from the time the boys left for school. What if none of them made the team? Would it make them targets for bullies in the school? All four had already faced bullies in their lives one way or another. What if only one of them or all but one of them made the team? Would it change the dynamics within the foursome and within Westen House? Worse, what if one of them, poor Colt who had never played ball before, was so bad the other kids started teasing him? Would her other three boys defend him or join in?

      A crack of the bat sounded from the batting cage, and cheering went up all around.

      [image: ]
* * *

      That batting cage is really cool!” Colt said between bites of his pizza, Saturday evening after the second day of try-outs were completed.

      Melissa had suggested to the four hyped-up-on-adrenaline-and-perpetually-starving teens that they try out the new pizza place. The six of them were crowded into a curved booth with two giant meat lovers and one small cheese pizza in front of them.

      “You were connecting with those fast balls like you played little league for years,” Trent said, reaching for another slice.

      Colt shook his head. “Nope, never got to play as a kid.”

      “How were you hitting so good then?” Bryan asked.

      The youngest of them shrugged. “Guess I was so used to seeing my old man’s fist come at me, anticipating it, I just kept my eye on the ball.”

      The boys all laughed, and Melissa smiled, but inside she cringed thinking of how Colt and the others had lived their lives before coming to Westen House. Even Geoff, who had very well-off parents with lucrative professions seemed to react as if he’d seen his fair share of beatings.

      “I liked when the crack sounded,” Lexie said beside her.

      “That means the barrel of the bat connected with the ball. The barrel is the big part,” Trent said, lifting up the bat Daniel had given the boys two nights before to show her what he was talking about.  He curled one hand around the thin part. “The handle you hold is this part down here with the knob. When the thick part hits the ball just perfect, you get the big crack. Got it?”

      Lexie nodded with big eyes and he set the bat back down at his feet. “You know a lot about baseball.”

      “Nah, he just Googled it last night,” Bryan said, with an elbow at his friend’s side. “He’s always hogging the house computer to look stuff up.”

      “Computers are good for things other than video games.” Trent gave him a return elbow, but with a grin.

      “I thought that’s why you liked working at the bookstore?” Geoff said. “You can look stuff up and not have to borrow the book from the library.”

      Trent nodded as he swallowed his bite of pizza half-chewed. Melissa was beginning to think teenage boys ate all their food half-chewed and in huge amounts.

      “Well, yeah, there’s that. But sometimes it’s just easier to Google stuff. Quicker than searching through books.” He took a gulp of soda. “But I do like working at the bookstore. Found a book about Einstein the other day. Really cool.”

      Melissa winked at Geoff, who was hiding a smile. As the oldest, he’d taken on leader of the pack, and knew as she did, that Trent’s interests were far reaching and eclectic. The kid liked to talk engineering and politics, and now apparently baseball. Given enough time, he’d probably figure out the physics and analytical numbers of the game and how it influenced world politics.

      Time to change the subject before Trent took them into a conversation that would have them all feeling confused and unintelligent.

      “So, Colt, do you mind being on the junior varsity?” she asked, directing the conversation back to baseball. The other three had all made the varsity team—Geoff and Bryan on the outfield, and Trent as backup catcher—while Daniel had put Colt on the junior team.

      “Nah,” he said, wiping his mouth with the napkin and leaning back in the booth, apparently with a full stomach. “If it was just hittin’ the ball, I’d say I was good enough for the varsity…”

      “Yeah, you’re better than some of those guys who’ve been playin’ for years,” Bryan said, and Trent nodded along with him.

      “But seein’ how those guys like Tre handles the balls hit to ’em and knowing how to throw to the right base and making long throws like they do,” Colt continued, sitting a little taller at his friend’s compliment. “I’ve got a lot to learn about the game, so being on the JV team is a good call on the coach’s part.”

      “Glad you think so,” a deep voice sounded from behind them and everyone looked up to see Daniel standing there holding three pizza boxes.

      “Hey, Coach,” all four of the boys said, one right after the other. Each wanting to get a moment of his attention. Melissa couldn’t blame them. They’d spent so many years getting either no attention or demeaning attention from the male figures in their lives, that being with a man such as Daniel, who treated them with respect made them crave more. She felt the same way.

      “You gonna eat all those pizzas by yourself?” Trent asked and the others all laughed.

      “Nope. I have half the evening shift tonight and taking these in for the guys at the station. We’ve been working overtime. Thought they might be hungry.” His eyes grew a little weary and Melissa wanted to ask if the rumor she heard about two people found dead was what had him working extra but knew that wasn’t something he would talk about in public, even if he could.

      Quickly, Daniel covered his worry and focused on the youngest boy. “Colt, you keep working, practicing and learning everything you can, and next year you might make the Varsity squad.”

      “Yes, sir, Coach,” Colt said.

      “We can practice tomorrow.” Trent said and looked at Melissa. “After church, of course.”

      She nodded. One of the things she started doing when she’d moved into the Westen House, was attend church every Sunday morning. It wasn’t a rule for the boys to attend, but when they found out she’d stop at the Peaches ’N Cream afterwards for lunch, they were on board. Especially when their old house mate, Kyle, was working. Plus, Lorna had a standing offer for a free milkshake for any teen who attended a Sunday service at any church.

      “Gonna have to be in the evening,” Colt said. “I have to work at the Knobs & Knockers from one to four tomorrow.”

      “And I have a paint job out at one of the new houses in the subdivision off Spring street,” Geoff said.

      Bryan shook his head. “And I promised Henry and Miss Mags that I’d be in to the Petal Pushers to clean to make up for missing work today.”

      “Maybe I’ll stop by and give you some pointers before I head into work,” Daniel said.

      “I can make dinner early,” Melissa offered. “If you’d like to join us. Then the boys can practice afterwards, and you’d still make it to work.”

      Daniel’s gaze met hers and she prayed she wouldn’t blush at the light in his eyes. “I’d like that very much.”

      Lexie pulled on her sleeve, breaking the contact with the handsome deputy. She leaned down to hear the little girl. “What do you need, sweetie?”

      “Can you make fried chicken?” She looked up at Daniel and grinned. “Miss Melissa makes the bestest fried chicken.”

      “You sure about that?” he said with one eye narrowed. “Pete over at the café makes some good fried chicken.”

      Lexie nodded, her face very serious. “Yes, sir, Deputy Dan, but not as good as Miss Melissa’s.”

      “Guess I’ll have to give it a try and see.” He gave Melissa a challenging look. “That is if she’s up to making some.”

      “Fried chicken it is,” she said sitting straighter and with a tilt of her chin challenging him right back.
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      What happened?” Snubnose asked, slamming the door shut behind him.

      “I don’t know, man,” the overweight accountant sat on the side of the bed in his half-open suit pants—as if putting on some clothes would make the situation better—slumped over his spread thighs, his hands holding his head. “The others took off…I had to let you know…There’s so much blood…Oh God!”

      The drug dealer pimp walked over and slapped the other man’s head. Then slapped it again. “Get a grip, Derek. You were man enough to gang bang her. Be a man and tell me what happened.”

      “That’s what I’m tryin’ to tell you, Snub. The guys got bad. They started fighting. She was bleeding.”

      “While you were fucking her?”

      The older man shook his head. “No, we’d been going at it for a while. Took a break. One of the others got out a packet of smack to snort. Then it all got out of control. She got a little wild. Never saw anyone react like that. Screaming and throwing herself at Walt. Out of her mind.”

      Shit. Someone had used H laced with PCP.  That was the only excuse for his normally submissive Rose to go crazy. They’d brought dope from someone other than him. He never used that crap to cut his product.

      “Paul had to hit her to get her to calm down. Then he kept hitting and she was biting him. Then Bill pulled her off. She hit the wall.” He raised his terror-filled-half-glazed eyes at him, holding his hands out like some punk kid swearing his innocence, tears rolling down his cheeks. “But I didn’t touch her, then. I swear I didn’t.”

      “Where is she?” He wasn’t liking how this was sounding at all. Last thing he needed was the cops involved in a gang bang gone wrong and a dead whore.

      Derek whipped his arm out to point with a shaky hand to the bathroom. “She’s in there.”

      Snubnose approached the closed door carefully. The metallic scent of blood hit his nose hard. He gulped in air and stepped back, swallowing hard the bile that rose in the back of his throat. With a slow deep breath, he straightened his spine and headed in, prepared to find a dead body.

      Blood left a trail across the tiles past the vanity sink, and the toilet. A pile of bloody clothes lay on the floor, tattered as if someone had rent them off her body. The shower curtain was pulled shut, bloody fingerprints lacing the edge.

      A moan sounded from the other side of the curtain, echoing against the tiles.

      Tension fled Snubnose’s body as he exhaled. He wasn’t going to lose an asset. At least not yet. And more importantly for the immediate moment, he wasn’t going to have to carry a dead body out of the high-end hotel.

      He scooped the curtain back and stared at the battered, bloodied mess of a human being. The large rose tattoo on her hip the only thing identifying her.

      “Shit,” he muttered, running his hands through his hair. Think. Think. What to do first? He hurried over to the sink, turned the water on lukewarm and shoved a towel into the sink to soak it. He stuck his head out the bathroom door and eyed the rest of the room.

      Stalking over to the customer still huddled over his knees on the edge of the bed, he grabbed him by the shoulders and hauled him to his feet. “Get a grip. You’ll be all over the news if they find her this room a bloody wreck.”

      “I didn’t do this. I told you.”

      The whimpering mass in front of him looked nothing like the Chief Financial Officer of the law firm who tried to bull-dog him with all his wealth and social status. He’d tolerated the derogatory way Derek treated him because the man’s need for prostitutes and drugs had steadily grown over time, increasing his spending and lining the pockets of Snubnose’s boss. At some point the money man’s connections in the legal world were going to come in handy, too. If he didn’t need the man’s help at the moment, he might enjoy his discomfiture.

      However, handling the present situation without any police or curious hotel owners getting wind of the problem, was more important. Snubnose learned early on working for the boss, no drama, no publicity, no police…and you got to keep breathing.

      “Dude, the sooner we get her cleaned up and out of here, the sooner you can put this behind you. Got me?”

      The other man nodded.

      “Pull me off the top sheet and finished getting dressed. You’re gonna have to help me get her out of here.”

      “Me?” The man stumbled back, barely staying on his feet. “She’s your whore.”

      “And you’re the one on the security camera checking in with her.” He got in the guy’s face. “Tell me you listened and paid cash for the room, no credit card.”

      Wide-eyed, the man nodded as the words hit home. If she died in here, the accountant was going down for it. Not his guests he’d invited for the little party. Not Snubnose. He wasn’t here when they did this and had come up the back service elevator, thanks to the security guard he had on his payroll, to avoid the security cameras—he always knew where they were in any hotel he used. Just the accountant was on tape being with the girl.

      “Good. Do what I say and we might just keep you out of this.”

      He squeezed all the water from the towel, threw in another and squatted next to the tub. When he tried to wipe the blood from her forehead, her hand shot out, broken nails aimed at his face. With a curse he backed up, grabbing her hand an inch from making contact.

      “Hey, Rosie, it’s me. Gary,” he said with a murmur, like he’d seen a dog trainer calm a pit bull once. “Easy, girl.”

      Careful to keep her hand to one side, he inched in closer, letting the warm cloth lie against the side of her face. The warmth of the cloth or the sound of his voice, he wasn’t sure which, must’ve sunk through to her, because she suddenly went limp. First her lips trembled, then her whole body took to shaking like a naked person in a snowstorm.

      “Hurt…hurt…hurt,” she murmured, tears rolling down her cheeks to mix with the blood caked on them.

      “I know. I’ll give you something to make it better. But first I have to get you cleaned up and out of here. Okay, baby?” He kept his voice calm and soothing as he cleaned her face then her shoulders and arms, not because he really cared about her, but he needed to keep her calm and cooperative

      Finally, after switching out the towels a few times, he had her face clean and could see most of the cuts were clotted and no longer actively bleeding. He looked over to see Derek standing in the doorway, holding the sheet.

      “Get everything of hers and yours together, any H still left, flush it down the toilet.”

      “Why? The shit’s expensive,” the idiot said as if he wanted to keep it to party with later.

      Gary fought the urge to make the man snort all of what was left. “Because, you fuck. Whoever you bought it from laced it with PCP. That shit can kill you straight up or make you jump off the top of this hotel.”

      “Shit!” Derek pulled two packets out of his pocket and flushed them down the toilet, complete with plastic bags.

      “Now get the rest of the stuff, while I get her out of the tub.”

      Eventually, with the client’s help, he got the bathroom cleaned up then Rosie out of the hotel and into his car. Once she was settled, he sent the guy off with a bag of H to keep him quiet. He’d also taken some pictures when the moron wasn’t looking. Never knew when evidence might be needed as insurance.

      He glanced over at Rosie’s body huddled in the backseat of his car. Now he had a decision to make. She’d gone from being an asset to a liability hanging around his neck. In fact, the only useful part of her was that kid, the cute little blonde, all alone in the world if something happened to her mother.

      As he drove down the road, a plan formed in his head.
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      A thud sounded as the ball smacked into the leather mitt. Geoff turned and threw to Colt. Again, the thud of leather sounded. This time with clapping from Lexie, who was seated on the back porch watching along with Melissa.

      The weather had turned warmer than expected. After a lunch in which Daniel had agreed with Lexie that Melissa made some of the finest fried chicken he’d ever had—and making her blush at the compliment—he’d been surprised at how quickly and peacefully all five kids helped clean up after the meal. He’d noted the list of rules on one wall, and the list of monthly chores posted right beside it. If they’d gone by the list only, Colt would’ve been the only one helping Melissa in the kitchen, as it was his turn. But they’d worked together, quickly cleaning up so they all could get some practice in. Another thing Melissa had taught the boys, teamwork.

      “Good job. Now move back a few more feet,” Daniel said.

      The foursome had been playing catch for about fifteen minutes, starting in a six-foot square that he kept lengthening. Colt might not have played ball as a kid like the other three teens, but he definitely had some natural ability and a strong throwing arm. He still had a lot to learn and would remain on the junior varsity team this season.

      After several more rounds of catch, Daniel held up his hand for the ball from Trent. “Let’s get in some ground ball practice before it gets dark. Trent, pace out about thirty yards and the rest of you scatter out along that plane.”

      “There’s airplanes in baseball?” Lexie asked Melissa behind him in a loud whisper.

      Daniel bit his inner lip to keep from grinning. Thankfully the boys were too far out. He turned to watch Melissa try to explain this concept to the little girl.

      “No, it’s not that kind of plane,” Melissa said, pointing to the tallest teen. “See where Geoff is way over there? Then look all the way to the other side where Bryan is standing.”

      “I see them.”

      “Now imagine a line between them on the ground. Do you see it?”

      “Yes. Trent and Colt are standing on it, too.” Lexie pointed at the other teens.

      “If you see the flat space along that line, it’s called a plane. That’s what Deputy Daniel was telling them to stand on.”

      “He’s Coach Daniel when he’s playing baseball,” Lexie said, then leaned closer to her. “He told us to call him that.”

      This time Daniel didn’t try to hide his grin, his gaze meeting Melissa’s eyes that were twinkling.

      “Come on, Coach. Hit the ball,” Bryan yelled, pulling his attention back to the teens.

      “Okay, Bryan is going to be first baseman. I’ll hit ground balls to the three of you and once you’ve gloved them, practice throwing to him as if throwing out a runner. Okay?”

      They all nodded.

      He tossed the ball up slightly and aimed the bat to hit the ball on the ground towards Geoff. The lanky teen stepped back, waiting for the ball to get close before scooping it up and tossing it to Bryan.

      “Good catch and throw, Geoff, but don’t wait on the ball. Remember, there’s a guy going to first. Charging the ball might be all you need to get him out if he’s fast.”

      He hit another towards Colt, who made a dive at it. Stopping the ball, but not catching it. He scooped it up and tossed to first. Then muttered about it not being a good catch.

      “Good stop, Colt. Way to keep the ball in front of you. Gives you a chance to make the play at first and keep the runner from getting a double,” he said, trying to reassure the youngest teen that his effort had been just as good as if he’d caught the line drive. “Try it again,” he said, sending another grounder his way.

      This time, Colt snagged the ball and whipped it over to Bryan almost perfectly.

      “You did it!” Lexie yelled from the porch and the other teens gave him good natured smack on the back with their gloves.

      Daniel hit the next one toward Trent, who charged the ball, scooped it up and tossed to Bryan, but threw so hard it flew past him.

      “Oh, man!” Trent said, hunkering over his knees.

      Colt walked over and smacked him on the back. “You just got to rein in that power or make Bryan five feet taller.”

      “Don’t worry, Trent. Accuracy will come with practice,” Melissa called from the porch.

      Daniel gave her a half-smile over his shoulder. “She’s right. Try again. Take one second to take a breath and locate Bryan’s glove before you throw. Bryan, hold your glove out to give him a target.”

      He hit another ball Trent’s way. This time, Trent caught the ball on a charge again, but took the extra second to focus and set his feet, before hurling the ball to his left. The smack of the ball in leather had him jumping with a fist pump.

      For the next thirty minutes, they continued the drills with each of the boys taking a turn playing “first base”. Finally, the sun dipped behind the trees as dusk settled over the backyard.

      “Let’s bring it in, boys,” Daniel said, taking the ball and bat in hand and waving them in as he walked to the back porch.

      All four jogged to join him in a semi-circle, grins on their faces.

      “That was a great practice. Now, it’s up to you to decide how much effort you want to put into this. The more you practice, the better your skills and muscle memory will become.”

      “Muscle memory?” Colt asked.

      “The more you do something, the more your muscles remember how to do them,” Melissa answered, coming out of the backdoor carrying a tray of cups and a pitcher. She began pouring lemonade into the cups. “Thought you might like something to drink.”

      “Sure do!” Colt said, bounding up the steps to get the first glass.

      “Thanks, Miss. D,” Bryan said.

      “Never knew throwing a ball could make ya so thirsty,” Trent said.

      “Here you go, Shrimp,” Geoff offered a glass to Lexie, then reached for another.

      “Coach?” Melissa said, with a wink to Lexie, who giggled around the rim of her cup.

      “Thanks,” he said, his hand touching hers wrapped around the cup. A warmth stole up his hand and he indulged in the moment of contact.

      Then she moved her fingers, a light blush filling her cheeks. She took her glass and sat on the porch swing next to Lexie. “Muscle memory is important,” she continued as the boys sat on the porch or steps.

      Daniel leaned against the porch rail and listened to her honey-smooth voice.

      “Like learning to walk. At first you tried and fell. Then you were able to take a few steps. Eventually, your body knew what to do without you having to think about it much.”

      “What’s that got to do with baseball?” Colt asked.

      “Everything. Why do you think we have practices?” Daniel said. “Take Trent’s overthrow that first time. If he didn’t practice the throw to first again and went into a game, he might throw it over the first baseman’s head again. But if he practices, making sure he hits the target each time, then when he’s in a game and it counts, he won’t have to think too hard about hitting the mitt. His muscles will remember just how to throw the ball to make it stick.”

      “That’s how the big leaguers make such cool double plays or throw guys out trying to steal a base,” Geoff said. “They practice a lot.”

      “You shouldn’t steal,” Lexie said with all the conviction a six-year-old holds dear.

      They all grinned at her.

      “That’s right, you shouldn’t in everyday life.” Daniel said with a nod at the little girl. “But in baseball, if you can run from first to second without the ball beating you to the next base, that’s called stealing and it’s allowed. It might help your team score a run and win the game.”

      She twisted her lips and tilted her head to one side. “So, stealing’s a good thing?”

      “Only in baseball,” Colt said.

      Bryan nodded as he poured himself another glass of lemonade. “If you steal something anywhere else then Coach would have to arrest you.”

      “Then he’d be Deputy Daniel, not Coach,” Lexie said with a definite nod.

      Daniel took it as a sign she understood the concept and was ready to move on. “We’ll start after school practice on Tuesdays and Thursdays. I’ll let your bosses know so they can adjust your work schedules. In the meantime, you guys have an advantage over all your other teammates.”

      “We do?” Geoff asked.

      “Those guys have been playing for years, Coach,” Bryan said.

      Colt nodded. “They know way more than we do.”

      “Yeah, but you guys can all practice the drills together. Making plays you can use when you come to practice on Tuesday.”

      “But only after you finish your homework and chores,” Melissa said. “And on that note, all of you better get inside and finish any work for tomorrow.”

      With some good-natured complaining, the boys headed to the door. Geoff stopped and held the door open. “I’m all caught up, so I can play a game of Princess Dragons with you Shrimp, if it’s okay with Miss Davis.”

      “Only one game,” Melissa said with a smile.

      Lexie scooted off the porch swing and started for the door, then she paused and came over to stand in front of Daniel. “Coach Daniel?”

      He set his cup on the table next to the tray and pitcher, then squatted down to look the little girl in the eye. “Yes?”

      “Can girls play baseball, too?”

      “Of course they can. Would you like to learn to play?”

      With her big blue eyes going wide with earnest enthusiasm, she nodded.

      “Then I’ll be happy to teach you,” he said with a smile and held out his hand.

      His reward was a one-tooth-missing grin and a little hand slipping into his to shake on the deal.

      She shook his head, then turned and ran to the door, stopping to whisper in that not really quiet whisper kids had to Geoff. “I’m gonna learn to play ball, too.”

      “I know, bet you’ll throw like a girl.”

      She looked up at him all puzzled. “I am a girl.”

      “Yeah, but real ball players throw like a guy.” He ruffled her head a little in affection. “So, you want to be Princess Dragon Fly or Princess Dragon Sea?” the teen asked as they disappeared inside.

      Melissa stood from the porch swing and began collecting the glasses onto her tray, her face a quiet mask of displeasure in the porch light.

      “What’s wrong?” Daniel said moving to set his glass with the others.

      “You shouldn’t do that,” she said, her hands trembled as she put the empty pitcher on the tray, not meeting his gaze.

      Confused, he laid his hand over hers against the glass of the pitcher, stilling her nervous movements. “What shouldn’t I do?”

      “Make promises to her you can’t keep.”

      “But I do intend to keep it.”

      “You might have good intentions, Deputy, but we have no idea what the judge will decide to do with her. She may not be here for you to keep that promise,” she said, pulling her hand from beneath his and lifting her face to meet his gaze. A tentative look of expectation and fear laced her eyes in the porch light.

      She expected him to get angry because she’d spoken her mind. He’d seen the slight tension in her spine, preparing to move quickly if he lashed out.

      Damn the sonofabitch who’d put that fear and wariness into her.

      How he handled the next moment would determine their relationship from now on. He paused mid-thought. Relationship? Was that what he wanted from her? He gazed into those dark eyes, recognized the strength behind them and came to a decision.

      He took a step around the little table between them, reaching carefully to her hand, drawing her back to the porch swing. “Come sit with me a minute.”

      Once she was seated, he released her hand and sat on the far end of the swing, giving her enough space to feel at ease, if not comfortable. First thing he had to do was get over the barrier she’d flung up to protect herself. To do that, he needed to gain her trust and convince her that not only did she have the right to speak her mind, but could feel secure in the knowledge that he would respect her thoughts and not overreact if they differed from his. Physical space and a calm discussion fit the bill. Or at least he hoped so.

      “I understand why you’re concerned,” he started.

      “Do you? Because I’ve been walking a fine line of comforting and reassuring her, while making no promises,” she said, her fingers laced together tightly in her lap. “I so want to tell her this is her home and she’s safe here, but I don’t dare because I can see no justifiable reason why the judge should leave her in my custody.”

      “Why wouldn’t he?” Daniel thought Melissa was probably the best thing to ever happen in Lexie’s young life. Hell, she was probably the best thing to happen in all the lives of all the kids in Westen House.

      “Why?” She shook her head and looked at him like he had to be kidding. “I’m not a social worker. I’m not a trained therapist. I lived with an abuser for years before I managed to escape with my life.”

      “And you did. You also showed great courage to stand up to him and his family.”

      “But it took me nearly getting killed to realize how stupid I’d been…for years.”

      Daniel opened his mouth to protest again, but she held up her hand to stop him. “Don’t try to sugar coat it, Deputy. I let myself be a doormat and a punching bag for too many years to deny my own stupidity.”

      “You are not stupid. It’s hard to stand up to a bully, and let’s be honest, your ex was nothing but an overgrown bully. And while we’re on the subject of honesty, I think you should just call me Daniel, Melissa,” he said, leaning a little closer and smiling just enough to get a reaction out of her.

      “Okay, Daniel,” she said and lifted the corners of her mouth a little before returning to her subject. “My point is, I’m barely out of that relationship, trying to find my footing. Being the house mother here, has let me function, experiment and slowly find my way. Having all these kids, who’ve had so many promises broken to them over the years, same as I did, well, it made me aware of one small fact. I may not be the most qualified person, but I can be the one thing they’ve never had.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Consistent honesty.”

      “Good starting point,” he said, and he meant it. “Years ago, when I was a rookie cop in Cleveland, I had to deal with a lot of homeless kids on the streets and kids in gangs. They’d been through so much so early in their lives, they’d smell a, pardon my language, bullshitter a mile away. Being as up front with them was the only way to establish trust.”

      “It’s why I have the rules listed.” Her hands relaxed in her lap. “It’s much easier in a household if you know what the rules are, and they don’t change. If you know how to behave, what’s expected of you, it gives you a stable environment. I wanted the boys, and now Lexie, to have that security.”

      “And you can see how it’s affected all of them,” Daniel said, wanting her to know how much she’d done. “Since you took over here, all of those boys have matured, found their places at school and even in the town’s social network.”

      “Thank you,” she said with a little nod of her head telling him she was unused to receiving simple compliments, even those greatly deserved. “But I’ve also had a policy with them, that if they ask me something I don’t know or understand, I tell them. We all look in books or online to find the answers. It’s been good discussions at dinner. And I also don’t make them promises I can’t keep. They have to learn to expect what I say to them is true and know the difference between an honest promise and a promise made to only manipulate their behavior.”

      “I didn’t make the promise to Lexie to manipulate her,” he said, trying hard to fight the resentment in his voice.

      Melissa gave him a sympathetic look. “I know that. But we can’t make her promises of things to come with her situation so up in the air.”

      He inhaled and exhaled slowly. “You’re right. The hearing is Tuesday morning, isn’t it?”

      “Chloe is going to meet us at the courthouse.” It was Melissa’s turn to take the deep breath. “I haven’t been there since the day Frank went to prison.”

      “What about your divorce?”

      “That was taken care of by mail. Fill out some forms, file it with the right clerks, wait the appropriate amount of time and poof. The marriage in hell dissolves.” She gave a sardonic laugh. “If only I’d know it was so easy, I could’ve saved myself some bruises and broken bones.”

      “You are not to blame for his abuse,” Daniel said, laying his hand over her hands in her lap and squeezing them firmly, willing her to understand how strong she was.

      She turned one hand and squeezed his back. “I know. My therapist, Shelly, keeps telling me that. And I tell myself that every morning when I get up and every night when I go to bed. Maybe someday I’ll actually believe it.”

      “I think,” he said, releasing her hand to reach up and tuck an errant lock of her light brown hair that had escaped the braid she had it in back behind her ear, “that you need to change your routine.”

      “What do you mean?” she asked, and a little thrill went through him at the sudden breathy sound of her voice.

      He moved, closing the space between them on the swing. “I think you should start each day telling yourself you are a strong, independent woman who is teaching five young souls how to trust in themselves and others and how to stand on their own two feet…like any good parent would do.”

      “But I’m not their parent,” she said quietly, a shadow falling over her eyes.

      “Closest any of those have had in a long while. And before you go to bed at night…” he said, leaning in a little more, “don’t think of your ex at all. Instead, remember this.” He hesitated, just enough to allow her to tell him no. When she parted her lips instead, he pressed his mouth to hers, softly. A tender first tasting.

      Before he gave in to the urge to pull her closer and let her know how she affected him, and scaring the crap out of her in the process, which he was sure it would, he pulled back, letting their lips linger just a fraction longer. Then he watched her face soften and her eyes flutter open in a bit of a daze.

      He shouldn’t be pleased he’d put that look on her face, but deep down inside, his male pride did a fist-pump in celebration.

      “Remember this kiss before you go to sleep and know that I think you’re magnificent.” With that he stood, waiting for her to stand, too. “And now I need to get to the station. Bobby and I were splitting an extra evening shift.”

      “Does all this overtime have anything to do with the dead bodies we heard about at church today?” Melissa asked, apparently recovered from his kiss, as she lifted the tray of glasses and pitcher.

      He held the door for her to carry her load inside, inhaling her scent of cinnamon and lemons as she passed by. “It does, but I can’t tell you any more than that.”

      “Does it have anything to do with Lexie’s mother?” She paused just inside the door and shook her head. “Wait. Don’t answer that. I know you can’t tell me that, either. And I’m not sure I want you too.”

      And that was why he thought her magnificent. Not only were her instincts about being the house mother spot on, she was smart enough to connect the invisible dots.

      He gave her a nod and closed the screen door between them. “I’ll be by tomorrow afternoon.”

      “What for?” she asked, her brows drawn down in confusion.

      “I have a date with a six-year-old girl and a baseball and a mitt,” he said with a wink and then turned on his heels to head out into the darkening night. Melissa was right, if he made a promise to Lexie, he had to keep it. But he also believed Melissa was wrong. If there was one place that little girl belonged, it was right here with her.
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      You’re fifteen minutes late,” Bobby said as Daniel came in the front door of the Sheriff’s office.

      “Sorry. Stopped at the Peaches ’N Cream for coffee,” he said, holding up the cup in his hand, then lifted the other with a bakery-style box and plastic bag in it. “And there was a whole cherry pie in the pie case.”

      The short brunette pushed herself from her chair and headed his way. “There’d better be at least two slices and two forks in there.”

      “Forks and napkins are in the bag and I said there was a whole pie. Would I tempt my boss’s pregnant wife with cherry pie and not bring her some? What kind of fool do you take me for?” He laughed and handed her the box. “Thought you wouldn’t mind chatting a bit over a slice before you head out.”

      Bobby gave him a narrow-eyed look. “Bribery?”

      “No,” he said, shaking his head. “Simple conversation over pie between two co-workers. I want to pick your brain about something.”

      “Ok, but only if you let me take the leftovers home for Gage.”

      “For Gage? Not for your breakfast tomorrow?”

      “Well, that, too. This baby adores sweets.” She laughed as she headed back to her desk. “Pull up a chair and tell me what’s on your mind.”

      He hung up his jacket near the door and grabbed his chair and coffee. Seated across her desk, he accepted the plastic fork from inside the box, which she set between them. He’d had Lorna cut it into slices and he forked up a heaping mass of cherries and crust. Bobby dug into hers, and they ate in silence until both had nearly finished off their dessert.

      Bobby took a long drink of her water, the new liquid of choice for her since her pregnancy started, and leaned back in her rolling chair. “So, what’s on your mind?”

      “Raising teenagers.”

      Bobby blinked, then chuckled. “Something you’ve been keeping from us?”

      “No, I just spent the early part of the evening over at Westen House working with the boys on the basics of baseball plays. Melissa has her hands full with the four guys and now Lexie. Was wondering what you found helped you when you suddenly found yourself raising your sisters as teens? Were there any rules you followed? Any books you thought helpful?”

      Bobby grew quiet and for a minute he regretted asking her the questions. Then she crossed her elbows on the table in front of her and leaned in, like she planned on having a long conversation.

      “No, no books, no classes. I mean, I was already studying to be a teacher, so I had some psychology classes under my belt, but my sisters and I were all so traumatized, losing Mom and Dad like that. All three of us were in different stages of grief, and I had a barely passing knowledge of those from college courses, too.” She paused and stared hard into his eyes. “Trust me, grief is its own master and you can only really, really learn it by going through it.”

      He nodded. He’d learned that at a young age, too, but he wasn’t sharing that with her tonight. It was something he never discussed, not even with his long-distance family.

      “My first instinct was we had to stay together, no matter what,” she continued. “I had to prove to the state that I could support all three of us. Luckily for us, the judge believed keeping a family together with me as the adult, was far superior to separating my sisters to foster homes. It wasn’t easy, not by a long shot and there were times I wondered if I’d taken on too much.”

      “So, how did you do it? I mean one is a kick-ass lawyer and another is a surgical resident. You must’ve done something to motivate them, given them a sound basis to build their lives on.”

      “I’m not sure I can take credit for all that. They are both strong-willed girls.” She gave a little self-deprecating laugh and shrug. “It sort of runs in the family. Because of that they would push the boundaries. Then I had to just use my gut and try to help them see that every decision they made had a consequence, good or bad.”

      “Sounds like what Melissa is doing.” He leaned back in his chair. “She’s set up a list of rules that all the boys have agreed to follow. It hangs in the center of the kitchen beside a list of chores.”

      “I’ve heard good things about how those boys are doing.”

      “Where from?” he asked, feeling defensive that people were gossiping about Melissa and her charges. He suspected she wouldn’t like it, either.

      “Relax, Dan,” Bobby said with a smile. “I said it was good things and mostly just from their bosses. Apparently, all four boys love their jobs and are good workers. She’s doing a good job with them.”

      He ran his hand over his face, trying to wipe out his own frustration. “I wish she thought that. She keeps saying how she’s under qualified.”

      “Nonsense. She cares. That above all else makes her qualified to help change those kids’ lives.” Bobby pushed away from her desk and stood, arching her back a little. “I tell you what, why don’t I stop by tomorrow and have a chat with Melissa. Sort of commiserate with her over being sudden parental figures to almost grown people?”

      He stood and started packing up the left-over pie for her. “I didn’t mean she needed advice.”

      “Of course you didn’t. I’ve been meaning to stop by and check on her and Lexie anyways,” Bobby said, grabbing her bag and coat. “And I won’t mention this chat, either. Your secret is safe with me.”

      Before he could ask what she meant by that, she hurried to the door, stopping to hold it open. “Hey Earl,” she said as an older man dressed in his standard jeans, t-shirt and army jacket, with a fairly new backpack on his back entered the office.

      “Hey, Mrs. Sheriff. Was hoping a cell…” Earl lowered his head and a light blush filled his wrinkled cheeks above his scraggly white beard, “Uhm, it’s mighty cold out tonight.”

      Bobby laid one hand on the man’s shoulder. “I’m pretty sure there’s a spot in the back for you tonight, Earl. Check with Dan,” she said with a nod over her shoulder to him as she left.

      Earl was the town’s resident homeless man. Daniel would guess his age at about seventy, which would’ve made him the proper age to serve in Vietnam. Earl had been wandering around the town for the better part of twenty years. As best as anyone remembered, including Gage who’d been a kid back then, Earl just appeared on the scene. Harmless, friendly, and willing to do menial odd jobs to earn enough for a meal or a bottle. Since the new jail was built into the court house years ago, Gage’s father, the former sheriff, started the practice of leaving one of the cots in the old holding cells at the back of the station house open if Earl was in need of a place to sleep it off, voluntarily or involuntarily.

      “Hey, Earl,” Daniel said, shaking hands with the older man. “I thought you were sleeping over at the church.”

      Earl shuffled his feet a time or two, swaying a little as was his habit. “My job was to keep the sidewalks and steps clear of snow in the winter. Now it’s gone I told Preacher Miller I didn’t feel right about sleeping there at night. Course he said he needed some help with ground maintenance, but I kinda like being out and about in the daytime. Seein’ folks, ya’ know?”

      “Sure do. You make rounds almost as much as we do.” Daniel pulled open the supply cabinet next to the coffee maker, grabbed a bottle of water stored there and handed it to Earl. “Did you have any dinner tonight?”

      “Yeah, yeah. Pete had some pans for me to wash. And it’s Sunday,” he said with a grin.

      Daniel returned it. “Fried chicken special.”

      “Best in town,” Earl said before cracking the seal on the bottle lid and taking a drink, his hands shaking just a bit as he held the bottle to his lips.

      Remembering how good the chicken was at Melissa’s tonight, he could argue with the older man, but hated to burst the man’s enjoyment of his hard-earned meal. “Well, I’ll get you an extra blanket, and you can bunk down in back.”

      “That’s good. Was thinking of heading out to the park by the creek, but there’s a new crowd out there these days. Makes me nervous.”

      Earl followed Daniel out of the office area, into the large room that had three old-fashioned cells, complete with bars like you’d see in old western movies. Opposite was a set of shelves housing office supplies, extra pillows and linens for the three beds in the cells. They used the area to house prisoners if the new jail reached over-flowing, but mostly, it was a place for the occasional overnight guest like Earl. During the blizzard, a few city workers and deputies took turns catching some rest here, too.

      Daniel pulled out a pillow and a blanket, handing them to Earl at the door to the cell farthest from the office, his favorite. “What about the new crowd makes you nervous?”

      “Young guns. Come in, throw their weight around. Offering up smack. Takin’ stuff from the regulars. People afraid to close their eyes.” Earl sat on the bed, taking off his shoes and setting them carefully on the bunk. Pulled off his backpack and set it just beside the head of the bed. “I keep all my stuff together, but other people have their things disappear. Especially around monthly check time.”

      “Anyone getting hurt?” Daniel asked leaning against the open cell door.

      Earl stretched out on the bed and pulled up the covers, still wearing his jacket. “Nothing too bad, a few bruises on old Reg and Mable’s arm got twisted around. Told her she should see Doc Clint, but she said she’d just put some herbs on it.”

      “Think anyone would talk to me if I head out there?”

      Earl let out a loud yawn. “Maybe in the morning. The young turks scatter by then…sleeping off their high, I guess. But you know the regulars don’t like talking to cops much. Not like me.”

      “You see anyone dealing?”

      “Not out in the open, just the old caddy,” Earl muttered and turned on his side, his back to the door. Conversation over.

      Daniel turned off the lights to the back room, grabbed his chair from in front of Bobby’s desk and returned to his own, contemplating what he’d heard from Earl. When Jason came in to take over the night shift, he’d do a drive-by on the park, see if anything unusual was going down or if there was a Cadillac in the area. They needed to find the dealer for this heroin, Earl’s info was as good a place to start as any. He’d been right once before and pointed them in the direction of a stalker trying to kill one of their own. Earl might seem part of the landscape, very under the radar and unnoticed by many town folks and tourists, but he kept his eyes and ear open, as he put it, looking out for my town.

      Since he had a few hours to kill until his shift was over, Daniel opened his laptop and plugged into the State DMV to look for Cadillacs registered in the state and in the county. He also pulled up a search engine and typed in the words, “How to teach young kids to throw a baseball properly.”

      He smiled.

      Usually, working with kids in high school, they all knew proper mechanics. He’d never coached little league before. Never coached a girl, either. He reconsidered that idea. Would it be any different teaching a six-year old boy to throw? Nope. No reason she couldn’t learn to throw the ball properly, accurately.

      The search engine brought up a list of videos and he sat back to watch and learn. Melissa might think he only had one chance, but he believed Chloe would convince the judge the best place for that little girl was with Melissa at Westen House. And he needed to be prepared. He’d promised Lexie, she’d learn to play, and he was damn well going to teach her the right way.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Not quite midnight, the river park looked like a slow-moving ant hill in the yellow lamp lights scattered around the park and the moonlight shifting in and out of the cloud cover.

      Daniel sat in his SUV watching the people milling about. Many a night he’d driven by this park on his tour of the town. Westen didn’t have many regular homeless people. Earl was the only one that seasoned all year round in the town. In the warmer months, starting after the snow melted, the numbers grew. Most were harmless vagrants wandering from one small town to another. Some found work in the warm months on the farms as day laborers. Others, Vets just hitchhiking with the truckers cross country—modern day hobos, lost in a busy world that had no time to help them.

      Setting his night vision binoculars on the passenger seat, he didn’t know what he’d expected to see tonight. Something in the way Earl spoke made him wonder if dealers were working the park. But what he saw didn’t look any different than any other night.

      Even though he’d spent the early part of the evening with Melissa and her kids, he’d driven past Westen House as usual on his way here, waiting just long enough for the downstairs lights to go out. Melissa always left the porch lights on, but he traced her movements through the house as one room after another went dark, then the one on the corner where her room was would go on. Ever since he’d brought Lexie to the house, he’d spent every night checking on the occupants. Relaxing only when he knew they were safe inside for the night.

      Stupid. He knew it. They weren’t his family. Not really his responsibility. But ever since he’d picked up Lexie in her threadbare clothes and wrapped her in that quilt, he’d felt a connection with her. The unquestioning way Melissa had opened her heart and home for the little girl had bonded them as protectors. He didn’t doubt for a moment that if it came to it, she’d put herself in front of any danger threatening not only Lexie, but all the young men in her care. He would, too.

      Every time he was near her, he wanted to touch her. Pull her close to hold her. Sample the taste of her lips. Make love to her. The need seemed to grow stronger each day. He loved talking with her, learning about her desire to further her education, and even her rebuke about promises to Lexie showed her strength and spirit.

      But she was a woman with a violent past. It would be a very tricky path to maneuver to convince her she could trust him. And before he even considered a relationship with her, he’d have to bare his soul to her, tell her his worst nightmare and the decision he’d made years ago. It’s why he’d never had a serious relationship with any woman before. The fact that he was considering telling Melissa spoke volumes to his feelings.

      A minivan pulled up on the side of the park. A wiry-framed man, dressed in jeans and a worn military jacket, with long hair and a short beard climbed out, pulling his backpack with him. The van drove off toward the state highway, passing close enough for Daniel to snap a picture of the license plate. He turned his attention back to the man slowly maneuvering his way into the park. Like he’d done with all the other people milling about in the park tonight, Daniel took a close-up picture of the newcomer with his zoom lens camera, then switched over to the night-vision equipment for better observation. He sat with some of the Vets on one picnic table, but even this far out, Daniel could see he wasn’t dealing. Simply sitting and talking.

      Another thirty minutes passed. No one new showed up. Many of the people in the park were hunkering down in sleeping bags or makeshift tents near the bushes. He’d seen no drug deals taking place. Probably was a waste of time, but for the next few nights he might come by and watch, document who came and went. Look for a pattern to emerge. If none did, then that was all good, too.

      As he pulled out to head home, he prayed he hadn’t missed anything. The last thing they needed was another dead body popping up out here in the park.
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      How did everything go at the town council meeting?” Daniel asked when Gage and Deke entered the office around noon the next day, looking more relaxed than usual after spending time with the Mayor and other town leaders.

      “Surprisingly good,” Gage said. “Tobias was behind the budget increase for the short-term overtime for us and adding State Troopers to moonlight on our searches of the abandoned buildings.”

      “And the long term? With how the town is growing, we’re going to need more deputies just for everyday duties.”

      “Preaching to the choir here.” Gage draped his coat over his office chair and sat, leaning over his elbows on his desk. “The council discussed it for a good half hour, but finally came to the decision that some of the money the state gave us for repair and growth after their screw-up with the DEA and my ex-wife nearly getting the town blown up in that meth lab mess, should go to help with law enforcement.”

      Deke chuckled as he leaned one hip on Gage’s desk. “Yep, they came to that conclusion after Maggie Landon had a come to Jesus meeting with Tobias and Colm Riley. Told them it didn’t matter how much you built and developed the town and surrounding area, if you can’t protect the people, no one would want to live here.”

      Gage grinned. “Then she reminded them of the recent murders, the meth lab explosion, the arsonist, the stalker waitress that nearly killed Chloe and Wes, and finally the new drug related deaths.”

      Deke barked out a laugh. “I nearly fell off my chair when she suggested someone test the local water supply to see what weird chemical might be causing all this crazy that suddenly had our town looking like an episode of the Twilight Zone.”

      “That sounds like Maggie.” Daniel laughed. He’d always liked Maggie Landon. She and her husband owned a Christmas Tree farm, gift store and bakery outside of town. As the mother of Tre, his starting shortstop on the high school baseball team, he’d learned she had both a level head and was a hard worker in support of all the team players. When she decided to run for the town council last fall, he’d been happy to cast his vote in her favor. She brought new blood and fresh ideas to what he’d thought of as a “good-old-boys” club in the council.

      “She certainly speaks her mind. Makes the meetings less tedious, that’s for sure,” Deke said. “Gives old Tobias a run for his money. He’d better watch it, or she might be running for mayor someday.”

      “Actually, when I learned that Tobias had become the mayor back when Dad was sheriff, I couldn’t imagine a worse person to lead this town,” Gage said, leaning back in his chair. “But I have to confess, he’s done a pretty good job with all these wild things happening and the new influx of money, jobs and residents.”

      Deke nodded his head. “You’re right. He has stepped up. Got to confess though, when I first saw that round table in the conference room, I thought Geez, he’s still back in his Camelot fantasy days.”

      “Camelot fantasy?” Daniel asked, confused.

      Gage and Deke exchanged grins.

      “When we were in high school, Deke and I played sports. Tobias was in the drama club. Pretty good, too. But when they put on the play Camelot and he got to play King Arthur, let’s just say he went a little off the deep end.”

      “And then he found out there was a renaissance fair in the southern part of the state every summer.” Deke shook his head, trying to sober up from what was apparently a funny memory to him. “Took some heavy-handed arm-twisting by his father, Judge Rawlins, to keep Tobias on the path to college and law school and off the road to Broadway.”

      “So, he has a round table for the council meetings?” Daniel asked, trying not to think of the Mayor standing in chainmail and wielding a sword.

      “Sure does,” Gage said. “It’s actually a good idea. Makes everyone equal. No one sitting at the head of the table in charge. He follows the standard Robert’s Rules of Order, but otherwise, everyone has equal time to speak their opinions and ideas.”

      Deke nodded, his face settling into its normal stoic look. The scars on the left side from a fire years ago, always made him appear worried. “And it wasn’t just the council at today’s meeting. Sandy Blair, the high school principal, Doc Clint and my wife, Libby were there to talk about the impact of the heroin epidemic on the schools, the healthcare and social aspect of the community.”

      “Anything going on here?” Gage asked then looked at Bobby’s empty chair, his brows lowering in worry. “And where is my wife?”

      “She’s fine, boss. Went to take lunch out to the Westen House.”

      “Oh? Something going on over there?”

      “Not really. I asked her yesterday what it was like to suddenly find yourself raising teenagers, like she did with her sisters. Thought maybe she could talk with Melissa…”

      “Melissa, is it?” Gage said, exchanging a knowing look with Deke.

      Daniel wasn’t biting and continued. “Who is doing a good job with all those kids at the house, but she’s basically been thrown in the deep end of the pool. Thought she could use some encouragement from someone who was sort of in the same situation is all.”

      “Yeah, he’s being helpful, is all,” Deke said.

      All three of them chuckled and Daniel relaxed. Good-natured ribbing about him was okay. As long as no one said anything bad about Melissa, he could take anything these guys dished out.

      “And the rest of the crew?”

      “Cleetus is making the rounds in the cruiser, should be back after lunch. Wes is on evening shift tonight, but is coming in a little early. I have a thing I have to do.” And he wasn’t explaining he had to go in search of a pint-size baseball mitt or for who. “And Jason is on nights. Said he’d come in about eight to cruise the parks, especially the one out by the river.”

      “Oh? What’s up with that?”

      “Earl spent the night in the back cell, said the park felt dangerous lately, didn’t want to be out there. I suspect he’ll be back again tonight. On my way home last night I drove by and observed the comings and goings. Didn’t see anything unusual. Looked like usual vagrants finding a place for the night before moving on. No one shooting up or dealing, that I could tell. But given the dead bodies lately, thought we needed to keep an eye out there.”

      Gage ran his hand over his face, all levity gone. “This damn shit. Bobby’s right, it is like mold. Suddenly in every corner of our lives.”

      “Hate to break it to you, Gunslinger,” Deke said, his gravelly voice ominous. “But with the ugliness of heroin addiction, things are only going to get worse, before they get better.”
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* * *

      Bobby pulled her car into the drive leading up to the Westen House and once more admired the welcoming curb appeal. She’d been here before, when Banyon had been in charge. Amazing how fresh paint, pots full of spring flowers and a porch swing transformed a place from a prison to a home.

      It was a turn-of-the-last-century farmhouse, built by the owners of the farm this part of town once belonged to. It was three stories high, with gables over the upper windows and a charming front porch that invited people to stop by for a chat. The town purchased it a few years back and renovated it when a need for housing teens in need of supervision arose. Judge Rawlins sat on the board of directors and when they needed extra funding, had set up a network of like-minded judges in the state who felt some kids could benefit from a non-institutionalized placement until they rejoined their families or moved on as adults.

      Seeing the big wolf-dog Wöden sitting on the steps, she glanced around expecting to see either her sister or Wes Strong’s cars in the area. Neither were.

      How odd. Ever since Wöden nearly died saving her sister’s life, he’d been her white shadow.

      She climbed out of her car, leaving her service weapon locked in the gun safe Gage had installed in it. Grabbing her bag and the box from the Yeast & West Bakery, she headed up to the door. Wöden immediately came down to meet her, his tail wagging like a big old puppy.

      “Hey, boy, what are you doing here?” she asked, reaching down to scratch him behind the ear.

      “He comes over to have lunch with me every day,” a little voice said from somewhere on the porch.

      Bobby leaned to one side, seeing bits of bright pink through the porch railing. She walked up the steps, stopping just before stepping onto the porch and peeked around the wood and brick column to see the little girl— her long hair up in two pigtails, dressed in a pink tutu skirt, jean leggings, pink tennis shoes and a puffy pink coat—sitting on the porch. “You must be Lexie.”

      The little girl’s big blue eyes widened, and she nodded. In front of her lie a towel. Two plates and cups were set out across from each other. Wöden padded around from behind Bobby, laid down politely opposite Lexie in front of one of the plates and waited.

      “Are you having a tea party?” Bobby asked, sitting on the top step.

      Lexie shook her head. “Just a snack.” She pulled out a plastic bag full of fish crackers and put three in her plate and three on the other one. “Go ahead, Wöden.”

      The big animal slurped up all three crackers on his plate, then waited patiently for Lexie to eat hers and serve them both more. Even though Bobby was well acquainted with the wolf-dog, having him accompany her sister everywhere, it was a little unsettling to see such a wild animal sharing a snack with the little girl. Yet, she saw how much Lexie trusted him.

      “Ever since your sister came to visit us, Wöden spends part of his day here with Lexie,” Melissa said, holding open the screen door. “Would you like to come inside? She’s perfectly safe with him.”

      Bobby stood and held up her hands holding the bag and box. “I’d love to. I brought some cookies from the bakery and chicken salad sandwiches from the Peaches ’N Cream, if you haven’t had lunch yet.”

      “I love cookies,” Lexie said, scrambling to her feet.

      “You’ll need to bring everything inside and wash your hands first, please,” Melissa said, waiting patiently for the little girl to clean up her “tea table”. Lexie, with the big grey and white animal at her heels, led the way into the kitchen where she deposited her towel and dishes on the counter.

      “Come on, boy,” she said patting her companion on the head. “We have to go wash our hands.”

      Melissa laughed. “He’ll come back with two wet front paws.”

      “She’s fearless,” Bobby said, shaking her head and setting her offerings on the table.

      “Only with those she trusts.” Melissa opened the cupboard to get plates and cups. “She’s talking to you because her friend Wöden likes you and greeted you as a friendly person. Otherwise she tends to be shy among strangers.”

      “Given the state of the house where she was found, I’d say being a little wary isn’t a bad thing.” Bobby removed her sheriff’s jacket and took a seat at the table, just as Lexie came skipping back into the room with Wöden trailing behind her. Bobby checked out his paws and smiled. They were indeed wet.

      “Told you,” Melissa said with a lift of her brows and a soft smile for the little girl.

      They served up the chicken salad sandwiches, cutting Lexie’s in smaller triangles and drank fresh made lemonade. While they ate, Bobby learned many things from Lexie, like who all the boys were in the house, which one liked video games the most and who was the best, who liked to talk about stuff like physics and math with her, who thought history was important and which one was going to be a painter—houses, not pictures, although Lexie believed he made good pictures, too. She also filled her in on the house members’ new interest in baseball and how Deputy Daniel promised to teach Lexie to play, too. Something that didn’t seem to sit well with Melissa, if the tightening of her facial muscles and the thin line of her lips were any indication.

      “Lexie, why don’t you take Wöden out back and run around a little while I talk with Mrs. Justice?” Melissa suggested when they’d finished their meal.

      “Please call me Bobby,” she said, hoping to put the other woman at ease. “I’m really here to see how you’re doing. Nothing formal going on, I promise.”

      Once Lexie was running around the backyard with her four-legged friend, Melissa poured them both more lemonade and relaxed with her chair angled so she could keep an eye on the yard. “Thank you for bringing lunch. I do get a little tired of peanut butter and jelly. That and grilled cheese are Lexie’s favorite lunch items.”

      “I know exactly what you mean,” Bobby said with a little chuckle. “When my parents died and I took over raising my sisters, PB&J was a great budget stretcher. Luckily for me, both Chloe and Dylan loved the stuff, still do. Along with junk food snacks. They practically exist on the stuff.”

      “Chloe does?” Melissa asked, surprise in her eyes. “But she’s so thin.”

      Bobby made a disgusted face. “I know. The girl loves taco flavored chips and eats them by the bag, not to mention chocolate chip cookies. Willie Mae down at the Yeast & West says her profits have gone up just since my sister came to town.”

      “She must work out then to stay so thin.”

      Bobby shook her head. “Nope. She just has the metabolism of a hummingbird on crack.”

      Melissa laughed. “I’ve never heard that before.”

      Bobby grinned and took a drink of the lemonade, which was perking her up more than her beloved and much-missed caffeine.

      “So, you raised your sisters?” Melissa asked. “You’re not that much older than Chloe.”

      “My parents were both killed in a car accident when I was nineteen, almost twenty, really. Chloe was twelve, Dylan, ten. The state wanted to split them up into foster homes. I had enough credits in college at the time to get a teaching certificate in pre-school education, so the state gave me temporary custody of the girls with a re-evaluation when I turned twenty-one. With the money our parents left us and my salary, I managed to keep us together and finish my bachelor’s degree and become a teacher.”

      “You were able to go back to school, work full time and raise two teen-agers?”

      “Don’t look so shocked. I hear you’re doing some course work over the internet.” When Melissa’s eyes widened and she blushed, Bobby leaned in a little closer. “I hope it wasn’t a secret, Chloe would never divulge something told her in confidence.”

      “Oh, no, it’s not a secret. I’ve been taking courses since I took over running this place. I figured if I was going to help these kids adjust to the world and deal with the problems that landed them here, I ought to get all the tools to help me.” She took a long drink of her lemonade. “Never having kids of my own, and suddenly finding myself in charge of a houseful, I figure I need all the helpful advice I can get.”

      “I so understand that feeling. And I didn’t have the luxury of the internet like you do, with free information and online classes. Mind if I ask what you are taking?”

      “I started with basic English and child development last semester. They weren’t too hard, but I was finding my footing here with the boys and I haven’t been in school in years, so I thought I should start out slow.”

      “Good idea. Sort of dipping your toes into the water.”

      “I got a four-point, so this semester I’m taking a writing course, child development two and introduction to psychology. Since I had lots of time when the boys were at school and work, I’d thought to take more, but didn’t want to push it.” She paused to look out the window, her eyes scanning the yard until she found Lexie, then she relaxed, just like any mother would do. Bobby noted that strong maternal instinct. “Good thing. They’re all I can handle. Now that I have Lexie, my days are a bit busier.”

      “Daniel told me Lexie’s never been to school.” Bobby said as casually as possible. She’d seen how her friend’s face lit up when he talked about Melissa, Lexie and the boys at Westen House.

      A light pink hit the other woman’s cheeks at the mention of his name. “He’s right. Best we can tell she learned to read at an early age before her mother…”

      “Became an addict? It’s okay to say it.”

      “Yes, but I don’t want to get in the habit of speaking badly of Lexie’s mother, in case she may hear. She needs to have some good memories of her. Reading was one of them.” Another quick glance out the window to check on the little girl. “Do you know she reads and understands Trent’s high school physics book?”

      Bobby chuckled. “I gathered that from our conversation. She’ll need to be tested.”

      “She was by the counselor we saw last week. She hasn’t called with the results…” She paused again, sadness and tears filling her eyes. “But then, I don’t suppose they will tell me if she’s placed somewhere else, will they?”

      “You know, there’s no guarantee Judge Rawlins will find in favor of leaving Lexie here,” Bobby said, laying her hand on the other woman’s arm. “But there’s no law that says he can’t. You’re doing a great job with her and the boys. Everyone in town says so. The hearing is tomorrow?”

      Melissa nodded, dashing at the tears with her free hand. “We’re meeting your sister at the courthouse at ten a.m.”

      Bobby patted her arm again, then reached for another cookie. “Well, let’s just keep good thoughts going out. You never know what will happen between now and then.”
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      Melissa had just cleaned up the lunch dishes and was listening to Lexie read to her from an American History book one of the boys left behind. She enjoyed this time with the little girl. They’d read a little bit and Lexie would ask questions that Melissa was thankfully able to answer. She’d always loved history as a young girl and didn’t feel out of her element on the subject. Earlier in the day they’d done simple math problems from a workbook for fourth graders. It wasn’t the new math, just basic multiplication. Even though Lexie was six, Melissa had quickly learned kindergarten through third grade lessons were not enough to keep her busy.

      A vehicle pulling into the gravel driveway caught her attention. Bobby left earlier and Wöden had wandered off as was his usual pattern after lunch.

      “Mark your spot so we don’t lose it,” she told Lexie as she stood to look out the window, her heart fluttering just a little as Daniel climbed out of his SUV. “Deputy Daniel is here.”

      “Oh boy!” Lexie said, putting her pink and purple butterfly bookmark into the book and closed it before darting for the front door.

      Melissa hurried out onto the porch, watching Daniel squat down to talk to Lexie face to face, his hands holding something behind his back.

      “Remember my promise to you yesterday?” he asked.

      She nodded so enthusiastically that her pig tails bobbed up and down. “You promised to teach me to play baseball.”

      “That’s right,” he said with a smile, that warmed Melissa’s heart all the way up on the porch. “And the first thing you have to do to play baseball is learn to throw a baseball.”

      “Like the tosters were playing yesterday?”

      Daniel shot Melissa a confused look.

      She laughed. “She means the boys. Toster is short for testosterone crew.”

      “Ah,” he said with a nod and less confusion, switching his attention back to Lexie. “Yes. And you know what you need in order to learn to throw?”

      “A baseball.” Even Melissa heard the no-duh-tone of the little girl’s voice.

      He chuckled. “Well, yes, you’re right, we do need a ball. But there’s something else you need. Remember what the boys had on their hands?”

      “Mitts?”

      “Yeah, leather mitts. But I think the ones they had were a little too big for your hands, don’t you?”

      Again, she nodded, this time trying to peek around behind him. “What’s in the bag?”

      “I went over to the store today and got a mitt that would fit you. You’ll have to tell me what you think.” He brought the bag in front of him, reached in and pulled out a pink leather baseball mitt.

      A squeal erupted out of the bouncing six-year-old as Daniel tore off the dangling price tag and handed the mitt to her. He helped her fit it on her left hand, which wasn’t easy considering she could hardly stand still with her excitement.

      “Look, Melissa!” Lexie ran up the porch, brandishing her new gift over her head. “Deputy Daniel got me a pink mitt! Now I can play ball with the tosters!”

      “I can see,” Melissa said, laughing at her enthusiasm. “Perhaps you should go back down there and let him show you how to use it?”

      Lexie twirled, her tutu flying out as she did, and sprinted down the steps to where Daniel, who’d retrieved two baseballs and his own glove from the SUV, stood waiting for her. Then he waved Melissa down. “We’re going to need some help.”

      Curious as to what he wanted her to do, Melissa joined them in the yard. “I don’t play ball.”

      “That’s okay,” he said, laying his glove and ball on the ground. He reached back into the shopping bag and handed handing her another, brand new, adult-sized glove. “You’re just going to be a target for her to aim for as she throws.”

      “I think I can do that,” she said with a smile at Lexie and slipping the glove onto her left hand. She’d never worn a baseball glove before and was surprised at how soft it was on the inside and how firm the leather was on the outside. With a wiggle of her fingers, it moved just slightly. Good protection from hard thrown or hit balls.

      “Okay, you hold the glove like this,” Daniel said, taking her arm and glove in his big warm hands. Their eyes met for a moment, and heat seemed to surge through Melissa. He swallowed, then focused on moving her hand. “Hold it like this with the pocket facing Lexie. That’s where we want her to aim for when she throws.”

      “Got it,” she said with a nod.

      “If she gets the ball inside, you squeeze your hand shut and it will stay in there.” He demonstrated for both her and Lexie by putting the ball in the pocket and squeezing Melissa’s glove closed with his hand. “Once you learn to throw the ball, Lexie, you need to learn to catch it, too.”

      “I can do that,” Lexie said, closing her hand so the sides of the mitt touched.

      “Good.”

      “Are you going to teach me to throw like a boy?”

      Daniel once more knelt down to her level. “No, Lexie. I’m going to teach you how to throw like a baseball player, boy or girl.”

      He was rewarded with a missing-tooth grin. “I like that.”

      “Now Melissa is going to stay right here. While you and I mark of ten paces.”

      He turned and made long strides, Lexie making ridiculously longer ones to match him until they counted out ten. Melissa hid a grin.

      “Now, you stand behind me with your left arm facing Melissa and do what I do, okay?” he asked, and Lexie bobbed her head, taking the same stance.

      “Okay, first thing you’re going to do is hold the ball like your hand is a claw.” He turned and manipulated her fingers in the grip he wanted her to use. “Kind of squeeze the ball with your fingers just a little. That gives you a good grip and you can control the ball better. Okay?”

      Again, he got a nod, but Lexie’s lips were pressed in a thin line of determination.

      “So now we’re going to stand with our feet apart.”

      Lexie took a big side-step and looked like she’d topple over.

      “Not that far.” Daniel chuckled, and helped her fix her feet. “Just so that your feet are the same distance apart as your shoulders.”

      He stood once more. “Now, we start with our hand holding the ball inside the glove like this.”

      Lexie copied his movement, holding the glove at mid-torso, her face completely focused.

      “Good. Now we’re going to take the ball in our grip. Move your arm down, then around and freeze,” he said, demonstrating with his hand stopped level with his head, looking over his shoulder to see Lexie do the same. “Good. Now look at how your hand is gripping the ball. Can you see your knuckles?”

      Lexie turned the ball, so her knuckles were facing her. “Yes.”

      “Good correction,” Daniel said, and Lexie seemed to stand a little taller.

      “Next, you need to look at your other elbow.” He wiggled his bent left arm out in front of him, showing how his elbow pointed. “You want your arm to point at your target.”

      Melissa held up her glove on cue. Lexie wiggled her elbow, looking like a chicken trying to flap its wing.

      “That’s it, but hold it still,” Daniel instructed, and Lexie froze that arm in place. “And then we’re going to throw. Okay?”

      Lexie nodded and hurled the ball toward Melissa. It hit the ground a few feet in front of her, but not too far offline.

      “Pretty good!” Daniel said and Lexie beamed. “Let’s do it again, slowly.”

      They went through the mechanics each time, with Lexie’s aim shifting from wild to more accurate the more she threw. Listening to Daniel’s instructions to Lexie, Melissa’s throwing, which had never amounted to much, actually found his glove a few times without him having to reach or stretch for it. He’d nodded and reinforced his lesson to Lexie, by complimenting Melissa on her throw, which gave her ego a bit of a boost. In all her life she’d never had a man and especially not her ex-husband, praise her physical efforts at anything.

      With great patience, Daniel kept teaching Lexie the art of throwing, often making just minor corrections without ever losing his temper and always with a compliment about how well she was doing. He looked so big and masculine standing next to the little girl. Yet, he didn’t act embarrassed or put out, like some men would when a girl wanted to learn something they thought only boys and men should do. He was kind and encouraging, determined to help her succeed.

      He’d make a wonderful father.

      The unwanted thought poured a bucket of ice over Melissa’s happiness. Thanks to Frank she would never have children. He’d destroyed even that dream for her. If she gave into the need to grow closer to the handsome deputy standing ten feet away lovingly teaching a six-year-old in pink from head to toe, including a tutu and ankle high sneakers, to throw like a major league player—and yes her heart craved being near him, more and more each day—it wouldn’t be fair to lead him on, knowing she couldn’t be a complete woman, wife or companion for him.

      “Is something wrong?” Daniel’s voice broke into her thoughts. He and Lexie both stared at her with concern on their faces.

      The school bus turned up the lane, saving her from answering. Perfect timing.

      “No, nothing is wrong. I just need to get dinner started,” she said, laying the baseball mitt on the hood of his car and hurrying to the porch. “You’ll just have to carry on without me.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Daniel watched Melissa disappear inside the house, fleeing like a deer darting into the dense wood at the sound of hunters tromping through the forest.

      What had happened to scare her? One minute they were enjoying an afternoon of playing catch and the next instance? Poof. She was gone. Even before she fled for the porch, she’d disappeared. Her laughter, that had been both infectious and intoxicating, had fizzled into thin air. The sweet smile that had warmed his heart just slipped away.

      Had he said something? Done something?

      She’d used the school bus as an excuse to escape. And an escape it was. He’d seen enough criminals and scared people make one to know it when he saw it. Whatever memory that had been triggered during their playing catch, it had her scared enough to need distance. Distance from him.

      And damn didn’t that wound his male pride?

      “Coach Daniel?”

      A tug on his sleeve brought him back focused on Lexie.

      “Can we keep playing until the tosters get here? I want them to see me throwing.”

      “Of course we can. I’ll go stand where Melissa was, and you just throw like we’ve been practicing. Okay?”

      “Uh huh,” Lexie said and took her stance.

      Shifting his concern for Melissa to the back of his thoughts, Daniel focused on playing catch with Lexie even as Colt and Bryan came up the driveway.

      “Hey, Coach!” they both called.

      “Whatcha doin’ here?” Colt asked. “I thought practice was tomorrow?”

      “Feeling the need to play, even if it’s with the Shrimp?” Bryan said, depositing his bookbag on the porch steps next to Colt’s.

      At that moment Lexie let the ball loose and it sailed through the air right into Daniel’s glove with a smack—albeit a soft, dainty sort of smack, it was still a ball finding it’s leather target sound.

      “Wow, Shrimp!” Bryan said, bounding off the porch to pat her on the back.

      “Good aim!” Colt said, doing the same.

      “Coach is teaching me to throw…”

      “Like a guy,” Colt finished.

      “Uh-uh,” she said, a determined steel to her spine and narrowed eyes as she looked up at the teen. “Like a baseball player!”

      Colt studied her a moment, then nodded and grinned. “Like a shrimp baseball player.”

      Before the conversation descended into a full-blown argument, Daniel asked, “Where’s Trent and Geoff?”

      “Trent works at the bookstore until closing on Mondays,” Bryan answered. “And Joe Hillis picked Geoff up early from school. They have a whole house to paint this week.”

      “Inside or outside?” Daniel knew the tall senior loved working the paint section of the hardware store and did the odd paint job for Joe, but a whole house?

      Bryan laughed. “Just the outside. But if the owners asked, Geoff would paint every inch inside too.”

      “He likes it that much?”

      “He does,” Melissa said from the porch. “I’m making spaghetti and meatballs for dinner. Would you like to stay and eat with us?”

      “Please, Coach Daniel,” Lexie said, hopping up and down. It was amazing how one little girl could make his heart swell.

      “Yes, if it’s not too much trouble,” he said, looking at Melissa.

      She laughed. “It’s spaghetti and meatballs. Plenty to go around. It will be ready in about thirty minutes. You can all practice until I call you.”

      Colt looked up. “Even me? It’s my turn to help with dishes this week.”

      Melissa nodded, holding up two baseball gloves. “Yes, even you. You can do all the after-dinner dishes.”

      As the boys retrieved their gloves, Daniel watched Melissa smile and return inside. The woman might not have much experience with kids, but she was one hell of a mother.

      For the next half-hour he worked with the kids, especially Colt to catch ground balls and throw them to Bryan. Lexie was pretty good at scooping up slow dribblers and tossing it to the boys, who complimented her each time the ball hit their glove. When it didn’t, they didn’t tease her, just said, “You’ll get it next time, Shrimp.”

      Spaghetti dinner around the table led into a game of Go Fish with Trent coming home from work and eating while they played. Geoff wandered in just as the game was breaking up and grabbed a plate of food. Melissa went to tuck Lexie in bed and the other boys headed upstairs to do homework. Daniel decided to talk with the oldest of the teens while he woofed down his meal.

      “Looks like you’ve had a very busy day,” he said, nodding at the paint splattered white t-shirt and pants Geoff wore.

      He grinned. “Yeah, Joe had this automatic paint sprayer. We covered half of the outside of the house in four hours. A two-story, no less. Took longer to cover all the windows than it did to get the paint on.”

      “You like painting houses?”

      “It’s good work. I’ve learned a lot about what paints work on what kind of surfaces. What’s for indoors, what’s for outdoors. And each job is different. I mean no two houses are the same.” He finished his meal, wiped his mouth with the napkin and sat back in his chair. “Before I came here to live and work for Joe, I had no idea about painters or any kind of manual labor jobs. My parents are businesspeople and hire people to do work for them. Never saw my dad do anything around our house, not even cut the grass. I learned that the first week Miss Davis took over here.”

      “So, what are you going to do when you graduate? I assume your parents want you to go to college.”

      Geoff shrugged. “That’s what they want. Not like I have much choice.”

      Daniel heard the resignation in his voice. “If you had your choice and could do whatever you wanted, what would you want to do?”

      “Truthfully?”

      “It’s your dreams.”

      “I’d like to continue working for Joe full time. Learn the business and maybe start my own painting company. Go into business for myself.”

      “I’d imagine a good businessman would need to take some classes on stuff like accounting, taxes, supply chain management.”

      “Advertising,” Geoff said, warming up to the idea. “I mean you can’t just live by word of mouth.”

      “Computers and modern-day social media might come in handy.”

      “I don’t know if they teach that kind of stuff at the Ivy school colleges my parents think I need to go to.” Geoff paused, shaking his head, his shoulders slumped. “They want me to apply to those, have talked of nothing else, just so they can brag to people at their companies about their kid’s school. It’s why they put me in all those private schools. I was a trophy to them. They never once asked me what I wanted, what my dreams were. And I’ll have to go where they want. I mean even after I turn eighteen next fall. I’ll be too old to stay here at Westen House.”

      Daniel leaned back in his seat and considered the boy’s dilemma. “Joe’s a good employer?”

      “Yeah. He’s smart about the construction business and hardware. People come in to do DIY jobs and he walks them through the steps. Even gives them his number if they want to call for questions or help.” Geoff laughed. “All these new people coming in town, half of them call and end up hiring Joe and his crew to come fix things. It’s how we got that paint job today.”

      “You making decent money working for him?”

      Geoff nodded. “I have a little in the savings. I give some to Miss Davis, so she can do the fixing up around here. The town’s budget doesn’t cover some stuff.”

      This was a good kid. No change that, he was becoming a good man. The kind he’d like to stay in Westen.

      “Seems to me, Joe would like to keep you on full time once you graduate. There’s an extra room in my apartment. Once you’re eighteen, you can move in there and split the rent until you can afford a place of your own.”

      The young man’s face lit up like a tree at Christmas. “Really?”

      Daniel glanced at the house rules on the kitchen wall. “I’d expect you to follow those rules at my place too.”

      “What about the school one?” Geoff asked, his brows lowered in question.

      Daniel shrugged. “There’s online business classes and there’s a community college in the next county and an OSU extension not too far. Seems to me any of those might have what you need to learn about being a businessman. Deal?” He held out his hand.

      “You got it, Coach.” Grinning, Geoff slapped his hand in a good strong handshake. “Best go look up those schools before I hit the sack.”

      He gathered up his plate and utensils, put them in the dishwasher then hustled up the stairs. “Hey Miss Davis,” he said, barely missing her standing in the doorway, a soft smile on her face.

      “You heard?” Daniel asked.

      “Most of it,” she pulled a sweater off the peg near the backdoor. “Want to come sit on the swing with me a bit?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said, grabbing his coat and hurrying to open the front door for her.

      They sat on the swing, her on one end, him filling up the other half. With a little shove of his foot, Daniel set the swing into a gentle sway. Music came from one window of the rooms upstairs.

      “Is that Johnny Cash?” he asked.

      Melissa chuckled. “Yes. Bet you can’t guess which one.”

      He sputtered out a scoffing sound. “Please, I think I know Walk The Line when I hear it.”

      “I meant which boy is listening to it.” She laughed, the soft mirth reminding him of his favorite salted caramel topping rolling over ice cream. He’d have to find ways to make her laugh more often.

      “You got me on that one. Which one?”

      “Colt.”

      “Colt?” He asked, surprise. “I’d have thought he’d be into hip-hop or some other new kind of music.”

      “Nope. The boy has a love for old country music from the fifties and sixties. Surprised me, too, the first time he played it on his computer. I had to make sure he knew he had to purchase his music. Told him downloading it for free was the same as stealing.”

      “You’re always looking for a teaching moment, aren’t you?” he said, turning and stretching his arm across the back of the swing between them. Light from inside the house lit up her face but left a little shadow around her eyes, making her a little mysterious tonight.

      “I’m beginning to think that with kids, both big and small, everything is a teaching moment.”

      A peaceful quiet settled in between them. The peeper tree frogs were just beginning their spring courtship of high whistle sounds. And not too far off a barn owl hooted. There was still a chill to the early Ohio spring night, but soon it would be hot, muggy nights of summer.

      “I like what you said to Geoff,” Melissa broke the quiet. “He needs to have adult conversations with a man he respects. None of them got that when Tod Banyon was here. And I don’t think Geoff and his father have any kind of close relationship.”

      “I meant what I said. It wasn’t an empty promise.” Daniel couldn’t be more honest. The more he was around the teens here in Westen House, the more he saw the potential in all of them. Part of which, he was damn sure came from Melissa’s influence. “And Geoff’s right. Once he turns eighteen, the rules are he leaves Westen House. If he truly wants to stay in town, work and learn the business end of being a painter, he’s got a place with me. I can’t think of a better way to help him. Your advice to not make empty promises struck home.”

      “You kept your promise to Lexie. Even if it was only for today.” Sadness filled her voice with the last word.

      “What time do you have to be at the courthouse tomorrow?”

      “We meet Chloe at nine. The hearing is at ten.”

      “I know. I’m scheduled to give testimony about how I found her that night. So is Cleetus. I think things may go better than you think. You should try not to worry.”

      She sighed heavily. “I can’t help it. I told myself not to get too attached to her. That she was only here temporary. Either her mother would be found and come claim her—”

      “That wouldn’t happen. After she abandoned her in a blizzard, no way is she getting custody back.”

      “Or,” she continued as if his angry interruption hadn’t happened, “the judge would make her a ward of the state and put her into the real foster system.”

      The light from the front room caught on the tear that slid down her cheek.

      Oh damn. He hated to see women cry, especially Melissa.

      “Come here.” He grasped her far shoulder with his hand and gently pulled her into his side. Her head rested on his shoulder as her body trembled from her tears. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I don’t see how. She’s so little and so smart. I hate for her to end up in the system. She’ll probably retreat into her shyness. She’s already had enough tragedy and disappointment in her life.”

      “I’ve appeared in Judge Rawlins’ court many times. He’s a man with wisdom and common sense. He tends to rule with his eye on justice more than just the law.”

      “How does that help Lexie?” she said, her voice less shaky.

      “I’m not going to promise you he won’t put her in the system, but with you and Chloe on her side, I think things aren’t necessarily set in stone.”

      She leaned back and he read the confusion and hope in her eyes. “And what does that mean?”

      “It means you never know what might happen between tonight and tomorrow.”

      When she laid her hand on his chest, he closed his hand over hers. She parted her lips and the need to taste them again overwhelmed him. With any other woman he’d simply lower his mouth to hers. But this was Melissa. A woman he knew had suffered greatly at the hand of her husband, the man who’d promised to love and protect her. Instead he’d used, abused and betrayed her trust. Daniel wouldn’t take anything from her. Not even a kiss. She had the right to say what happened to her and he meant to respect that, respect her.

      “I want so badly to kiss you right now, a real kiss, but if you’re not ready, just say so,” he whispered mere centimeters from her lips.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Yes, you’re not ready?” His heart sank. Damn, he’d meant what he said, and he wouldn’t press the issue, but it still kicked him in the gut she didn’t trust him enough for a simple kiss.

      Slowly, she smiled. “Yes, I’d like to kiss you, too.”

      His mother hadn’t raised a fool. He’d just been given the green light, but still remembered this was a woman just finding her feet in the world again. His gaze still fixed on her as she tilted her face upward and her lids dropped over her eyes, he lowered his mouth until he tasted the softness of her lips. She tasted of tomato sauce and Italian spices, and a touch of feminine heat.

      Closing his eyes, he fought the urge to close his arms around her and pull her in tighter. A little mewling sound escaped her, sending a zing of masculine pride through him that he’d been the one to make her purr with a kiss.

      Suddenly the ringtone of his cellphone broke the sounds of the night and the connection between them. He pulled back and watched her eyes open, another fist-pump to his ego hit him when her gaze appeared somewhat disoriented with passion. He’d given her that.

      The cellphone gave its second run at the ringtone.

      “Sorry, I have to get this. It’s work,” he said, releasing his hold on her and fishing the damn phone from his pocket.

      “I understand.” She smiled a little and sat back on the swing.

      He hit the answer button, wishing the caller was on the other side of the world without cell service. “Sheriff?”

      “I need you to come to the Thurber place, pronto,” Gage said, his voice flat and hard.

      Daniel sat up straighter. “What’s up?”

      “Not over the phone. Jason is waiting on us to get there,” Gage said and hung up.

      He disconnected and pocketed his phone, all the peace he’d been enjoying with Melissa completely gone. “I have to go.”

      “I know.” She stood, pulling her sweater a little tighter as she walked to the front door. “Just be careful out there.”

      He’d followed her to the door. “I’ll stay here until you’ve locked up.”

      She gave him a curious look and he hated making her nervous, but until they found Lexie’s mother and the drug dealer Gary, he needed to know Lexie and Melissa were safe. Without asking why he was suddenly serious and overly cautious, she gave him a grim-faced nod.

      “Alright,” she finally said, stepping inside and closing the door.

      Once the deadbolt clicked shut, Daniel sprinted off the porch to his vehicle. Whatever had his boss sounding like an angry drill-sergeant couldn’t be good. The Thurber place being the setting, caused the hairs on his neck to itch like he’d rolled in a fresh patch of poison ivy.
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      Three SUV’s, Gage’s truck and the coroner’s van lined the drive leading to the old Thurber place when Daniel arrived. Lights were on in every room and lots of people moving about. Climbing out of his SUV, he inhaled deeply, checked his weapon on his hip and braced himself for what he might be walking into. Given Gage’s gruff order for him to meet here, whatever was inside that house, it wasn’t good.

      Daniel nodded at one of the off-duty state troopers who’d signed up to do overtime in the search for drug houses as he stepped onto the porch. The man’s pale, stoic face confirmed his suspicions. Gage met him at the door, wearing a surgical mask and handing him one.

      “Rose is here.”

      The smell of death hit Daniel as he walked into the living room, the clutter thinned out by the crime scene unit after his previous visit to the house. “How long has she been dead?”

      “Frank says she’s in complete rigor mortis, so at least eight hours, less than eighteen,” Gage said, leading him to the back bedroom.

      “Who found her?”

      “Wes,” Gage said, nodding to the other deputy standing near the bed talking to the coroner. “He was driving past on his way home when he noticed the lights were on. Knowing we’d cleared it days ago, he came to see if Rose had returned or if someone new was squatting here.”

      Daniel listened as he stood in the doorway, looking at the death scene in front of him. The emaciated female body lay sprawled on the bed, her arms and legs askew. Blonde hair a little darker and much duller than Lexie’s covered part of her face and spread out in tangles around her head. Bruises covered her face, arms and neck. Clotted cuts on her lip, cheek and eyebrow were at least a couple of days old. “Someone beat the hell out of her.”

      Gage folded his arms across his chest and nodded grimly. “Looks that way.”

      “Do they think that’s the cause of death?”

      “I don’t think so, deputy,” Frank said coming over with Wes as two of the coroner techs covered Rose’s body with a blanket and moved her onto the gurney. “Let’s go outside to talk.”

      Once the quartet were outside, they took off their masks.

      “You were right, Dan, she was beaten, but the bruises are old, as are the lacerations. The beating was brutal, but no fatal. Won’t know for sure until I perform the autopsy, but my best guess is she died of an overdose like the other two we found last week.”

      “Same batch of fentanyl-laced heroin?” Gage asked.

      “Won’t know that for sure until the blood analysis comes back. Or the chemical analysis of the drugs we found in the bedroom with her.” Frank gave a shrug. “Given her history of addiction, her emaciated state and the drugs and paraphernalia in the house? I’m pretty sure we’re looking at an overdose.” He paused and glanced back inside. “Or possibly a hot shot.”

      “Fuck,” Wes muttered, and Daniel agreed.

      Rose could’ve given herself too much heroin or one full of the much more addictive fentanyl or carfentanyl they’d found in the other drug houses. Accidental overdoses were part of the risks addicts were willing to take to get their high. Sometime murders were masked as overdoses by someone mixing the heroin for the addict and either making sure it was a lethal dose of heroin or lacing it with a deadly substance such as strychnine—aka a hot shot. Hot shot murders were hard to prove, and most were written off as accidental overdoses to keep crime statistics low. There were enough murders to investigate without looking into someone offing addicts.

      “Like I said, I’ll know more after the autopsy.” Frank turned to accompany Rose’s body to his van.

      “Doesn’t it feel like someone’s cleaning house?” Wes said after a moment.

      “How do you figure?” Gage asked, his attention on the former black ops officer.

      Wes gave a head shrug with one raised brow. “We went from no reported heroin cases to suddenly not only finding the drugs in our county, but three deaths in the matter of days since we started investigating.”

      “You’re thinking that whoever is dealing this shit, they’re trying to get back under the radar?” Daniel asked.

      “Kind of like trying to put cows back into a burning barn,” Gage said as Cleetus joined them.

      “I let the troopers leave for the night, like you asked, Sheriff,” the big man said. “Told them we’d let their bosses know about more overtime some time tomorrow.”

      “Thanks, Cleetus. We’re just discussing Wes’s idea that the drug dealers might be doing a purge and clean-up mission.” Gage turned his focus back on Wes. “What would be the purpose now? What are they trying to hide? We know about the drugs. We know it’s being used here, if not sold or cut somewhere in the county. What else could they be hiding?”

      “Something worse,” Cleetus muttered, his shoulders slumping and his face tightening into an angry mask, something rarely seen in their friend. Whatever he was thinking sent a sense of dread over Daniel’s nerves.

      “What’s worse that peddling drugs and death?” he asked.

      “Human trafficking,” Wes answered through tight lips.

      Confused, Daniel looked from him, to Cleetus and finally settled on Gage, who looked just as serious as the other two men. Suddenly, he felt like the odd man out. “Did I miss something? How did we go from drug dealing to murder to human trafficking?”

      “We got an ID on the guy found in the house with Jen Powers. Damien Smith.”

      “I’m assuming he’s in the system if you got an ID on him,” Daniel asked, still not sure what this had to do with the human trafficking thing.

      “Yeah, his ex-wife died of a drug overdose six months ago in the southern rural part of the state and their daughter went missing.”

      “He took her?”

      Cleetus nodded grimly. “That was what the local sheriff thought when I talked to him today. He disappeared off the grid about the same time. Then the authorities did a raid on a massage parlor and found several underage girls working inside. Some from other countries and one that looked like an older version of Smith’s daughter. Once they got her cleaned up and did a DNA test, it was her. She was twelve.”

      “Fuck.” Daniel slammed his fist into the porch post. Then a thought hit him. “Didn’t you say Jen Powers had two kids?”

      “Girl and boy. Eight and ten. Hank has custody of them and between his parents and him, those kids are never out of sight of a responsible adult,” Gage said. “I had a long talk with him today. Hank had no idea who Damien Smith was, didn’t recognize his picture, and as far as he knew, the man had no contact with his kids. He’s on high alert now, too.”

      “You’re thinking whoever is running this operation, they’re targeting women with young kids.” Daniel said, fighting the nausea roiling in his gut.

      “Looks like that’s their MO. Hook the mothers, make them disappear and take the kids into the human trafficking ring.”

      “And Lexie?” Daniel asked, knowing the answer and fighting the need to get to Westen House ASAP.

      “Rose fits the situation. Single mother. No real support in the community. Drug addict,” Wes said.

      “What if,” Daniel said, pausing to look out into the darkness, letting the horrible idea form in his mind.

      “What if?” Cleetus prodded.

      “Melissa told me the other night that Lexie knew who supplied her mother with “medicine”,” he said.

      “Chloe mentioned it too. A boyfriend named, Gary,” Wes said.

      “If this guy is the supplier and is behind these deaths…” Cleetus started.

      “And he’s cleaning house of any witnesses, like we think…” Wes continued.

      “Then Lexie can identify him and be in more danger, than we thought,” Daniel finished, rage hitting him like a solid blow to his chest.

      Gage wiped his hand over his face in frustration. They’d all seen him do this when he didn’t like a situation. “The thing is, the last thing I want to do to that little girl is put her in protective custody. She’s been moved around enough. Bobby says she’s settled in at Westen House, at least until the hearing tomorrow. But until we know who is cleaning house and how dangerous they are, I hate to leave Melissa and those kids at risk.”

      “I’ll go back and stay the rest of the night at Westen House,” Daniel said. If anyone was going to protect the people he’d come to care for, it was damn well going to be him. “Melissa and all the kids know me. Might not make them too scared if it’s just me.”

      Gage gave him a nod. “Keep your radio on. I’ll have Jason do hourly drive-bys to be sure you’re okay.”

      Daniel stepped off the porch headed down the drive.

      “And Dan?” Gage called from the porch, stopping him before he got two yards away.

      Daniel turned and looked at his boss.

      “You see anything suspicious—I don’t care what it is—you call it in. No heroics. Not with a house full of kids. You get me?”

      “Yes, sir.” Daniel, his heart racing with worry, picked up his pace, sprinting to get to his vehicle and back to Melissa and Westen House.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Seated at the table, with her laptop open in front of her, Melissa stared out the kitchen window into the darkness. The house was quiet, Colt finally turning off his radio and all the kids in bed. Perfect time to get some studying done. Only problem was, her mind kept drifting back to that kiss on the swing with Daniel.

      Touching her finger to her mouth, she swore she still felt his lips on hers. In all her life she’d never been kissed like Daniel kissed her. Like she was something special, something to be savored. As if kissing her at that moment was the most important thing to him. Special.

      Even in the early years with Frank, before she’d married him and he was busy sweeping her off her feet, his kisses had been for his needs—hard, demanding, punishing. She’d been so overwhelmed and her hormones so dormant before him, that she’d mistaken his attention as passion. It wasn’t until they were married, and he turned into a monster, she realized how wrong she’d been. Passion wasn’t what had motivated him, it was rage and power and need. Not need for her as a lover, but his need for control over her as his personal possession.

      From the moment they’d met, she’d been a target for her ex-husband. Young and naïve, barely out of high school and no finances for college, Melissa had taken a job as a receptionist at a car dealership just outside of Columbus. Six months into her job, the handsome young salesman asked her to join him for lunch. A whirlwind romance designed to sweep her off her feet before common sense could take over ensued. Suddenly, she found herself married and moved into a stylish new home in her husband’s hometown. With no friends in town and both her elderly parents dying not too long after her wedding, Melissa was isolated, except for Frank’s family who had no trouble letting her know every chance they got that she was lucky to have married above her station in life.

      It wasn’t just physical abuse she’d suffered in her marriage. She’d been berated and battered verbally from Frank almost from the day after her honeymoon. Nothing she did was good enough. Even his family delighted in belittling her. When she’d voiced her thoughts or opinions, she’d been told how stupid she was for thinking anything different from their group mentality. Not content to laugh at her or demean her in front of others, Frank used her own ideas and words as an excuse to punish her once they were alone.

      Daniel treated her totally different. There was no sweeping her off her feet. No whirlwind courtship. In fact, she wouldn’t call it a courtship at all. It was more of a…friendship. He asked her opinion on things, listened to her ideas about working with the teens and Lexie. If his empty plates were any indication, he appreciated her cooking. Another thing her ex-husband complained about. Besides Daniel’s kisses tonight and the other night, which were frustratingly too short in her opinion, he’d also shown a quality missing in her husband, a love of children. He taught the boys how to play ball, speaking to them both with firmness and respect. She’d yet to see him raise his voice to any of them, not even on the practice field on the days they tried out for the team. In the evenings he talked with them about their interests and listened to them as if they were equals. And then there was his promise to Lexie.

      Just remembering how he’d taken the time to teach her to throw the ball this afternoon. The big man squatting down to talk to the little girl dressed in pink, helping her throw the ball even though she was dressed in a tutu skirt instead of jeans. Melissa’s heart did a little flip as it had that afternoon. He was such an easy man to love. Someday he would make an excellent father.

      This time her heart didn’t flip, it actually ached in the center of her chest as she laid her hand over the lower part of her stomach, her mind careening back to that day in the hospital nearly two years ago.

      “Stop your sniveling,” Frank said with a sneer from the chair beside the bed. “It wasn’t like you’d named it or anything.”

      But she had. She’d dreamed of a dark-haired little girl called Megan. Now that dream was no longer alive. The baby was gone. And that wasn’t the worst part. “Did you hear what the doctor said?”

      “I heard him and it’s a win-win situation, not something to cry over.”

      Hurt clawed through the dregs of the anesthesia still fogging her brain. “How can you say that? He said they had to take my uterus out. I’ll never have children now.”

      “Good. I never wanted any brats in the house anyways,” he said, sitting back in his chair like a king who’d just made a decree for his fiefdom. “You should be thanking me. Now your body won’t get all fat from having kids.”

      The door opened and a nurse dressed in pink scrubs came in. She chatted away as she checked the IV and gave Melissa a shot of something for pain. Funny, it made her sleepy and took away the ache in her stomach, but the pain would never go away. The monster’s most recent beating had taken away the small life she’d been cherishing in secret. Worse, he’d destroyed the dream of being a mother. She wish he’d just killed her.

      Tears stung her eyes and she dashed them away with the heels of her hands. She’d given enough damn tears to Frank in pain, fear and heartbreak. She wouldn’t give him more in anger. And dammit, she had every right to be angry with the man. When she’d testified in court, she thought she’d put him out of her life forever, but like a cancer he just kept coming back. Because of him, she could never marry or have a normal relationship with someone like Daniel. Someone who deserved to be a father.

      A knock on the back door startled her out of her self-pity.

      As if her thought had conjured him out of the darkness, Daniel stood in the light on the back porch.

      With a quick glance at the clock to see it was almost midnight, she hurried over, wondering why he’d come back.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked without preamble as she opened the door and saw the tension in his face and the worry shrouding his eyes.

      Motioning for her to step back, he followed her inside, closed and locked the door behind him. “We need to talk.” He looked around. “Are the kids all in bed?”

      “Yes,” she said, her nerves picking up on his wariness. “Why? What happened?”

      “It’s Lexie’s mother,” he said, stepping closer and laying his hand on her upper arm. “We found her back at their home. She’s dead.”

      “Oh, no. Poor Lexie. How am I going to tell her?” Instinctively she covered her mouth and fought back tears. “I feel so terrible.”

      “Why? You didn’t have anything to do with it.”

      “I know. Even though I didn’t know Rose Cochran at all, I have to confess I disliked her for abandoning such a sweet little girl like Lexie. And I was secretly hoping she wouldn’t appear at the courthouse tomorrow. I didn’t want her to take her daughter back. Now she’s dead.”

      Daniel drew her in against his body. “Your wishes had nothing to do with what happened to Rose. Her own decisions and lifestyle did. You have nothing to feel guilty about. In fact, you weren’t hoping for anything different than what I and most of the people who know Lexie were wishing—that Rose’s abandonment was permanent.”

      “I wanted Lexie to stay, but I never wanted her mother dead,” Melissa mumbled into his shirt, the heat of his body easing some of the trembling coursing through her.

      “Of course you didn’t,” he said, his hands rubbing slowly up and down her body. Even though it felt good to be in his arms, she felt the tension in his muscles. Something else was wrong.

      Slowly, she leaned back, unwrapping her arms from where she’d clenched her fists into his work jacket. “There’s something else, isn’t there?”

      “Let’s go sit in the living room.”

      She led him into the front room and stood waiting while he shucked off his deputy’s jacket and draped it over one of the arms of the oversized chairs. Next came his gun belt, which he laid on the table next to the sofa. Within easy reach. A shiver of dread coursed through her. Something besides Rose’s death had him worried.

      Taking her hand, he drew her down to sit beside him on the sofa. Without asking permission to touch her this time, he wrapped his arms around her and pulled her to him, slowly stroking one hand up and down her upper arm in a steady, comforting rhythm.

      As much as she wanted to prove how strong she was since leaving her ex’s abuse behind, the heat of Daniel’s body drew her closer. She sank into him, letting his quiet strength sooth the anxiety nipping at her.

      “You know,” she said after a few minutes and her nerves had relaxed, “I’ve learned over the years it’s easier to meet trouble head-on when you can see it coming. Seeing my ex’s rage and his fists build in front of me made the punches easier to dodge, or at least brace for them. It was the surprise blitz attacks that were the worst.” She smoothed her hand over Daniel’s chest as he tensed beside her. “I’m trying to tell you that whatever you are trying to find a way to tell me, I’d prefer it straight up, just the facts. Don’t try to soften it. I don’t want to be blindsided.” She leaned back to look him in the eyes. “I prefer the unvarnished truth—always.”

      In the dim light coming from the kitchen, he stared into her eyes. She read the concern in them as he tried to decide something.

      “The truth it is,” he said, cupping her face with one hand. “But first I really need to kiss you.”

      The memory of those first kisses still fresh in her mind, she didn’t resist as he pulled her to him and claimed her mouth. This time his kiss was different from the gentle one they’d shared earlier.

      Deeper. More intense. Needful.

      Their tongues met and danced. Melissa wanted more. Another first for her. She wasn’t submitting to Daniel’s needs as she had Frank’s. Instead she was meeting him with her own desires.

      Before the passion between them progressed to something even more intimate, Daniel dialed it back. Once again, he showed her he controlled his emotions and she had nothing to fear from him. He tilted his head, continuing to kiss her, but more like a connoisseur sampling a fine wine than a drunkard overindulging on cheap beer. Finally, he leaned back, heat in his eyes as he gave her a small lift at the corner of his lips.

      “Kissing you can be quite distracting.” He reached up to smooth his hand over her hair, his countenance growing serious once more. “And as much as I would love to spend the rest of the night indulging myself, we have more important things to discuss.”

      “Something to do with Lexie’s mother?”

      He nodded. “We think there might be something more going on than just the heroin epidemic finding its way into Westen.”

      “Another drug?”

      “We do know the heroin’s been mixed with fentanyl. But there’s evidence that child trafficking may be involved in all of this.”

      Shock and fear for Lexie hit Melissa in the center of her chest. She clasped her hand over her mouth to keep from moaning loudly. Last thing she wanted to do was wake up any of the kids. “Dear God,” she finally managed to whisper. “Rose was going to sell her daughter for drugs?”

      Daniel shook his head, taking her hand in his. “Addicts have been known to do that, but we don’t believe that’s this situation at all. There’s no evidence that Rose had gotten so desperate that she’d sell her child. By all accounts from Cleetus and what Lexie’s told us, Rose loved her.”

      “But she did abandon her in a blizzard to go out for a fix. Maybe she’d crossed the line.”

      “Can’t argue with your logic,” he acknowledged her thoughts. “But we’re seeing a different pattern emerging.”

      “What pattern? Emerging from where?”

      “The three drug overdoses we’ve had this week, the man and woman last Thursday, and now Rose are all connected in more than just their death by highly potent heroin.”

      Melissa tilted her head a little and narrowed her eyes. “Connected how?”

      “All three of them had school age kids.”

      God, she hated to ask. “What happened to the other children?”

      “Two of them are safely in the custody of their father, Hank Powers. He’s the bartender and part owner of the Wagon Wheel. Their mother, his ex, was one of the two bodies we found in the trailer on Thursday.” Daniel paused to take a deep breath, as if bracing for a body blow.

      “And?”

      “The other victim had a twelve-year old daughter who went missing after her mother OD’d about a year ago. They found the girl in a raid on a massage parlor fronting for a brothel.”

      “The poor thing.” Tears stung Melissa’s eyes and she leaned into Daniel’s side once more. “How could someone do that to a child?” Then another thought popped into her head. “Both parents were addicts?”

      “Sadly, yes.”

      “So which parent was responsible for selling their child?”

      Daniel shook his head. “We don’t know if they did. The father disappeared about the same time as his daughter. Gage is wondering if there might be another reason she ended up in such a dire situation.”

      “Like what?”

      “We think whoever is supplying these drugs is targeting people with an addiction to opioid pills who have kids of a certain age. They get them hooked on the heroin at stronger and stronger dosages until the person dies of an apparent overdose, only it’s not an overdose.”

      Confused, Melissa leaned back in his arms to study him. “I thought you said Rose and the others died from heroin?”

      “They definitely died from heroin. Whether it was self-induced or not, is what we’re questioning. Gage suspects it may be a hot shot.”

      “What’s a hot shot?”

      “It’s when someone intentionally gives an addict a lethal dose of heroin or heroin laced with something that can kill them. Most of the time those go undetected because most cops chalk the death due to sloppiness on the addict’s part. Easy to close the case and move on. Rarely do law enforcement want to make more work for themselves by considering it a homicide.”

      “The sheriff thinks they were murdered? For the kids?”

      Daniel nodded. “Gage worked undercover in the drug world for years. Saw things that would make you sick. Thinks people would do to themselves or others just to get a fix or make money. Since we’ve noticed a pattern in our cases and all three were so close together, he’s treating them like homicides until proven otherwise. And we’re not taking any chances where Lexie’s concerned.”

      Fear lanced through her. “That’s why you’re here. You think someone killed Rose and are coming to get Lexie. To traffic her.”

      “Like I said,” he tightened his arms around her. “We’re not taking any chances. I’m going to spend the night here and we’ll regroup tomorrow to figure out how best to keep her and all of you safe.”

      She popped up to sit on the edge of the sofa. “What about the custody hearing tomorrow? What if the judge puts her in some facility where they’re so overcrowded, she gets lost? Or some home where someone isn’t paying attention? What if the killer finds her there?”

      “Let’s not borrow trouble,” he said, his hand once more rubbing slowly over her back, easing some of her tension. “Like I said earlier, no one wants to move her out of Westen House. Gage believes that now, more than ever, it’s best she remains here with people who care about her, like you and me. She’s safer with us than in some big system where such a tiny little thing can get lost or overlooked. We’ll have a talk with Judge Rawlins tomorrow.”

      Melissa settled back against his side. “She is such a special little girl, isn’t she?”

      “Smart as a whip,” he said, a smile in his voice. “Determined, too. Did you see how quickly she learned to throw the baseball? I’m going to teach her how to hit next. Got a bat for junior players in my SUV.”

      “You’re going to be a good dad someday,” Melissa said after they sat in quiet for a bit.

      He stiffened beside her just a bit. “I can’t.”

      “Oh, not that I meant you and I… That I thought there was something more between…” she stammered, rushing to reassure him she hadn’t meant there was something in the future between them, heat filling her face. She tried to push away, but he just tightened his arms to hold her still.

      “That’s not what I meant,” he said, slipping a finger beneath her chin and raising her face to look into her eyes. “The way I’ve been kissing you, I do want there to be more for us, but I have to be honest with you first.”

      That sounded so ominous.

      “You’re already married?” God, she hoped not.

      Some of the tension in his face eased and the corners of his lips raised just a little. “No and I never have been.”

      Relaxing just a little, she returned his half smile. “Good. I don’t think I’d make a good other woman.”

      “You’re the only woman I’m interested in.” He dipped his head to give her a brief, soft kiss. Then he grew serious once more. “When I said I can’t, I meant I can’t be a father. You need to know that up front.”

      “Oh.” Then it hit her. He meant he couldn’t father children. “Oh, I see. Were you ill?”

      He shook his head. “No. I chose to have a vasectomy when I was twenty.”

      That surprised her. “Why?”

      Silence settled between them. She itched to press him but understood this hadn’t been an easy decision and not something he’d talked about with anyone before.

      “My father died of Parkinson’s when I was in high school.”

      She laid her hand on his chest, but didn’t interrupt, knowing he had more to tell her.

      “His father, my grandfather moved in to help my mom care for him. He said he’d done it before with his father. There wasn’t as much known about the disease when he was young, and his father had died by the time Granddad had kids. My father and his brother both developed the disease in their thirties, after they’d had kids.”

      “And you were afraid you’d have it, too.”

      “By the time I was in college, I was able to do some research. At the time, they felt that only ninety-five percent of people with Parkinson’s got it by heredity. I was tested, and as far as I know I’m clear. No symptoms, and I’m well past the age both my dad, uncle and great grandfather began showing symptoms. And theirs was a very quick moving form of the disease. Of course, there’s still a lot about genes that scientists have yet to discover.”

      “But given the fact that you know it’s happened in your family over generations—”

      “I wasn’t willing to take the chance of passing it on to my kids. It’s such a debilitating disease.” He paused and wiped the moisture from his eyes, blinking hard.

      Melissa leaned her head back against his shoulder and wrapped her arm around him, comforting him in the only way she knew how. Her mother had abandoned her when she was in elementary school, leaving her to be raised by her grandparents, who had both died not long after she’d married. She could only imagine how devastating it must be to watch someone you love slowly wither away until they died.

      Again, silence settled between them. Not an uncomfortable one. More like a bond was forming between them, a small ribbon of trust two people have when they share something deep from their past. Trust. That’s what she had with Daniel. A trust she’d never felt with anyone else.

      “I can’t have children, either,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

      Daniel tightened his arm around her but didn’t say anything. Which was good. She couldn’t tolerate the standard platitude of I’m sorry. Not from him. Not after what he’d just shared.

      “It happened a year before that last beating—the one where he broke my eye socket and broke my ribs.” She paused to inhale slowly, wanting strength to tell her story. “I was just about three months along. I was so happy to finally be having a baby. I’d made a beautiful dinner to surprise Frank with the news. Only, he wasn’t as happy to hear I was pregnant. Normally I’d know when he was going to get violent. Could gauge his temper by the number of drinks he had. This one came out of nowhere.”

      A shudder ran through her. The memory of her ex’s anger that night still gave her nightmares.

      “You don’t have to tell me more,” Daniel said, stroking his hand over her arm. “Not if it gives you pain.”

      Once more he put her welfare above everything. But after he’d been so courageous to share his secret with her, could she be any less brave in sharing hers? And just like that she felt stronger.

      “He shoved the table over. Food flying around. China and crystal shattering on the floor. I was so shocked I couldn’t defend myself when he grabbed me by the arm. He twisted it and the snap of both bones sent me to my knees with pain. That’s when he started kicking me with those steel-tipped cowboy boots he loved so much.” She paused to swallow the bile that suddenly rose in her throat. Dammit, he wasn’t going to hurt her anymore. “The blood scared him. It’s why he took me to the hospital in the next county.”

      “How did he explain your injuries?” Daniel’s question was quiet, but she heard the controlled anger beneath the words.

      “Oh, you know the standard. Clumsy wife fell down the stairs.”

      “And they believed him?”

      She shook her head. “No, the nurses were too smart for that. A social worker came to see me the day after my surgery, asking me about abuse. I’d just been told I’d lost the baby and that they’d had to do a hysterectomy to save my life. The pain of knowing I’d never have children on top of the surgical pain…I’m afraid I was too stupid to tell them the truth.”

      “You weren’t stupid, love. You were protecting yourself in the only way you knew how.”

      “It took another beating and almost going blind for me to get the courage to stand up to him.” Tears flowed down her face. “If I’d done it sooner, my child might have lived.”

      Daniel wrapped both arms tightly around her and pressed her body into his as she quietly cried, finally grieving for the child she’d lost and the children she’d never have.
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      Four very serious faces stared across the table at Daniel. He’d heard the boys come down the stairs before dawn. Used to the boisterous sounds his baseball team members were capable of just walking into a locker room, he’d marveled at how little noise this quartet made. Then again, given that two of them had learned the art of stealth at a young age when they repeatedly ran away from foster homes, he shouldn’t be that surprised when he heard the bottom of the stair creak just slightly half an hour ago.

      The creak hadn’t been by accident. They’d wanted his attention.

      So, here he sat, having only hours of dozing sleep on a sofa in a strange house, listening for someone trying to break in, drinking coffee—and thank God, Melissa had a regular coffee maker so he could make an entire pot—about to be questioned by four worried teens. Gonna be a great day.

      “So, what do you know?” he asked, after looking each one in the eyes, no attempt to conceal anything from them.

      The younger boys all glanced at Geoff, then back at him.

      “I was awake when you came in last night,” Geoff said. “Heard you and Ms. Davis talking in the living room.”

      “What did you hear?” Daniel had learned years ago that asking open-ended questions gained you more information than ones that could be answered by yes or no or even a grunt. From the countenance of all four he had a suspicion what was on their minds. He just hoped he wasn’t wrong, and their issue was his budding relationship with their housemother.

      “That Lexie is in danger. We want to help protect her.” Geoff said, glancing at his friends, who all nodded their heads. “She’s like our little sister,” he hurried to continue, thinking Daniel was going to tell them no, that it wasn’t for kids to get mixed up in. Which is exactly what he should say. “We might pick on her, call her shrimp, but we’re not going to let anyone hurt her.”

      Daniel took a long drink of his coffee, allowing his own emotions to settle before speaking. Here were four boys all from different backgrounds, fighting demons in their own lives, willing to put themselves in the line of fire to protect someone smaller and more vulnerable than themselves. If he was their father, he couldn’t be prouder.

      How do you reward such loyalty, such determination, such love?

      With respect.

      “I’m pretty sure rumor has gotten around town, therefore around the school, that we’ve had some recent deaths in the county due to heroin,” he began. All the boys gave him a slight nod of their heads. “At some point someone from the sheriff’s department will be speaking with student body at the high school about drug use, but right now we have a more immediate issue. Lexie’s mother was found dead yesterday from an overdose.”

      Silence descended over them, all the boys looking at the floor or their feet. Trent and Bryan folded their arms over their chests, completely closing off. Both of them had lost a parent to drugs. Lexie’s situation had to be triggering bad memories. Wishing he knew how to help them, the last thing he wanted to do was drag out some psychology mumbo-jumbo. He might not know much about kids and grief, but he was pretty sure, they’d had enough pretty platitudes. He chose to remain quiet instead.

      “So, it’s just drugs then?” Colt finally broke the silence with a glance at Geoff.

      “No, it wasn’t just drugs.” Daniel held up his hand as Trent and Bryan both shot angry looks at their youngest member and opened their mouths to comment. “What I am about to tell you doesn’t leave this room. Do you understand?”

      The four of them exchanged looks. Geoff, always the leader, nodded his agreement first, quickly followed by the others.

      “Sheriff Justice and I believe that the deaths may not be accidental.”

      “You think someone’s giving them hot shots?” Bryan asked.

      Daniel wasn’t surprised that the blond knew what a hotshot was. Both his parents had been addicts. It was the reason he’d been placed in the foster system at such an early age.

      “What’s a hotshot?” Colt asked.

      “Everybody knows what that is,” Trent, another child of drug addicts, muttered.

      “Not everyone,” Colt said, leaning forward to glare at him.

      “I’ll tell ya later,” Bryan said, pushing the youngest back into his chair

      “It’s a way to murder someone and mask it as an overdose,” Daniel said before the conversation degraded further. “We think someone is targeting addicts with young kids, mostly girls, and no other relatives. Kill them. Disappear with the kids.”

      “Human trafficking,” Geoff said.

      “That’s sick.” Bryan looked at Trent.

      “Not good,” he said, growing a little pale.

      Something in the way they’d reacted sparked suspicion in Daniel. “Did you two ever run across anything like this, before you came to Westen House?”

      Again, Bryan and Trent exchanged slanted-eyed looks.

      Bryan folded his arms over his chest once more. “When you’re in the state places, you hear rumors.”

      “From other kids,” Trent said, matching Bryan’s closed-off defensive body posture. “I never knew anyone taken.”

      “It was like the boogieman stories everyone tells kids to get them to behave,” Bryan said. “Don’t leave the shelter or your foster families to go with your druggie parents. They might sell you for drugs.”

      Damn. What kinds of terrors had these kids lived through? Had other things happened to them? He knew kids in the system were at higher risk for physical and sexual abuse. The thought of his boys suffering either, made the coffee in his stomach turn sour. Daniel didn’t want to pry and by the belligerent look of both of them, he doubted they wanted to share, at least not now.

      “Do you think someone will try and break in here and take Lexie?” Geoff asked. “Is that why you spent the night?”

      “And why the sheriff’s cars have been driving by every evening?” Colt asked.

      “You think someone would hurt Ms. Davis to get to her?” Bryan asked.

      Daniel held up his hand again to gain some order. “We’re only working on a theory this might be a case of child kidnapping. But given the circumstances, the sheriff thinks it best if someone keep an eye on things here. At least for a while.”

      “So, you’re gonna sleep here?” Geoff asked.

      Daniel nodded. “For a while. At least until we think Lexie is safe.”

      “Who’s going to be with Ms. Davis while we’re away at school?” Colt asked. “You know Lexie likes to play outside a lot.”

      “Someone could just snatch her.” Bryan added.

      “And Ms. Davis is too nice to defend herself.” Trent sat straight up in his chair as if he was ready to do battle with an unseen enemy.

      “Ms. Davis is a lot tougher than you guys think,” Geoff said quietly, his gaze lifting to meet Daniel’s.

      Apparently, the young man had heard everything last night, including his decision not to father children and Melissa’s recounting of her abuse. But given the others were making scoffing sounds at his prediction that Melissa had a deeper strength, Geoff had chosen to only tell the others about the threat to Lexie. Wisdom and discretion had come with the teen’s recently acquired maturity. Daniel knew it had to be Melissa’s influence as house mother.

      “So, what do we do to protect them?” Colt asked.

      “Since you made the baseball team, you all have my phone number.” Daniel considered his reply. “Right now, you keep your eyes and ears open. One of the advantages to living in a small town, is you know when someone is new to the area.”

      “What about all the tourists that come to town?” Bryan asked. “Kyle says they see strangers in the Peaches ’N Cream all the time since the weather got nicer.”

      Daniel nodded to acknowledge the teen’s observation. “The sheriff and I will worry about the town. You pay attention to things here. If any of you see anyone strange hanging around the house or in the area, you report it to me. Okay?”

      All four teens nodded, their faces fixed with grim determination.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Gage hung up the phone and rubbed both hands down his face in weary frustration.

      “I take it, Cliff didn’t have good news?” his wife’s soft voice asked from behind him.

      Slowly, he turned to find Bobby standing in the kitchen in her favorite sleeping t-shirt, which now stretched a little over her growing lower abdomen. He’d always thought her sexy since the day she literally fell into his arms, but he had to confess, seeing the changes her body was going through as she carried the child they’d lovingly made together—yeah, perfection just kept getting better and better.

      Opening his arms, he moved the chair to give her room to perch on his thigh. She wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a slow, lingering kiss. Any other day he’d deepen it, take her up the stairs or swivel her around to straddle him as they made passionate love right there in the kitchen. Not today.

      Today he’d take the soft, warm comfort she offered to ease the aching darkness that had settled on his soul since the pieces of the newest threat to his town started to come together. As an undercover narcotics officer he’d seen the truly worse parts of the human condition, walked and lived among it. He’d seen what depravity people would stoop to just to get their next fix. Men and women willing to sell their bodies to make enough money to score a rock of crack or a line of coke. Policemen, politicians and judges looking the other way while their pockets were lined with money from drug kingpins. People who stole, maimed, raped and killed just to rise in the ranks of cartels. Families destroyed by one person so greedy and lusting after the high that they let their children starve to death or become just as addicted.

      When he’d left the hospital barely alive to come back to Westen, he’d hoped to never get drawn into the black abyss that was the drug world. So, today, he was going to hold onto the goodness in his life, the woman on his lap, loving him enough to understand what he needed most. Her.

      Bobby broke the kiss, leaning back to stare into his eyes, her soft hand smoothing one side of his stubble-covered face. “What did Cliff have to say?”

      After finding Rose’s corpse in the house and sending Daniel to safeguard the residents of Westen House, he’d contacted Cliff Weber, one of his old narcotics team members back in Columbus. Knowing Cliff might be on assignment or doing his preferred night shift, he’d left a message to call him ASAP, before crawling into bed for a few hours of restless sleep. The phone had rung just before dawn.

      “Unfortunately, our suspicions were right and it’s worse than we thought. All across the state, they’ve seen an uptake of overdoses and missing kids afterwards.”

      “Dear God,” Bobby said, slipping her hand down to rest on her belly, just where their child was growing safely inside her. A protective gesture that doubled how much he loved her. “Why haven’t they done anything? Why isn’t it in the news?”

      “It’s in small pockets all across the state. Mostly single parents, no one really looking for the kids. People and kids slipping through the cracks. The local news crews are oblivious.”

      “Then how does Cliff know it’s happening?”

      “Because people like us, law enforcement in the boondocks who know our residents on a first-name basis, are asking questions.” He stared out the kitchen window as the pinkish light of dawn filtered through the clouds. “It feels like the dam burst up stream and the water’s rushing towards us, threatening to drown the whole town in a tsunami of drug addiction and all that goes with it. Kids are going missing and all we can do is fill a few sandbags to protect what we have and steer the floods away from our front doors. Meanwhile, no one at the dam has a clue how to fix the problem or even knows there is one.”

      Bobby twisted slightly on his lap and cupped his face in her warm soft hands. She smoothed her thumbs across his cheeks to wipe the moisture he’d felt escape his eyes, the tension in his muscles easing as he stared into her beautiful face. “First things first. We’ll get more bags and sand and more people to help us fill them.”

      “And how do you propose we do that?” he asked, his spirits already lifting at the positive attitude she had. Bobby always looked at a problem from the what-can-we-do-to-fix-it side, rather than only seeing the negative problem and letting it weigh her down.

      “We begin by protecting the community. Assemble a task force from the healthcare world, like Doc Clint, the schools with the school board and Sandy Blair, the high school principal. We combine those with Libby Reynolds and other county social workers, child protective services and anyone running homeless shelters together. See if they have patterns of missing children. Also get their help in seeing what we can do to help decrease the drug addiction in our residents. If we can reduce the need, the dealers will have to go elsewhere.”

      “The churches in town have been running a soup kitchen for the homeless and transients. Maybe Father Kawalski, Paster Miller and Minister White have insights on who they think are at risk?”

      “Susie Miller and your cousin Emma are very good friends. Both work at the soup kitchen. Why don’t I have a talk with them? We can even include our intrepid newsman, Sean Callahan, to research articles about other deaths and missing kids from other parts of the state.”

      “Those are all great ideas for activating the community,” Gage hesitated.

      “But?”

      “Community outreach is important, especially in the long run, but my gut tells me we have a more acute problem.”

      “Lexie.”

      Gage nodded, wiping his hand over his face. “The little girl saw her mother’s supplier. He probably had every intention of taking her once her mother had served her purpose and had no reason to hide his identity from her. But then the blizzard happened, and she got left behind, out of his reach.”

      “Thank God for that.”

      Gage sighed. “Who would’ve thought finding a tiny little girl abandoned in a cold house during a blizzard could be a blessing?”

      A soft smile lit his wife’s face as she cupped his face again. “Yes, as scary as it was at the time, finding her alone there was a blessing. Think of what might have happened if Rose had taken her along that night. Rose would still be dead, but we would never have known about Lexie or what happened to her. It’s also a blessing, because if that little girl did see him, knows his name, can identify him, well, it might help us stop him from taking other children, killing their parents.” She leaned in and kissed him softly, then smiled again at him. “And I think she may be a blessing for Melissa and Dan, too.”

      “Melissa Davis and Dan?” Gage asked, surprised.

      Bobby nodded. “They’ve bonded over Lexie.”

      “Dan did seem anxious to get over to the Westen House to keep them safe last night. Although he has a connection to the four boys living there. According to Cleetus, all four made the varsity or junior varsity baseball teams. I didn’t know Dan had more than a professional interest there.”

      Bobby slowly grinned. “Why don’t you come upstairs, and I’ll show you exactly what our deputy’s interest is in the house mother at the Westen House?”

      Gage slipped her off his lap and took her hand, letting her lead him to their bedroom. His night had been bad. His day was going to be shitty. Maybe spending some quality time between the sheets with his pregnant wife would help him get through the disaster.
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      Are you going with us to see the judge?”

      Leaning back against the kitchen counter, sipping her morning coffee, Melissa watched Lexie ask her question. The little girl peeked up at Daniel as they finished their breakfast of pancakes and bacon. Melissa’s heart ached for her. Ached that such a sweet and bright child had a mother who’d abandoned her for drugs. Ached that someone as young as Lexie had suffered so much loss and disappointment already in life. Ached that she and Daniel were about to shatter that world a little more.

      The morning had been a bit of a whirlwind. When she’d dressed and come to the kitchen to start breakfast, she’d found all four boys and Daniel sitting around the table. He’d been drinking coffee while they ate cereal, chatting about baseball practice later today. The whole experience had been surreal. They’d looked like a family, especially when Lexie wandered in still dressed in her pajamas and her battered ancient teddy bear under one arm and sat on the banquet bench next to Geoff who automatically scooted in to make room for her. The poignancy of the whole scene hit her hard and she’d quickly focused on packing lunches for the boys.

      “Well,” Daniel said after polishing off the last bite of pancake on his plate, wiping his mouth and setting aside his napkin. “Would you like me to go with you to see the judge?”

      Lexie nodded, her pigtails bouncing a bit, her blue eyes wide.

      “There’s nothing to be scared of. Judge Rawlins is a very nice man. He’s got grandkids just about your age.”

      “Mama said judges were mean.”

      Daniel glanced at Melissa. She had no idea where that statement came from and shrugged to tell him so, then came over to join them at the table, scooting onto the banquet seat beside Lexie. “What else did your mama say about judges?”

      “Judges can take me away.” Lexie pushed one of the two remaining pieces of her pancakes around on her plate. “If the judge takes me away, who will have lunch with Wöden every day? And who will play video race games with Trent and Colt? No one will be able to help Bryan study physics. He always wants me to ask him questions. And Geoff needs me to help him make pictures. And if I go away, I won’t be able to listen to you read to me every night or make treats for the tosters to eat after school.” She paused her litany of special chores she had in the Westen House and fixed her eyes on Daniel. “And who will help me learn to be a baseball player?”

      He swallowed hard and Melissa understood he was finding it hard to answer her through his own emotions. Finally, he laid his hand over the little girl’s. “I don’t know what the judge will have to say today, Lexie, but I think he’ll want to know all your concerns of why you should stay here with us.”

      Lexie nodded and popped another bite of pancake into her mouth, looking a little more confident about meeting Judge Rawlins.

      Melissa finished her coffee while she waited for Lexie to finish her breakfast, putting off the really hard conversation she still had to have with her. Last night, she and Daniel discussed how to tell Lexie about her mother, both of them agreeing she needed to know before they left for the court hearing this morning. Still, how do you tell a six-year-old child that her mother is dead?

      When Lexie finished her pancakes and drank the last of her milk, Melissa met Daniel’s eyes across the table. With his lips pressed in a line and compassion in his dark eyes, he gave her a little nod. They’d decided it would be best if the news came from her, somehow thinking it might be gentler. Now, she wished Daniel was telling her, because how do you break the heart of someone you’ve come to love as much as she did Lexie?

      It didn’t matter that Rose had been a drug addict. It didn’t matter that she’d willingly abandoned her daughter in a dangerous storm to go get a fix. It didn’t matter that she’d endangered her by exposing her to her supplier and possible trafficking. To Lexie, she was her mother. And she’d never get to talk to her, see her or hug her again. The loss would be hard on her. Not just today, but for the rest of her life.

      Then it hit Melissa. This was part of being a parent. The hard conversations. The parting of bad news and then the picking up the pieces to help a child move forward and grow. Courage. That’s what being a mother, father or even a foster parent was about.

      She could do this.

      “Lexie, sweetie, there’s something we need to talk about before we go see the judge,” she said, then stopped to swallow the raw emotion caught in her throat before continuing. “It’s about your mama.”

      “Mama’s going to meet the judge, too?” Lexie asked, raising her face to stare earnestly at Melissa.

      She shook her head. “No, sweetie. Remember when we talked about your nana a while back and you told Daniel that she’d died?”

      Lexie nodded. “In Florida. Mama said we couldn’t go visit her because she died.”

      “That’s right.” Melissa paused again, ratcheting up her courage. “I’m afraid your mama has died, too.”

      “In Florida?” Lexie drew her brows down in confusion.

      “No, sweetie. She died here in Westen.”

      Lexie seemed to consider this. “Can I go see her?”

      Melissa shot a panicked look to Daniel. He seemed as bewildered as she did.

      He cleared his throat. “In a few days, I think you can see her. Do you understand what happens when someone or something dies, Lexie?”

      The little girl twisted her lips in the sideways pucker she made whenever she was thinking about a problem. “Nana told me that their spirit leaves their body and goes up to heaven to live in a happier place. She told me this would happen to Mama someday.” She leaned against Melissa, who wrapped her arm around her slim shoulders.

      “Why did she tell you this?” Melissa asked gently.

      “She said the medicine was bad for Mama. That it would kill her.” Lexie pressed in tighter against Melissa. “I wanted Mama to be happy. Her medicine made her so sad. Do you think Mama is happy now?”

      Melissa didn’t want to lie to Lexie. She wasn’t an expert on religious beliefs and certainly didn’t know what happened to people after death. So, she answered her as honestly as she could. “I think that your mama’s spirt is at peace now.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Chloe said Wöden is your pet.” Lexie eyed Wes as she rubbed the wolf-dog’s head laying on her tutu-covered lap.

      Once they all arrived at the courthouse, Chloe and Libby spoke with the Judge’s clerk. He agreed to meet with them in his chambers, along with Gage, Bobby, Melissa and Daniel. Since Wöden had accompanied him and Chloe to town, it was decided that Wes would remain in the hallway with Lexie, supposedly to keep an eye on the wolf-dog, although Wes was pretty sure Wöden wouldn’t let any stranger within a few feet of the little girl.

      “Wöden isn’t really anyone’s pet, not like regular dogs belong to people. He sort of comes and goes as he pleases.” Wes leaned back against the wall behind the bench, extended his legs and crossed them at the ankles, resting his hands loosely in his lap. “I hear he’s been coming to see you every day for lunch. What do you feed him?”

      Lexie mimicked his posture, her back slouched against the back of the bench, her legs dangling a few inches off the floor, one hand still in the wolf-dog’s fur, the other clutching a tattered old teddy bear in her lap. “He likes peanut butter and jelly sandwiches and fishy crackers.”

      “Good choice.”

      “What does he eat at your house?”

      “Steaks. But he really likes it when Chloe makes popcorn.”

      A man in an expensive suit with his cell phone plastered to his ear, came striding down the hall a little too close to where they sat. Wöden lifted his head and growled loud enough to get the man’s attention. The man jumped to the side, swearing and his eyes bulged as he moved quickly away from them.

      “Good boy,” Wes said and winked at Lexie.

      She giggled. “He doesn’t like strangers.”

      Content that the threat to his new friend was gone, Wöden laid his head back on her lap for more ear scratching joy.

      Wes waited a few minutes before asking, “Have many strangers come over to the Westen House when Wöden’s been there?”

      Lexie tilted her head a little and lifted her eyes to study the ceiling as if trying to remember any strangers. “Well, there was Deputy Bobby, but she was just a stranger to me. Wöden knew she was Chloe’s sister. Then there’s the delivery men. He doesn’t like them, so they wave and leave the packages near the mailbox. Wöden and I get them after the trucks leave.”

      “Does he bark at anything else?”

      “Cars that slow down or stop on the road by the house, always get him growling. Especially when Gary’s car came by the other day.”

      Shit. Gary was Rose’s boyfriend and their suspected drug dealer/murderer.

      His internal warning bells going off, Wes sat forward, his legs spread and his elbows on his thighs, considering his next question very carefully.

      Their efforts to identify this bastard had come to a halt with Rose’s death. Fingerprints landed them nothing. No witnesses, the local addicts were in hiding like cockroaches in daylight. At the moment their only source of information was sitting beside him, dressed in jeans with a pink tutu over them, a pink sweater, pink high-tops and had her blond hair up in pigtails with pink ribbons. She’d just lost her mother and the last thing he wanted to do was scare her.

      “What color of car does Gary drive?” he asked, figuring she might not know the makes of cars, but she’d be able to give him a description.

      Lexie pushed off the back of the bench to lean forward, once more mimicking his posture, her brows drawn down as she considered his question. “It’s brown. Not brown like the brown crayon. More like the sepia one.”

      Wes felt the corners of his lips twitch. He fought to keep from smiling and distracting her from thinking. If Melissa did get custody of her, she was going to have her hands full with this little girl. Nothing got past her.

      “Do you know if it has two doors or four?”

      “Five.”

      “Five?” Maybe she wasn’t as observant as he thought.

      “Two in the front. Two in the back. One for the trunk.”

      “Ah. Five. I always forget that trunk door.”

      “Nana had a car like it, only hers was dark blue.”

      “Do you think if you saw some pictures of cars you could pick it out?” he asked pulling his smart phone out of his pocket.

      “Yes. Can Wöden look, too?” she asked and scooted closer.

      “Sure.” Wes held the phone down between them. He brought up a page of car images and he’d be damned if the wolf-dog didn’t sit, and stare at the images as he slowly flipped them across the screen.
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* * *

      Melissa sat between Daniel and Libby on the leather button-tufted sofa in the private chambers of Judge Terrence Rawlins. She’d never been in a judge’s private office, but she’d seen some on TV. This one had the rich, dark wooden shelves, trim and flooring. What she assumed was an oriental rug covered most of the floor. All the chairs were thickly padded leather. There were some personal touches, mostly fishing awards, one mounted fish that looked to be two feet long and framed pictures of him with his family, particularly his son the town mayor, Tobias. Then there was the judge’s desk, big as the kitchen island back at the Westen House.

      Intimidating?

      Yes. It worked. She was intimidated.

      “So, we are sure there are no living relatives of the little girl?” Judge Terrence Rawlins leaned back in his leather chair. He was dressed to match his office’s grandeur in a blue silk suit, crisp white shirt and deep blue tie. His thick white hair was cut in a stylish manner and his skin a rich tan color of someone who enjoyed spending time outdoors.

      Libby opened the file on her lap, holding up papers as she spoke. “According to the birth certificate, Lexie’s father is listed as unknown. Rose was an only child and her mother has passed away in Florida.”

      The judge nodded, then focused on Sheriff Justice. “You think this Rose Cochran’s death is not a simple overdose?”

      “We’re still waiting on the lab results from the postmortem, which could take weeks,” Gage said, looking relaxed as if he’d been in this office more than once. “But my gut is telling me she was killed. After talking to my contacts in the drug unit back in Columbus, we may have more than a heroin problem here.”

      “Yes. You believe someone is killing these addicts and absconding with their children for sex trafficking.” The judge rested his elbows on the arms of his chair and steepled his fingers together in front of him, considering everything he’d been told since the group amassed in his office. “And you believe Lexie Cochran’s life is in jeopardy if we send her into the Child Protective Services care?”

      “We do, your honor.” It was Chloe’s turn to take up the ball. “Lexie is thriving in the care of Ms. Davis at the Westen House. It is a small environment where she is carefully monitored and has adult supervision twenty-four-seven. Because of the situation, the abandonment of her mother during the blizzard, that brought Lexie to the Westen House, Libby and the board decided it would be best to home school her, once again making her security top priority.”

      Judge Rawlins held up his hand, stopping Chloe. “What of the safety of the other young residents at Westen House? By keeping this little girl there, are we not opening them up to danger?”

      Daniel sat forward. “I’ve spent quite a bit of time with the four young men residing at Westen House, Judge. Sadly, because of their backgrounds and troubled lives at home and various other places, they are more mature than the average teen. They are aware of their surroundings and on constant vigilance for danger. They also have bonded with Lexie and treat her as their younger sister. Keeping Lexie at Westen House is by far the safest place for her until we catch whoever is behind this.”

      The judge looked at each adult across the room from him, his gaze finally coming to rest on Melissa.

      She sat up straighter, meeting his stare eye-to-eye. The last time she’d seen Judge Rawlins was the day she testified to the abuse she suffered at the hands of her ex-husband. She’d been timid, intimidated and frankly scared to death this man would force her to return to her tortuous life. Now she was different. She was strong. She was Lexie’s foster mother and she’d fight to the death to protect her from any harm or anyone, including this pillar of the law.

      Then the nearly septuagenarian smiled. “It is good to see you again, Ms. Davis. Apparently, being the house mother of four teenaged boys and one little girl has been good for you.”

      “Thank you, sir. I like to think we’ve been good for each other.”

      “From the reports I’ve been getting, not just from the people in this room,” he glanced around at all the professionals gathered together, “but from the town folks and of course Lorna over at the Peaches ’N Cream, you are doing an excellent job.”

      This time Melissa just nodded, her cheeks heating with embarrassment that she was the subject of town gossip, even if it was good.

      “So, it would seem that I have two choices. Do the standard thing and have Lexie placed in CPS’s hands, which would move her out of the county and either hide her from the danger or set her up for an easy snatch by this perpetrator. Or I can do what I feel is right.” He leaned forward in his chair, pressing both his elbows into the mahogany of this desk and once again stared intently at Melissa.

      “Ms. Davis, you are not a trained social worker, nor a law enforcement officer. However, I think you are something much more qualified to protect this little girl. You’re a fighter. I saw it that day last fall when you fought for your freedom and justice against your abuser. You are also a natural mother to all those souls in your care there at Westen House. In my years as a judge and having had a fierce mother myself, I believe Lexie couldn’t be in more capable hands than someone who would fight to protect her like you will.”

      Melissa relaxed, even as the thrill of being granted custody, even temporarily, of Lexie surged through her.

      The judge shifted his gaze to Gage. “Sheriff, I assume you are beefing up your presence at the Westen House?”

      “We are,” Gage answered. “Hourly drive-by checks by my deputies and around-the-clock guarding on site.”

      “Won’t that be a lot of overtime for the county?”

      “Not really,” Bobby said with a smile meant to disarm the judge, which worked as he returned it. “I’m mostly on desk duty these days, so I’ll be spending them at the Westen House. Evenings and nights will belong to Deputy Löwe.” She gave a little nod to Daniel.

      The judge shifted his gaze to the man seated beside Melissa, whose cheeks heated again as the judge took in their proximity.

      Daniel didn’t flinch. “When we became aware of the danger Lexie and the others at Westen House last night, I spent the night on the couch there. It was very comfortable. For the time being, I’ll be camped out there.”

      “I see.” The judge glanced around once more. “And where is Lexie at the moment?”

      Chloe spoke up. “We felt it best for her not to be present while we discussed the problems of the case and the details of her mother’s death. Currently, she’s in the hallway with Deputy Strong and Wöden.”

      The judge lifted his brows and tilted his head to Lexie’s court appointed advocate. “Your shadow is helping guard her?”

      Chloe grinned. “He has taken a liking to her, much as he has me, your honor.”

      “Then her safety is in very good hands, or paws, as it were.”

      Everyone chuckled.
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      Those two look very studious,” Lorna said to Melissa as she slid two bowls of macaroni and cheese and one plate of spring mix salad onto the table.

      After the meeting with Judge Rawlins ended, Wes had informed them of his conversation with Lexie about the car and its appearance outside Westen House. Explaining how she and he had tried using his phone to locate the right type of car, without success, he suggested they have her look on the internet for older vehicles that might match the one she said Gary drove.

      Gage had squatted down next to Lexie and asked if she thought she could pick Gary out of pictures if she looked at them. She’d nodded and they’d taken her to the sheriff’s office to look through mug shots from the State’s criminal data base. After two hours, and thousands of images, they’d given up on finding their suspect in the bunch. Daniel had speculated that he might never have been in the data base to begin with.

      Lexie had started fidgeting about thirty minutes before Gage had called a halt to the process. When it was suggested she look for cars, Melissa insisted Lexie needed to eat. She’d been around the little girl long enough to recognize that her agitation was due to hunger more than boredom.

      Since they were already in town near the Peaches ’N Cream, they decided to treat Lexie to her favorite lunch place for being so patient with all the morning’s proceedings. Daniel brought his tablet to the café with them, so he and Lexie could look at cars while they ate. They were seated on the opposite side of the booth from Melissa, taking advantage of the café’s Wi-Fi connection to search the internet for pictures.

      “Thanks, Lorna. We’re starving, aren’t we?” Daniel winked at Lexie as he pulled his bowl to him and ate a healthy spoonful.

      “They’re looking at cars,” Melissa said, pulling the salad closer, and making sure Lexie’s mac and cheese was within easy reach, but didn’t block her from getting to her glass of strawberry lemonade. “Lexie, you need to eat.”

      Matching Daniel, Lexie scooped up a big spoonful of the creamy noodles and held it in front of her mouth as she fixed a very serious look on Lorna. “We’re doing official sheriff work.”

      “You are?” Lorna said, just as earnestly. “Then I’d best let you to it, huh?”

      Nodding, Lexie shoved the spoon into her mouth and leaned back towards Daniel, nearly hidden behind his extra-large tablet.

      Lorna turned slightly to face Melissa and resting her hip against the tabletop. “I heard Terrence Rawlins had the good sense to give you custody of our little friend.”

      “It’s temporary, but yes, he did.” Melissa said as she poured dressing onto her salad from the little ramekin.

      “And well, he should,” Lorna said, with a pat to her shoulder. “He ought to make it permanent. You’ve done a great job with her and all the others. If there’s anything I can do to help, just let me know.”

      “Lorna,” Melissa said, leaning in closer. “There is something you can do for us.”

      “Whatever you need.”

      Melissa considered how to tactfully approach the café owner with a sensitive topic. “Lexie’s life is going to be hard enough over the next days and even months. She needs all the protection we can give her while she adjusts to things. If there was any way to keep the gossip about her mother’s death to a minimum…” She let the sentence drift off.

      “Don’t you worry. I’ll nip anything about it in the bud inside these walls,” Lorna said with a brisk nod and another pat to her shoulder before turning to see who’d just come in the café. “Best get on with my work.”

      “Nice move,” Daniel said, with a nod towards Lorna’s retreating form.

      Melissa gave a little shrug as she pierced salad greens and a halved strawberry onto her fork. “She knows everything that goes on in this town. Better to have her defending our girl than feeding the gossip mill.”

      “The judge was right.”

      Her mouth full of food, she drew her brows down in what-are-you-talking-about look.

      He chuckled. “You’re just like a lioness. You’ll do whatever it takes to protect your cubs.”

      “That’s it!” Lexie said, pointing to the tablet screen and drawing Daniel’s attention back to their project.

      “You’re sure?”

      She nodded so hard her pigtails bounced up and down. “Yes, it looks kinda like Deputy Cleetus’ sheriff’s car, only brown and with more dents.”

      Melissa and Daniel exchanged looks. Why hadn’t anyone asked her if she’d seen anyone else drive a similar car? It would’ve saved them time looking. Everyone in town knew the vintage Cadillac police car Cleetus drove when on duty. It had belonged to Gage’s father when he was the town sheriff. When Gage came on as sheriff, one of the first things he’d done was update the vehicles he and his deputies drove except for his father’s old car. Cleetus had worked for the former Sheriff Justice since leaving high school, was like a second son to him. So, Gage had the car updated and presented it to the big deputy as his private property.

      Daniel turned the tablet for Melissa to see. Lexie had indeed picked out a Cadillac. This one blue.

      “You have a very good eye for details,” Melissa said to Lexie.

      She swallowed the mouth full of mac and cheese then washed it down with more lemonade, her face very serious. “But not as good as Geoff.”

      “Geoff is an artist and has practiced a lot,” Melissa said, then had an idea. “Hasn’t he been helping you learn to draw faces?”

      “Yes.” Lexie tilted her head sideways in that way she had when considering a problem.

      “What if, when we get back home you try drawing a picture of Gary for Daniel?”

      Lexie brightened. “I can do that.”

      “What a great idea,” Daniel said. “Let’s finish our lunch so I can drop you back at the house.”

      “Aren’t you coming with us?” Melissa asked, then hurried on, hoping not to sound like a clingy female, like Frank accused her of for so many years. “I mean, isn’t someone supposed to be with us, like the sheriff told Judge Rawlins today?”

      Daniel laid his hand over hers, his warmth easing her unease immediately. “Bobby will meet us at Westen House. I need to pick up a few things from my apartment before I move into your living room.”

      Embarrassment filled her cheeks.

      “You must think me a wimp.”

      “No,” he said, squeezing her hand. “I think you’re one of the strongest, most resilient women I’ve ever had the pleasure of spending time with and quite frankly I’m looking forward to spending more time with all of you.” He released her hand and closed his laptop, giving Lexie a little nudge and a wink. “I’m thinking this assignment is going to be the best one I’ve ever had.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Daniel pulled into the drive at Westen House two hours later. Despite the confidence he’d shown Melissa back at the café, leaving her and Lexie alone with only Bobby had made him nervous. It wasn’t that she was a woman and he didn’t think her capable of protecting them. He wasn’t that much of a misogynistic jerk, as girls back in his college days had referred to some guys. No, it was the thought of a killer coming after a little girl, one very protective foster mother, and the pregnant wife of his boss.

      Okay, maybe he was a little chauvinistic and over-protective in this case.

      He’d seen a meme online somewhere once that said, “A man doesn’t protect his woman because she’s weak. He protects her because she’s important.” It had sounded reasonable to him on a generic, all people are equal sort of philosophy. But now that danger hovered around the women he cared for? He totally got it, on a visceral level.

      As he climbed out of the car, the front door opened, and Lexie flew down the steps and across the yard.

      “You’re just in time,” she said coming to a screeching stop in the gravel right beside the car.

      “I am? What for?” He opened the backdoor and retrieved his duffel bag and his tablet, which he handed to her to carry for him.

      “Melissa made chocolate chip cookies for a snack. When the tosters come home they’ll gobble them all up.”

      “Well, we’d best get some first, then, huh?”

      He led the way up the porch and held the door for her to enter in front of him. Pausing before following her inside, he studied the lot and the two roads that crossed at the southeast corner. The hedges were a little overgrown and could be a hiding place. First thing he needed to do tomorrow was cut back those bushes. Across the street in both directions were other houses. Both owners were longtime residents and had no criminal history.

      “Are you coming?” Lexie asked, standing halfway between the door and the kitchen.

      “Of course.” As he closed the door, the scent of chocolate and baked cookies hit him hard. A guy could get use to coming home to this. Only problem was, it wasn’t his home. Shaking off the thought, he deposited his bag on the floor near the door and followed Lexie into the kitchen.

      Quickly, he scanned the kitchen until he found Melissa bending over and pulling out a tray of cookies from the oven. Seeing her safe, his heartrate slowed a few beats. He hadn’t realized how anxious he was until that moment.

      “Everything’s been quiet all afternoon,” Bobby said from the table, a small plate with what appeared to be cookie crumbs in front of her.

      “Smells delicious,” he said, pulling a seat up at the table where Lexie had colored pencils and a large pile of paper.

      Bobby leaned closer. “Melissa needed something to occupy her mind, so she baked. Good thing to know for future reference.”

      “I’ll keep it in mind.” He leaned towards Lexie. “What have you been up to besides helping make cookies?”

      “She’s been working on drawing Gary for you,” Melissa said, placing a plate with two chocolate chip cookies in front of Lexie and one with three for him. “Milk or coffee?”

      “Milk, please,” Lexie said, shifting through the pile of half drawn pages.

      “I figured that. I was asking Daniel.” Melissa smiled at him and he had to remember the question.

      “Coffee, please.” He admired the sway of Melissa’s bottom as she moved back across the kitchen.

      “Oh, my. You’ve got it bad,” Bobby chuckled quietly beside him. “Mind you, I think it’s great.”

      “Shut up,” he said, pulling his plate of cookies closer. “Don’t you need to leave or something?”

      “I will in a few minutes now that you’re here, but I want to know what you think of Lexie’s picture first.” She smiled at Lexie. “Can you show him the last one you did?”

      Melissa joined them at the table, sitting next to Lexie on the banquet bench. She set a cup of coffee in front of him, along with a creamer and sugar bowl, then handed a plastic box to Bobby. “Thought you might want some to share with your husband.”

      Bobby laughed. “If they make it home. This baby definitely has a sweet tooth.”

      “You’re silly. Babies don’t have teeth,” Lexie said, handing a paper over to Daniel. “It’s not like a photo. Geoff could do better.”

      Daniel studied the picture. It was definitely done by a child and not a sketch artist. It was sort of a cross between the caveman from the insurance commercial and Steven Tyler in his younger days.

      “What do you think?” Melissa asked.

      He glanced at Lexie, who stared at him as if he were the biggest art critic in the entire world. He gave her a nod and met her eyes with the same seriousness. “Well, first off, you’re right. It’s not like a photo, but then it takes years and years of practice to be that good. Even for Geoff.” Pausing, he considered his words carefully. “You’ve got some good points here. I can tell he has long dark brown hair. And he doesn’t keep it combed.”

      Lexie nodded and waved her hands around her hair. “It’s all crazy sometimes.”

      “And he has blue eyes.” He winked at her. “But not as blue as yours.”

      “I have Mama’s eyes,” she said, then got a little serious remembering her mother had died.

      “And I bet hers were just as beautiful as yours.” Melissa laid her hand on Lexie’s shoulder and gave it a squeeze.

      Lexie nodded. “That’s what Nana said. I got the Cochran eyes.”

      “I like that you drew the shape of Gary’s face for us,” Bobby said, moving the conversation back to Lexie’s rendering of the drug dealer, possible murderer. She’d taken a notepad and pen out of her bag and was making notes of Lexie’s description.

      “It’s long and skinny, like Pete’s at the café,” Lexie said. “Not round like Deputy Cleetus. Or squarish like Daniel’s.”

      Daniel laughed. “I never knew my face was squarish.”

      “Not like a box. Just not round or skinny.” Lexie made a face and shook her head like she considered him silly.

      He could live with that. “So how tall do you think Gary is?”

      Lexie drew her brows down and peeked at him. “I’m short, Daniel. Everyone’s tall to me.”

      Again, he laughed. “You’re right. I’m sorry. Would you say Gary is taller than Melissa and Bobby?” Both women were about five-feet-four inches tall, the average height for a woman.

      “Yes, he’s even taller than Chloe. She’s really tall for a girl.”

      Daniel agreed. Both Bobby’s sisters, Chloe and Dylan, were five-feet-ten. “Would you say he was as tall as Sheriff Justice?”

      Lexie shook her head. “No, not that tall. The sheriff’s like a giant.”

      Bobby sputtered out her tea, then grinned at Lexie. “I think he’s a giant, too!”

      Lexie giggled. She snatched up a cookie from her plate and munched on it. “Gary’s more like as tall as you or Geoff,” she said around the food in her mouth.

      Melissa handed her the glass of milk. “Don’t talk with your mouth full, sweetie.”

      Lexie gulped down some milk and Daniel took the time to sample one of his cookies. Pleasure hit him with the gooey soft dark chocolate, then a taste of…”Butterscotch?”

      Melissa gave a cocky shrug. “I like to experiment with flavors. Sometimes I add chopped frozen raspberries.”

      “Oh my God, those must be heavenly,” Bobby said, closing her eyes as if tasting them.

      Lexie covered her mouth as she giggled.

      Bobby laughed, too. “I love chocolate and raspberries together. We’ll have to get Melissa to make us some, huh?”

      Daniel finished off his cookies as he watched the two conspire. He looked at Melissa, who was smiling at the pair and sipping a cup of coffee. This is how they should be. Laughing. Enjoying good company. No cares in the world.

      The paper in his hand seemed to weigh a ton and sobered him immediately. Only they did have a care, a very dangerous one. “Let’s go back to Gary a minute, Lexie,” he said, trying not to sound as worried as he felt. “What size is he? Big like Cleetus? Or more like me?”

      “He’s like the scarecrow,” she said, almost offhandedly, picking up a green crayon to start drawing on another piece of paper.

      Daniel exchanged glances with Melissa and Bobby. Both shrugged. Living out in the rural community, there were dozens of scarecrows on various farms. Maybe she’d seen one.

      “Which scarecrow?” he asked.

      “The one that sings and dances with Dorothy.” Lexie put down her crayon and waved her arms around all loosey-goosey. “He moves like that sometimes, too.”

      “Ah,” Daniel, Melissa and Bobby all said at once.

      She might not be able draw Gary’s features accurately, but Lexie had given them a very good description of the person they were looking for.

      Bobby slipped her notepad and pen back in her bag and reached for the picture Lexie had drawn. “Would you mind if I took this to show Sheriff Justice? I think he’s going to really like all the information you gave us on Gary.”

      Lexie nodded, picking out a new, clean paper. “I can draw another one for Daniel.”

      “That’s my girl,” Daniel said, pushing back from his chair. “While you do that, I’m going to walk Bobby to her truck.”

      He waited until they were on the porch. “Did you see anyone driving a brown caddie come past the house?”

      Bobby shook her head as they walked down the steps. “Melissa warned me this Gary guy knew where Lexie was staying and had driven by at least once. There’s a good view of both streets at the corner from the kitchen window on the side of the house. I stayed there most of the afternoon. Didn’t see anything suspicious, either.”

      “Good. I don’t think he’s stupid enough to try to snatch her with a sheriff’s vehicle in the yard. But we don’t know how desperate he might be.” Daniel stopped beside her SUV and opened the door for her. “Will you be back here tomorrow?”

      “Actually, no. I have a doctor’s appointment,” she said climbing into the driver’s seat.

      “Everything okay?” he asked, realizing not only was she putting herself at risk protecting Lexie and Melissa, but her baby as well.

      Bobby laughed. “Yes. Because of my age, over thirty-five and all, I’m high-risk, which means I get to see the doctor more than most women. But don’t worry, Chloe and Wes are coming by in the morning to relieve you. Which of course means…”

      “Wöden will be here, too. Always good to have backup available, and I don’t think that wolf is going to let anyone near our girl who means her harm.”

      “One thing you need to keep in mind.” Bobby put on her seatbelt and started the engine. “Although she’s hiding it well, Melissa is nervous. She’s watched the front and backyard like she expects this slimeball to pop up out of thin air. She needs things to keep her mind busy.”

      “How did you get so wise about this? Years as a schoolteacher?”

      “Maybe, but remember I also raised my teenage sisters. Trust me when I tell you worry is the hardest part of being a parent.” She patted her tummy. “And now I get to do it from the beginning with this little person. Just be sure to give Melissa something to do to distract her from worrying, okay?”

      He closed the door and stepped back, giving her plenty of room to maneuver her SUV around his and onto the street. As well-meaning as Bobby’s comments were, he’d already anticipated that Melissa had nothing but the man stalking Lexie on her mind. Hell, it was foremost on his, too. Luckily, he had the first night of baseball practice tonight to distract him. No matter how much Melissa might protest, he wasn’t leaving her and Lexie home alone. He’d already set up his own plan to keep her busy.

      Before he walked back in the house, he snagged a notebook from his coach’s duffle in the back of his truck.

      

      When Daniel came back into the kitchen, Melissa was busy pouring a jar of spaghetti sauce into the oversized crockpot she’d invested in the first month she’d come to live at Westen House. She’d quickly learned how hungry four teenage boys could be. Making meals to keep them fed had challenged her cooking skills. Then when they’d all gotten jobs, feeding them at different times added to the problem. Her solution? Lots of crockpot meals.

      “That smells good. What is it?” Daniel asked coming up behind her to peek into the pot.

      She glanced at him over her shoulder. “Frozen meatballs and sauce. I have sub buns and provolone cheese slices, too. And I made a salad. Since the boys will be starving after practice, I thought we’d have meatball subs for dinner.”

      “That sounds delicious.”

      “Hope you like it.” She nodded at the notebook in his hand. “What’s that?”

      “A scorebook for baseball. I need someone to help me keep statistics for the players and I thought maybe you’d like to do that.” He laid it on the counter.

      It had a spiral binding at the top and he flipped it open to show her the pages. It was the oddest book she’d ever seen. It looked Greek to her.

      “I don’t think you want me to do it. I’ve never really watched baseball.”

      “Then this is just what you need to learn about the game. My mom used to keep score at all the games—school, interleague, even the professional games when we’d go. She said it made her pay more attention and know what was going on.”

      She eyed him with skepticism, but he seemed so enthusiastic, she hated to tell him no. “You’ll have start with the basics.”

      “Lexie, can you bring me a pencil?” he asked and swung around to the other side of the island where the barstools were. He pulled out one for Lexie, then patted the other one for Melissa.

      Apparently, she was going back to school this afternoon. She shook her head ruefully, wiped her hands on a clean dishtowel and joined the pair hovering over the notebook.

      “These lines on the left side of the page is where you list the players on the team in their batting order. This book gives you two lines for each batting position. So we start with one name on every other line. Then if I have to substitute someone, they go in between and bat in the same spot. For our purposes, we’ll use our four boys,” he said, writing Geoff, Bryan, Trent and Colt’s names on the lines.

      “And me!” Lexie said, bouncing on the barstool beside him.

      “And Lexie.” Daniel penciled her name on the page. “You’ll bat fifth.”

      Next to the list of names there were eleven columns. Inside each were an empty diamond shape and five boxes that looked like stairs, a row of three on the bottom and on top of that a row of two.

      “I never played baseball or softball, but I did go bowling with my grandparents a lot. This sort of looks like a bowling score card,” Melissa said, suddenly feeling more comfortable with the task.

      “Yes, it does, only not every player will get to hit each inning. As their coach, I’d love it if they did, but the likelihood is that they won’t.”

      “So, what do I do?”

      “You know the basic rule of hitting in baseball?”

      “Four balls you walk to first base. Three strikes you’re out. Three outs and your team’s half of the inning is over.”

      Daniel grinned at her. “Right. See, you know more than you think. When a team gets the third out, whichever player that is, you make a big fat line below their name, like this.” He marked a big line after Trent’ name. “Then the next player on the list goes first the next inning.”

      “So, Colt bats first in the two inning,” Lexie said pointing to the spot on the score page.

      “That’s right.” Daniel grinned at her. “And you go second.”

      Lexie giggled. “First you have to teach me to hit.”

      “We’ll get to that. Right now, we’re teaching Melissa about scoring.” His eyes met hers and he winked.

      Heat filled Melissa’s cheeks and she wondered if he meant the soft innuendo he’d just made, because her mind quickly went back to the kisses they’d shared last night. As she stared into his blue eyes, they grew darker and full of sensual awareness. The air between them seemed to crackle, as she was drawn into the same energy coming from him.

      “What’s this diamond thingy?” Lexie said from beside him, breaking the silent connection between Daniel and Melissa and drawing their attention back to the scorebook.

      “That’s supposed to represent the baseball diamond.”

      “Like the one we saw at the tryouts? Geoff said this is home plate where the batters stand to hit the ball. That’s first base. That’s second base. And that one’s third base.” Lexie pointed to each corresponding point on the diamond. Then she drew her brows down in a puzzled manner. “Why don’t they call them plates like home plate? Or home base like the other bases?”

      “You know?” Daniel said, stopping to think about her question. “I don’t know. It’s just always been called that. For at least a century.”

      “What’s a century?” Lexie asked.

      Melissa tried to hide her smile, but Daniel caught her and gave her a help-me-out-here look. Knowing the six-year-old was capable of jumping from one question to another, switching topics faster than a chameleon changing colors in a florist shop, she shook her head in a no-way, get-yourself-out-of-this-yourself-buster manner.

      “A century is one hundred years. The twentieth century was nineteen hundred to two thousand. So, back to the diamond on the page,” he said, pointing back at the notebook in front of him and Melissa had to give him kudos for hurrying on before Lexie wandered further away from the subject. “Geoff is the first name on our list. If he hits the ball and gets to first base, the scorer, for our team, that would be Melissa, makes a dark line from home to first base.” He glanced up at her.

      Melissa nodded to show she was paying attention and leaned her elbow on the table and rested her chin in her hand.

      He proceeded to mark the line on the paper. “If he gets to second base, she makes another line.” Again, he connected the two points with a dark line. “What do you think the scorekeeper does if Geoff gets to third?” he asked handing Lexie the pencil.

      She quickly made a thick line from point two to point three and grinned up at Daniel.

      “Good girl. And if he makes it to home plate?”

      “She makes another mark on the page,” Lexie said and completed the outline of the diamond.

      “That’s not all she does,” Daniel said, leaning over to whisper in Lexie’s ear.

      She giggled and proceeded to color in the whole diamond shape.

      “When the diamond is colored in, the scorer knows our team has scored a run.” He proceeded to explain to them the little boxes were to mark if the ball was a strike or a ball and more nuances of the game.

      “So, does every score keeper do it exactly like this?” Melissa asked when she felt she understood all the details of marking hits, runs, balls, strikes and even how to show how a hitter got out by using the numbers one through nine assigned to each position of the defensive players to mark the play.

      Daniel shrugged. “There may be some special nuances that other scorekeepers use, but this is how my mom taught me.”

      “And this is how you want me to do it, so you can see how the game went without me having to translate something to you.”

      “Exactly.” He glanced at the clock. “School ends at three-thirty, right?”

      Melissa nodded. It was almost three.

      “Then we’d best head over to the field. You can practice keeping score while I put the boys through some defensive drills and batting practice.”

      “Do I get to hit the ball?” Lexie asked.

      Daniel shook his head. “Not this time, but I’ll let you practice catching and throwing with the boys to help them warm up, okay?”

      Once more Lexie looked at him curiously. “Are they cold?”

      This time, Melissa couldn’t help but laugh and Daniel chuckled.

      “No, they’re not cold. But to prevent them from getting hurt, the boys need to do exercises to get their muscles ready to play ball. We call that warming up.”

      “I’ll have to do that, too,” Lexie said with sincere seriousness.

      “Yes, you will.” Daniel pulled out her barstool for her. “Go get your glove. You also always have to bring it to the field with you.”

      She jumped down from her stool and ran full force towards her room.

      “Put on some jeans or leggings,” Melissa called after her.

      “Okay!” she yelled from the bedroom.

      “I think you have a baseball fanatic on your hands, and I doubt she’s ever seen a game.” Melissa said with a slight shake of her head. “You’ve intrigued her with the math and the rules, not to mention actually learning to play the game.”

      He blushed a little as he gathered up the scorebook and handed it to her. “Maybe next year we can sign her up for a girls’ softball team.”

      “You shouldn’t promise her that,” she said, the worry that had dissipated as he’d taught them about scoring a game came rushing back in. Blinking back the tears of fear and anger threatening to overtake her, she went back around the counter to adjust the temperature on her crockpot so it wouldn’t cook to quickly or overheat while they were gone. “We don’t know what will happen after this monster is caught. Or if he’ll be caught.”

      Suddenly, he was behind her, pulling her around to face him. He cupped her face in his big warm hands and stared into her eyes with a fierceness that should scare her but didn’t. “I won’t make promises I can’t keep. Not to her. Not to you. But I will not walk in fear. I believe we will do whatever we can to protect her. Me. You. Gage and the sheriff’s department. Even the boys. We’re all on alert. Can you trust me in that?”

      She nodded.

      He claimed her lips with his in a hard, quick kiss then pulled her into a hug. She clung to him, letting his strength meld into her, making her want to believe things would be okay. When she’d finally gotten free of her ex-husband, she’d promised herself she’d never put her trust in a man again. Somehow in the past six weeks, Daniel had found his way through that barrier. He’d made her feel strong. Made her feel respected. And he wasn’t asking her to fight for Lexie alone. He was willing to be there right beside her. He asked her to trust him. She’d have to put her fears aside and do just that.

      Galloping footsteps sounded on the wooden floors of the hallway.

      Daniel’s arms loosened and she broke away. He turned to intercept Lexie as Melissa dashed any residual tears from her cheeks. She didn’t want Lexie to wonder why she was crying.

      “I’m ready!” Lexie said, pounding her fist into the glove on her left hand, just as she’d seen the four boys do.

      “That’s good, but first I need to talk to you,” Daniel said, squatting down to meet her at eye-level.

      “What about?”

      “Well, you know we’ve been trying to find Gary.”

      She nodded. “That’s why I had to look at the cars on your tablet and draw the pictures of him.”

      “Right. Well, from this moment on, if you see Gary’s car or Gary, I want you to tell someone immediately. Me. Melissa. Bobby. Sheriff Justice. Even one of the boys. Okay?”

      With extreme seriousness, Lexie nodded again, making her pigtails bounce.

      “And,” Daniel said, taking her free hand in his. “Under no circumstances are you to go near Gary. Okay?”

      “Okay.”

      “Promise me?”

      “I promise. Can we go to the school and throw the ball with the tosters now?”

      “We can if Melissa’s ready.”

      “I am.” She gathered up her bag and the scorebook from the counter. At the front door she stopped to set the alarm code and lock the door while Daniel and Lexie headed to the SUV. As she joined the pair, she marveled at how easily he’d not only gained Lexie’s cooperation, but made her responsible for helping assure her own safety. If she hadn’t lost her heart to him teaching a girl in a pink tutu how to throw a ball like a major leaguer, she certainly had today.

      She smiled as he drove down the road. “You know, I’m not unreasonable when it comes to safety.”

      There was quiet from the driver’s seat before he answered, as if he was considering how he should answer—sort of like a snake wrangler deciding how to approach a rattler. “I didn’t say you were.”

      “You didn’t have to make up an excuse to get me to bring Lexie to the ballpark to watch practice or a game.”

      “Ah,” he said, turning onto the main road that lead to the high school. “I did want you to have a reason to come to the practice and games, besides helping to keep you both safe while I coach. I didn’t want to force you to do something.”

      “All you had to do was ask and tell me why it was a good idea. I’d have agreed.”

      “I’ll remember that. Besides not only will the boys like having you there to support them with the other teammates’ moms, Lexie will get to see how the game is played. And I really do need the scorecard done, so I can see how they guys are doing. What they did right. What needs correcting.”

      Laughing, she held up her hand in mock surrender. “You win. I will be the official team score keeper.”

      “Good,” he said with a grin. Then his hand claimed hers and he held it firmly. “Just so we’re clear on something. Unless there’s emanant danger to you or anyone at Westen House, I will never force you to do something you don’t want to do and that’s a promise.”

      She squeezed his hand, too and prayed a time never came when he’d have to break that promise.
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      Thank goodness Daniel had a wool Army blanket in the back of his SUV for Melissa and Lexie to sit on. The weather might be getting warmer, but the metal bleachers hadn’t quite got the memo and their butts would be frozen without the extra padding.

      She smiled wryly. Not that Lexie’s butt had actually made enough contact with the bench in the hour they’d been at the ballfield to get cold. When they first arrived, Lexie had joined her on the third row of the bleachers and watched as Daniel talked with all the baseball players from both the varsity and junior varsity teams out in the outfield. Other adults hovered about watching the team, some of the dad’s voicing their thoughts on how the team would do this year. Tre’s mom, Maggie and his little sister, Sadie were seated close by, as was Duncan’s mother Glenna, along with her younger son Gavan.

      At first Lexie eyed the other two children, both about her age with a wary hopefulness, her natural shyness keeping her glued to Melissa’s side. Then the team had spread out to do their warm-up exercises and Lexie remembered her plan to warm-up just like the boys, asking to go join them. Melissa didn’t think she should get in the way of practice, no matter how much Daniel wanted her to learn to play, so she suggested she do the same exercises, but on the patch of grass in front of the bleachers.

      Lexie jumped down to the spot and began stretching like the boys. A few minutes later both Sophie and Gavan joined her, and the trio became fast friends. By the time the boys were practicing their drills for catching and throwing, not only had Lexie gotten her glove, but Gavan and Sophie had mitts too and they played their own game of catch with a ball Geoff had tossed to Lexie.

      “What does Coach Dan have you doing?” Maggie asked, scooting up to chat while the boys practiced fielding ground balls.

      “Learning to keep score. He says it’s to help him track the stats for the team…” she let her words drift off as she watched Lexie a moment or two and then scanned the road passing by the ballfield. With no sign of an old brown sedan anywhere near, she relaxed and focused on the ballfield once more.

      “You think it’s just an excuse to have you here so he can keep an eye on you two?” Maggie said, her voice lowered so the other adults sitting in the stands wouldn’t hear.

      As a member of the town council, Melissa assumed Maggie was kept informed of the heroin deaths, including Rose and wasn’t just repeating gossip.

      “I know he did. We actually talked about it. I’m just not sure he really needs me to do this. Other than keeping my mind busy and an excuse for Lexie and I to be at the practices and games, does it really matter?”

      “Does to me,” Glenna said, moving up a seat to join them. “Especially the stats of pitching against the other team.” She pulled a notebook out of her bag. “I keep them so Duncan can see how his curve ball is being hit or swung on and missed by opposing batters. Also, how well his fastball is doing. Scouts for college and professional teams are at some of the high school games, especially if the team does as well as they did last year.”

      Maggie nodded in agreement. “Tre needs both his batting stats and assists for put outs for the same reason. If that boy can get a scholarship for college, his dad and I won’t have to take out overpriced student loans or mortgage the farm to help him finish his education.”

      “I didn’t realize colleges or professionals started looking for players this early on.” Melissa sat up straighter, suddenly understanding that Daniel and his ball players needed the information he’d asked her to keep for very important reasons. He hadn’t asked her to do this just to make her feel useful. He was depending on her.

      “Baseball, football, basketball,” Glenna said. “They start scouting them earlier and earlier.”

      “Even soccer for boys and girls, volleyball, swimming. Some kids can get all their schooling paid for or even partially paid by being involved in sports.” Maggie sighed. “I just wish they’d scout them for academics, too. Tre’s a good shortstop, but he’s got perfect grades in math and is taking Calculous this year. His dad’s hoping he’ll be an engineer.”

      “Yeah, wouldn’t it be great if there were academic scouts?” Glenna said and they all chuckled.

      The team came together on the field with Daniel talking to them, then they split off into two teams.

      “What’ happening now?” Melissa asked.

      “They’re going to play a scrimmage game against each other,” Glenna said. “Coach Dan mixes the varsity and JV teams in together during practices so the younger kids can get some work in with the more experienced ones.”

      Melissa opened her scorebook. “How will I know which kid is which?”

      Suddenly Lexie, Sadie and Gavan ran out onto the field and Daniel talked to the trio a moment before handing Lexie a piece of paper. Waving it back and forth, she ran back to Melissa with her new friends right behind her.

      “Coach Daniel said you needed the batting…” Lexie looked at Gavan.

      “Order,” he said.

      “That’s how you know who’s hitting,” Sadie explained.

      “Thank you, that will come in handy,” Melissa said to the trio as they hopped down to the bottom bench and sat. “What else did he say?”

      “That we have to sit for the game so we won’t get hit by a ball or a big kid,” Gavan said and the girls nodded. “And everyone knows you have to do what the coach tells you to.”

      Melissa exchanged looks with the other women and they all laughed. It felt good to spend time with them and enjoy normal everyday activities without worrying about what her ex-husband might think. Wondering if she’d have to protect herself when she got home. It was also nice knowing that even if she didn’t get the scorebook exactly right, Daniel wouldn’t punish her.

      “Yea, Colt!” Lexie yelled, jumping up and down with Sadie as he hit the ball and ran to first base safely.

      Watching the little girl lose some shyness because of a game of baseball, she was glad she’d agreed to bring her to the ballfield. As much as she wanted to keep her safe, keeping her locked away in the house wasn’t good for her. It would be the same as Frank isolating her from the world, even if it she meant it for good reasons.

      The hairs on the back of her neck rose as if someone was watching her. Slowly, she turned her head to study the group of people watching the practice game. No one new had joined those seated on the bleachers or the small group of men standing off to one side discussing the players. She scanned the field beyond where the players gathered for one last word from Daniel. Again, she didn’t see anyone fitting Lexie’s description of Gary. Dusk had started to settle as she swung around to scan the parking lot, but still enough light remained for her to tell no old Cadillac sedan was parked among the varied trucks, SUV’s and import models.

      “Are you okay?” Maggie asked as she gathered up her belongings.

      Melissa swung her gaze back to the ballfield and relief poured through her. Lexie was safe running around collecting the bases and balls for his duffle bag.

      “Yes,” she said shaking off the odd sensation. It was probably nothing more than her not used to being out in a crowd, even a small one since before she married Frank. The threat was only in her head.

      [image: ]
* * *

      You promised me you’d deliver the package this week,” said the smoke-hardened voice on the other end of the phone.

      “There’s been a complication,” he said, tilting his head to the side to make his neck crack. Tension always landed in his neck.

      “Complication?”

      “Nothing I can’t handle. You’ll just have to wait a while longer for delivery. But trust me, it’s well worth the wait and you’ll definitely get top dollar.”

      “I’d better or you’ll pay the consequences.”

      The phone went dead.

      He pocketed it and leaned back in the soft leather seats watching the kids on the ballfield. Seething with frustration he ran his hands over his newly shaved head.

      For months he’d been bringing Rose along slowly, working to get past her protective barriers where the kid was concerned, making her need for heroin more important to her than protecting her daughter. Then the damn blizzard happened and everything went to shit.

      The boss had his balls in a vice grip. He owed him for the heroin and the fentanyl when he expanded out this far in the country. The kids he was supposed to provide the boss’s side business were to pay off what he owed and make him enough to move to a new area. But he’d only delivered the one girl, the bartender keeping his kids out of reach and now cute little Lexie was being watched by the local cops.

      If he was smart, he’d just cut his losses and move on. Trouble was, the boss’s interests meant he had connections all over the place—not just Ohio, not just the U.S., but all over the world. He needed to pay up or he was a dead man.

      As dusk started to fall, he stared at the woman on the bleachers that stood between him and Lexie. Someone was going to be dead and it wasn’t him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After picking up his dinner at the Peaches ’N Cream, Wes entered the sheriff’s office through the back door. “I’m back, Cleetus, you can make your last drive round town before you leave for the night.”

      Since becoming engaged to the little hairdresser, Sylvie, his friend had taken up working eleven in the morning until seven in the evening, covering lunch and dinner breaks for the other deputies and going home when Sylvie got off work. He had to admit the big guy looked happier than in all the years he’d known him.

      “Good to hear. You’ve got a guest,” Cleetus said from the front office.

      Guest? Couldn’t be Chloe. She was attending a meeting of the Ohio Court Appointed Special Advocates for children. Since taking on Lexie’s case as her advocate, she’d learned more about the system and the people who volunteered in it. She’d been a high-powered lawyer with a well-known firm in Cincinnati and given that up to come live in Westen with him. He’d been worried she’d be bored or resentful. Seeing her enthusiastic about a new kind of use for her law degree had eased some of the tension inside him.

      He entered the main office to find Earl seated in the chair across from his desk and Cleetus turning off heading out the front door to his patrol car.

      “You’re a little early tonight, Earl,” he said, glancing at the wall clock to confirm that it was just after five as he set his meal on his desk and shook the older man’s hand. “Have you had some dinner?”

      “Yes, yes. I was just finishing up my meal with Pete when I saw you come in the café,” the older man said, rubbing his hands together. “Heard y’all give your to go order and thought I’d just pop around here to have a word with you.”

      “You’re always welcome,” Wes said, taking his seat. “Mind if I eat while we talk?”

      “No, no. Y’all go right ahead. Pete’s pot roast is pretty good. Had some myself. Course he uses Lorna’s original recipe. He says he tried to change the recipe once and she almost fired him.” Earl chuckled, his voice sounding rusty from the effort and sent him into a coughing fit.

      Wes reached into his desk drawer and pulled out an extra coffee mug. He went to the storage cabinet beneath the coffee maker, grabbed a bottle of water and filled the mug, then handed it to Earl, who sipped on it between coughs. Sitting at his desk, he waited until the older man gained control of his breathing before opening the container of food.

      “I don’t know what Lorna’s recipe is, but this is the best pot roast and vegetables I’ve ever had,” he said, forking up a piece of beef with gravy on it.

      “Asked Pete about it once,” Earl said, setting the mug down on the desk. “He said the secret was all the onions. Loads them in the bottom of the pan and then slathers them all over the top of the roasts before they go in the oven. Cooks them low and slow.”

      Wes ate a few more bites, because damn he was starving, then wiped his mouth and reached for the coffee he’d brought back from the café. “So, what is it you want to talk to me about, Earl? Don’t think it’s how to make a great pot roast.”

      “No, no. It’s something else.” Earl looked down at his hands, rubbed them together as he thought.

      Wes continued eating, letting him have all the time he needed to get his thoughts together. He’d learned not long after coming to Westen that Earl considered Westen his home. Not like other people who had a house in town or family ties to make this home. No, Earl considered every place his home in Westen, every person in it part of his family. He’d also learned that it took time for him to put what he knew or what he’d seen or what he’d heard into words that others would understand. Gage’s father thought it was due to his time in Vietnam during the war.

      So, out of respect for the man, he always exercised extreme patience with Earl and it usually paid off.

      “I was out at the park near your place,” Earl finally said, still looking at his hands.

      Resisting the urge to prod him with questions, Wes continued to eat his dinner. Once Earl warmed up to speaking, the words would flow like lava oozing from a volcano, slow moving, meandering over anything in its path, but not stopping until it finished.

      “Since the weather is warming up, folks like to find their spots out there for the night. Sleep under the stars, hear the river running. Folks passing through for places like Cleveland to work at the ballpark and stuff, they like to stay out at the park, too.” He paused to take another drink of water. “I like to check on Reg and Mable. He’s been doing some gopher jobs out at the new home construction site. Leaves her at their camp spot to protect their stuff. Not like a lady like Mable could fight off them young guns looking to steal something to score their hit of H.”

      Earl shook his head and paused again. “That’s some nasty stuff, that smack. Gets its claws into you and you can’t get loose. Saw army buddies get hooked on it over in Nam. Some never made it out of the jungle. Some came home but couldn’t quit shooting up and ended up dead in the alley somewhere. Used to be it was only in the cities and you were safer from it out here in the country.”

      Annnnd Earl meandered off on a tangent. Not that Wes disagreed with him. This new plague infecting the rural towns was deadly. They were practically defenseless against it. He just wished Earl would get to the point of why he’d stopped by to talk, but knew he’d eventually circle back to it. Patience. That’s all it took.

      “Some of those kids aren’t too bad. Cathy is a sweet one. She helps look after Mable during the day. Sharing any food she gets from the diner out on the highway with her.” Earl leaned in close. “You know old Walt makes up some small food boxes of three-day old sandwiches and fruit that’s not gone bad and gives them out to anyone at the backdoor of the diner every morning. Says it’s a sin to throw out food when people need feeding. Him and Mary Lou are good people.”

      Wes nodded. Walt and Mary Lou ran the motel and all-night diner out on the main highway that passed by the outskirts of Westen—a favorite place for travelers, truckers and homeless wanderers. Thirteen out of every fourteen days they kept the place open for business. Their only day off was every other Sunday so Mary Lou could sing in the Baptist choir and Walt could lead the men’s Sunday school class.

      “Cathy was still there when I got there last night. She was real fidgety, you know. Like when a junkie’s been too long without a hit. When I asked her how it was going, she said she’d be moving on soon. She needed to find a new place to score.”

      That caught Wes’ attention.  That was his cue to start asking questions. Finished eating for now, he wiped his mouth and closed the food container. “Did she say why?”

      Earl nodded. “Said her source had dried up. I asked her what she meant. She sorta laughed, said it was dead.”

      “Dead?”

      “Yeah, she didn’t spill anything more, just gathered up her satchel, hugged Mable and headed on out toward the highway.”

      “Wonder what she meant by that?” Wes said, leaning back in his office chair, waiting to see if Earl had anything else to say.

      “Got me to thinking there might be more to it,” Earl continued. “So I stayed until old Reg showed up from work. He’s brought a new bottle of whiskey, so I helped him sample some and we got to talking. Y’all know those bodies y’all found in the trailer?”

      “What about them?”

      “According to Reg, the guy was one of the main dealers the local addicts bought from. He had a partner, younger and a might twitchy. Always thinking a new buyer might be a narc. Reg said no one’s seen him since the other guy was found dead.”

      “What’s Twitchy look like?”

      “Reg said, he has long stringy blond hair, a tat on his neck of a spiderweb. Missing a front tooth. Real skinny, like he hadn’t had a good meal in months.”

      “Maybe he left town?”

      Earl nodded. “Said as much to old Reg. But he said the guy was like a pup, always hanging around, asking the dead guy what to do. Reg didn’t think the twitchy one had enough brains to move on. Then there’s Snubnose.”

      “Snubnose?”

      “Yep. He’s the main man. Drives this old beat-up caddy, kept a leash on the others—like the captains had lieutenants in the army, gave them some responsibility, but didn’t quite trust them, if y’all know what I mean. Reg says he saw Snubnose pick up his guys the day before the bodies were found.” Earl drank some more water and leaned back in his seat, apparently finished telling his story.

      Wes considered everything Earl told him. This “Snubnose” was the main drug supplier and he drove a Cadillac. He picked up the memo that Bobby had handed him when he came on shift. It was the description they had of Gary’s car according to Lexie—an old brown Cadillac, similar to the one Cleetus drove.

      “Earl, any chance Snubnose’s caddy was brown?”

      The old vet yawned and scratched his several days-old scraggly grey beard. “Can’t say as old Reg really said it was brown. Called it an old rusty bucket. Rust is a sorta brown color, isn’t it?”

      “Works for me.” Lexie had called the car sepia. From what Wes remembered about crayon colors, sepia was a rusty brown. He rose from his chair and retrieved a blanket from the clean ones stored in the closet near the back cells. Handing it to Earl, he led him to the furthest cell, opened the door and left it open. “You get some rest, and I’ll be sure Jason knows you’re here when he comes on shift.”

      “Deputy?”

      “What you need?” Wes stopped halfway to the front of the office.

      “Just wondering if that information will help y’all get the heroin out of Westen?”

      Worry deepened the wrinkles around Earl’s eyes and mouth. The man truly cared about Westen and all its residents. Wes wished finding Snubnose Gary would stem the epidemic. Unfortunately, the problem was one the whole town was going to have to find a way to fight it and it would take time, lots of time.
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      An hour before dawn on Sunday morning, Daniel heard the familiar sound of Melissa’s door opening followed by Lexie’s across the hall as she checked on the little girl. Reaching into the cupboard, he pulled out a mug and set it next to the coffee maker. Then he took his own and moved to sit on one of the bar stools on the other side of the kitchen island, giving her plenty of room to move around her kitchen.

      In the five nights he’d been at the Westen House he’d learned a few things about Melissa. She checked on Lexie several times each night and first thing every morning. He suspected she’d do this even if they didn’t believe the little girl was in danger. Once she was up for the day, it was best not to talk to her for at least fifteen minutes. Melissa was not a morning person.

      He chuckled inwardly remembering the first morning when he’d greeted her with a cheerful hello from the couch. She practically snarled at him and went directly to make coffee. When he tried to talk to her, she’d shot him a look that questioned his right to be alive much less speaking to her. From that morning on he’d decided it was in everyone’s best interest if the coffee was brewing when she got up. After she had half a cup of caffeine in her system, she started making breakfast. Usually with the bacon in the oven baking and either pancakes or eggs ready to go once the kids were awake, she’d start the conversation.

      Quietly, as not to irritate her as she made a sleepy beeline for the coffee maker, he sat and sipped his own black coffee. He watched her doctor hers with flavored creamer from the fridge, take a few drinks, then begin pulling out pans from the cupboard. Her silent efficiency in the kitchen always amazed him. No wasted movements. Bacon layered on the rack inside the much-used baking pan went into the oven. Next came flour, sugar, baking powder, eggs, milk, vanilla—all whisked into a thick batter in an over-sized mixing bowl. Today she got out the waffle maker and set it up with a spray can of cooking oil all set to go. Finally, she poured a little more coffee and creamer into her mug and joined him at the island, wiggling her bottom onto one of the high stools.

      “What are you smiling at this early in the morning?” she asked after another long drink of her coffee.

      “You,” he said, not the least bit put off by her grumpy stare.

      “If you say I’m beautiful, I’m going to stab you,” she muttered and went back to drinking coffee.

      Once again, he chuckled inwardly, not giving her an excuse to carry through with her threat. Carefully, he set his cup on the counter, leaned his bent elbow beside it and rested his chin on his hand, studying her. They hadn’t slept together—he wanted to, very much wanted to, but how the hell did you do that with a houseful of teens and one very precocious six-year old? Seriously, how did married couples find time for intimacy and sex? Still, they hadn’t slept together, and he already knew what she’d look like in the morning, how she acted, and he loved it.

      Her grumpiness. Her unapologetic inability to be civil before a caffeine infusion. The way her hair was mussed from sleeping, and the scrunched down white socks she wore against the cold of an Ohio spring morning. She detested slippers, said they made her feet sweat, but she loved warm socks. They’d actually discussed it two mornings before when he’d asked her about the socks.

      “You know when you were a kid and your mom would make one of your presents a package of socks? I used to think that was such a lame gift. Even told my grandmother that when I went to live with her. You know what she told me?”

      “That socks were a sign you were loved?” he replied, pleased that he’d surprised her with his answer.

      “Yes! That’s exactly what she said.” Melissa eyed him with suspicion. “Have you been channeling my grandmother from beyond the grave?”

      “No, my mom said the same thing when I complained about it.” He laughed at the memory. “Dad told me it was true and one year, when they were first married, she was mad at him and he didn’t get any socks for Christmas. Said he worked extra hard to make her happy and he got two packages of socks the next year.”

      She grew quiet and stared off into the morning sun coming over the trees in the backyard. “Frank scoffed and belittled me for getting him some the first two years of our marriage. By the time the third Christmas rolled around he was already using me as a punching bag and never noticed I’d stopped buying him socks.”

      He reached for her, pulling her into his arms and hugged her tight.

      She didn’t cry. Simply held on for a few moments, then sat back with a little smile of pride. “So, instead of wasting my love on him, I started buying myself new socks every year. I wanted to get funky fancy ones with lots of colors…”

      “But you were afraid it would trigger him into beating you.” He fought hard not to show his anger at the son-of-a-bitch, because this wasn’t about her ex. It was about her.

      “That’s right. I bought white ones instead. New ones every Christmas. I wrapped them up and opened them when he wasn’t home. I pretended they were from my mom and my grandmother.”

      “You’re staring at me.”

      “Can’t help it. I like what I see.”

      “Beautiful. Stabbing.”

      “It would be premeditated.”

      “Self-defense.”

      “I like you like this.”

      “Daniel…” she said, warning in her tone.

      He held up a hand in surrender. “I’m serious. I like you relaxed, not afraid to be who you are with me. Confident enough to threaten me, even if you only half-way mean it.”

      “Oh, I’m more than half-way serious about it.” She took another sip of coffee, then gave him a ghost of a smile.

      He leaned closer, stopping just centimeters from her lips. “I love that you trust me enough to be half-way serious.”

      He kissed her softly.

      “Relaxed,” he said and kissed her again.

      “Yourself.” He cupped the side of her face with his hand and kissed her again, slower, a little more intense.

      A door creaked down the hall.

      He pulled back and they smiled at each other as little footfalls sounded on the wood floors and the sing-song chatter of Lexie in the morning headed their way. While Melissa grumped her way to wakefulness each morning, Lexie woke up cheerful as a bird in spring.

      “You talk to her,” Melissa said, heading back around the counter to check the bacon and pour batter onto the hot griddle of the waffle maker. “Please. I need a few more minutes before dealing with all the cheeriness.”

      “Good morning, Little Miss Sunshine,” he said as Lexie hopped into the kitchen, drawing her attention to him and away from Melissa. Sunday was the only day the teens slept in past Lexie, so this was the first time he’d gotten to see how the two females got on first thing in the morning.

      “Morning, Daniel,” Lexie said with a bright smile, scrambling up onto the vacated stool, one arm cradling the black furry bundle in her arms. The kitten had finally been adopted a few days ago and after being introduced to Wöden and his safety assured, spent most of his time in proximity of Lexie. “Blizzard woke up hungry this morning. I think he smelled the bacon.” She eyed the waffle maker on the counter. She held up the kitten to face it. “Oh, look, Blizzard, we’re having waffles this morning. They’re yummy.”

      “Too bad he can’t have any,” Daniel said as Melissa poured a glass of milk out for Lexie and set in on the counter.

      “Why not?” Lexie asked, her head tilted to one side.

      “Because she’s a kitten. They have to eat kitten food, not people food.”

      “But I like waffles. Blizzard would like them, too.”

      “He might like them, but he still can’t have them,” Melissa said. “Remember what Miss Harriett told you when she let you adopt Blizzard?”

      Daniel could’ve kissed her for taking up the conversation just as he was going to give into the little girl’s cute pout.

      “That’s he’s still a baby and I have to take care of him.”

      “And?”

      Lexie dropped her head a little, the pout gone as she had to face the truth. “That he can only have kitten food, and not people food so he’ll grow up strong and healthy.”

      “Just like you need to eat people food to grow strong and not kitten food,” Melissa said as she pulled the first waffle off the maker and poured batter and closed the lid. “Now, put Blizzard down. On the floor, not the counter. We need to teach him the counters and table are not for him to climb on. We don’t want him walking or sleeping where we eat. Okay?”

      “Okay,” Lexie said, putting her kitten on the floor, her lips twisted slightly as she realized there were rules about having a pet.

      Footsteps sounded over head as doors banged open and closed.

      Melissa smiled at Lexie. “Sounds like the boys are up. Go wash your hands, and the waffles will be ready when you get back.”

      Lexie hopped off the barstool and ran for the bathroom, her love of waffles overriding any concerns for the cat’s diet.

      “You know it’s in a cat’s DNA to climb and jump onto counters and tabletops, right?” Daniel pointed out as he went to refill his coffee mug, standing near enough to smell the citrusy scent she always seemed to wear.

      She smiled over her shoulder at him. Her first real smile of the day. “Yes, but if she’s trained not to let Blizzard do it, we might have a chance of keeping him off eating surfaces.” She let out a sigh. “I suppose I’ll need to get one of those climbing towers they make for cat owners.”

      “I can build one,” a groggy voice said from behind them.

      They turned to see Colt standing in the doorway, still in his flannel pajama pants and a scarlet and gray Ohio State t-shirt, hair sticking up in different directions.

      “You can?” Melissa asked, placing another waffle on the stack and continued making more.

      Colt shrugged, then moved aside to let Lexie back into the kitchen. “Joe’s been letting me help him make some cabinets for a job. I think he’d let me use the shop to build it. I’d just need to have the measurements.”

      “Measurements for what?” Lexie asked, taking her cup to the table and sitting in her favorite spot on the bench.

      Colt grabbed a glass from the cupboard, poured himself some orange juice from the fridge and slid in beside her. “It’s a surprise.”

      “Who for?”

      “It’s a secret,” he said in a whisper.

      “I can keep a secret,” she leaned in to whisper to him just loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

      Trent slid into the seat on the other side of Lexie. “Benjamin Franklin said, Three people can keep a secret, but only if two of them are dead. So it’s best not to ask someone to tell you a secret.”

      Bryan, who was on dish duty for the week, began setting plates at the table for everyone. “And if you have a secret, don’t tell someone little with big ears, or they might drive you crazy wanting to know what it is.”

      “I don’t have big ears,” Lexie said with a bit of a pout. “I have normal ears. See?” She held up her hair on one side to show them her ear.

      “Big ears means you listen to everything said around you,” Geoff said, going for a mug of coffee. He took the plate with the stack of waffles Melissa handed him and joined the others at the table. “Which you do.”

      “How else will I learn if I don’t listen?” she asked as she placed a waffle on her plate and poured syrup over it.

      Daniel joined them at the table, listening to them banter back and forth in good natured teasing, he realized that wisdom flowed from their discussions of secrets. Wisdom gained from years of experience. Experience from their pasts that suggested they held many closely guarded secrets and lessons they hoped to keep Lexie from learning the way they had.

      His gaze met Melissa’s across the table as she set the second pile of waffles on the table and took the empty seat. A sadness softened her eyes and he knew she was thinking the same thing. Her own secrets she kept close for many years but chose to share them with him.

      “Are all of you boys working after church today?” she asked changing the subject before their teasing turned into something else.

      All four heads nodded as the steadily ate their breakfast.

      “Joe and I are finishing up that big house painting project today,” Geoff said. “Since the Knobs & Knockers is closed on Sundays, Colt’s going along to be a gopher.”

      Lexie stopped eating to look puzzled at the youngest teen. “You’re gonna dig tunnels in the ground like a gopher?”

      Everyone laughed. Which made her frown.

      “No, silly.” Colt said. “Not an animal gopher. A people go-fer. Someone who goes and gets things for other people. Go get the bucket. Go get the tools.”

      “That’s silly. You should be a go-getter, not a gopher.”

      Pausing with a forkful of waffle half-way to his mouth, Daniel decided to solve this dilemma for her. “Years ago, people would say go for the bucket. Especially men working on construction sites building houses and things. The words got slurred together and became, go-fer. Eventually those workers who would get things for the bosses or builders were known as gophers. Does that help?”

      “Yes,” she said, then her lips twitched, and a twinkle of mischief sparkled in her eyes. “It would take an awful big hole in the ground for Colt to be a real gopher.”

      They all laughed—even Colt, who ruffled her already messy hair. The remainder of the meal was eaten with good conversation. Finally, Melissa looked at the kitchen clock and rose, taking her dishes to the sink.

      “Church starts in an hour. If you’re going, the SUV is leaving in forty minutes.” She turned and looked directly at Lexie, who had the kitten on the bench between her and Trent now. “And Blizzard can stay in your room until we get back.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Lexie said with a pout, but then scooted off the bench, with her kitten in her arms and hurried off to her bedroom, behind three of the boys. Bryan was busy loading the dishwasher with Melissa doing the pans.

      Daniel pulled the clean dishcloth off the stove handle and began drying the bacon pan.

      “That’s my job, Coach. Dish duty,” Bryan said with a shrug.

      “You going to church?” Daniel asked.

      “Yes, sir. It’s not part of the rules, but I like listening to Preacher Miller talk. Always makes my week go better.”

      “Then you go get ready and I’ll finish up for you.”

      Bryan hesitated, looking to Melissa for permission. She gave him a nod and he nearly flew out of the kitchen.

      “You made his day,” she said handing Daniel the over-sized mixing bowl to dry. “That boy hates being on dish duty. He’d rather take out the trash, cut the grass, do laundry or vacuum than do dishes.”

      “I don’t mind cleaning dishes. Since I can’t cook, it seems the least I can do is help clean up after a good meal.”

      She paused in cleaning the griddle of the waffle maker. “What do you mean you can’t cook? How do you eat meals at home?”

      Daniel shrugged. “I either get take away from the Peaches ’N Cream or microwave something frozen.”

      “Your mother never taught you to cook?” the sadness in her voice took some of the sting out of the question.

      “Mom had her hands full taking care of my dad. When Gramps came to live with us, he took over the cooking. Mostly fried bacon and eggs and frozen meals. It’s one of the reasons I’ve enjoyed all the meals you’ve made this week. Can’t remember the last time I had one.”

      “What about after your father died?”

      “Mom didn’t live too long afterwards. My grandfather said it was a broken heart. I think it was just exhaustion.”

      “And college? I hear most kids learn to at least make Ramen or soup.”

      “Not me.” He couldn’t help feeling cocky. “College was where I learned about nutrition beyond fast food and frozen meals, but never had to cook. I had a food stipend while I was on scholarship and ate all my meals for free.”

      “Let me guess, it was a baseball scholarship?” she teased him and finished putting the waffle maker in one of the slide-out drawers beneath the counter.

      He grinned at her. “Shortstop and utility player.”

      “Utility player?”

      “I played all the infield positions, except pitcher.”

      “Even catcher?”

      “A few times when our regular ones weren’t available. Illness, injury.”

      “That explains how you’re such a good coach.”

      “So, you think I’m a good coach, huh?” he asked, slowly moving in to corner her against the counter.

      “Yes, you’re a very good coach.” Her lips twitched as she fought to keep from smiling.

      He moved in closer, until they were touching at the arms and thighs. “What else do you think I’m good at?”

      Her cheeks pinkened. “I think you’re very good at making people feel safe.”

      His chest puffed out slightly. His male ego liked knowing her safety and those of her kids were secure in his hands. “That’s good, because I really want you to feel safe with me,” his voice dropped a little. “Anything else I’m good at?”

      She licked her lips, her eyes widening and growing a deeper brown. “Oh, you’re very good at kissing.”

      “That’s what I was hoping you’d think,” he said, gently pulling her to him and lowering his mouth to hers.

      Her soft lips still tasted of a mixture of maple syrup, coffee and hazelnut cream. More intoxicating than any exotic spicy perfume, it teased his senses and tightened his cock. Tilting his head to deepen the kiss, his tongue danced with hers, wanting more, so much more between them. He pulled her tighter, until her breasts pressed against his chest and her hips melded into his, cradling the thickness in his groin.

      A little moan escaped her as her hands tightened on his arms.

      A thud sounded above them, breaking the heady desire between them.

      Slowly he eased his hold on her, their lips still clinging for a moment, before he released her and smoothed his hand over her face.

      “How do married people do it?” she asked shakily.

      “Well, they’re married, so they have their own room,” he said with a bit of a smile to cover his own shakiness. Kissing her always rocked him to the core.

      She laughed and the sound was just as sexy to him as the taste of her—especially since he’d made her laugh, given her that joy.

      “I meant, how do they find time for the little bits of intimacy. Time for each other not interrupted by the needs of kids?”

      He took a step to the side, putting some distance between them. Being too near her was not helping ease the ache behind the fly of his jeans. “I suspect it’s just like this. Small moments of focused interest in each other. A touch. A glance at the table. A stolen kiss.”

      Another laugh escaped her. “Oh, you deputy are quite seductive.”

      He reached for her, suddenly needing to show her just how seductive he could be. With a gentle swat at his hand she scooted around him towards the door.

      “Oh, no you don’t. I need to get ready for church. Are you coming with us?” she asked, a little hopeful gleam in her eyes.

      “As much as I’d like to, I can’t. Since I have to leave early tomorrow for the first baseball game of the season, I’m going in for half a day today.” He straightened and followed her into the living room. “I’ll follow you and the kids to church. But you’ll be in good hands after the service. Cleetus and Sylvie are planning on coming over today. Something about Sylvie wanting to meet Blizzard.”

      Suddenly, Melissa hurried back into the kitchen, opening the refrigerator and taking stock. “Oh, dear. I hope I have enough to make lunch for them.”

      “Don’t worry. If I know anything, it’s that Sylvie will have enough food for a small army already made to bring with her.” He said, leaning against the doorway. “She’s marrying Cleetus. He loves to eat, she loves to cook. It will be okay.”

      “I’m not used to people coming to visit,” she said, closing the fridge. “But they really aren’t coming to visit, are they?”

      His heart broke a little at her words. She couldn’t see how much she was worth. How much people—Gage, Bobby, Wes, Chloe, Sylvie, Cleetus, the Landons, Glenna, Lorna, and especially him—wanted to get to know her. Enjoyed her company. They all saw the butterfly emerging from the cocoon.

      Stepping forward, he took her hands in his. “Cleetus is coming to ensure your safety until I get back. Sylvie is coming because she wants to. She wants to get to know you and Lexie. No one is forcing her to come.” He glanced at the clock. “And if you don’t hurry, you’ll be the one making everyone late for Pastor Miller’s sermon.”

      “Oh, Lord. The last thing I want is someone gossiping about why we’re late,” she said, pulling her hands from his and hurrying down the hall.

      As he sat on the couch to pull on his socks and shoes, he checked his phone.

      No messages.

      Which meant no one had spotted Gary, or as they were now calling him, Snubnose. No further dead bodies found, and the abandoned property searches had yielded no new information or drugs. Did that mean he’d left the area? Would he give up the investment he’d made in making Lexie an orphan?

      The door to her room opened and the little girl crossed the hall with her hairbrush in hand, dressed in a purple and pink dress. Sweet. Innocent. Full of promise.

      Daniel clenched his hands into fists.

      He wouldn’t rest until he knew she was safe, until they were all safe. Until they’d found Snubnose and put him away—forever.
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* * *

      Just after noon Daniel’s phone rang. He looked at the caller ID.

      Harriett? Why the hell was Doc Clint’s nurse calling him? The woman never called if it wasn’t important. Was someone hurt? Melissa? Lexie? One of the boys?

      “What’s wrong, Harriett?” he asked, rather than give a polite greeting.

      “Come out to the creek about five miles north of my place. You’ll have to walk. I’ll be waiting. Bring gloves and the camera.”

      Before he asked any questions, the line went dead.

      Grabbing his keys and jacket, he headed out of the office, meeting Bobby, dressed in a maternity top and skirt, probably what she’d worn to church, coming in from the rear parking lot.

      “Harriet called you, too?” he asked holding the door for her.

      “Gage.” She shrugged and made an exasperated face. “Yes, and you know her. Come now, no time for talk. The woman makes a mime look chatty.”

      “So, no idea what she wanted?”

      “No, but you can bet she knows exactly how long it will take you to get there, so you’d best be on your way. If Harriett called…”

      “…it must be important.” He finished for her.

      Twenty minutes later he tromped through fresh undergrowth towards the river five miles upstream from Harriett’s place, just like instructed. Frankly, given her mysterious background, he was afraid she might’ve booby-trapped it and he’d blow up a leg or something worse if he veered off in another direction. Yeah, she was that scary.

      Up ahead he saw Gage and Wes, along with Harriett dressed in what looked like a neoprene wet suit and florescent flotation jacket standing next to a yellow and green kayak, the colors matching Harriett’s outfit.

      As he approached, a body on the ground came into view.

      “Is that him? Snubnose?”

      “Wrong guy,” Gage said with a shake of his head.

      “Body looks more like the twitchy guy Earl described the other night,” Wes said, reaching out for the camera Daniel had with him.

      “Shit,” Dan squatted down a few feet away to study the dead man.

      Wes had filled them all in on his chat with Earl about Snubnose Gary’s crew, giving them the description of an emaciated man, with long dirty blond hair, a tat on his neck and one missing tooth. Looked like this was the dealer they’d named Twitchy. A hole in his left temple, and massive exit wound on the right side of his head left no doubt to the cause of death.

      “I’ll bet you a buy-in to next week’s poker game that ballistics are going to come back to a thirty-eight snub-nosed special,” Daniel said straightening up. “If we find a bullet.”

      Wes shook his head. “Ya think? Given our suspect’s nickname, I’m not touching that bet.”

      “We’ll know for sure after the crime lab guys get here,” Gage said. “Until then we’re going to get our own photos and work the crime scene carefully.”

      “Once you find it,” Harriett said. “No blood on the ground, no footprints. No tire tracks.”

      “You think he floated down here?” Dan asked, nodding at the kayak and paddle a few feet up river. “Kayaking?”

      “Good way to spend a Sunday morning,” Harriett said.

      No one really knew her age. No one dared ask. She’d served as a nurse in Vietnam, so the best guess was around seventy, but she was in great physical shape and passed for twenty years younger.

      Harriett pointed north of where they stood. “Didn’t see him my first time up the river. But up around the bend, a brown Cadillac is half in and half out of the creek. Remembered Bobby telling me you were looking for one.”

      “So you went to have a look, even though you know we consider the owner dangerous,” Gage said.

      Harriett lifted one brow in his direction as if to say, puhleeze-danger-doesn’t-frighten-me. “Someone rolled it in from the farm road, thinking it was hidden by the trees and overgrowth in that spot. Probably didn’t think anyone would be on the river.”

      “Which of course, you would be. Alone,” Gage muttered.

      Again, she lifted a brow his direction.

      Daniel wondered if he should warn his boss he might be pushing it.

      “One of the windows was rolled down,” she continued telling what she found.  “Blood spatter on the inside to the passenger door. But no body. I decided to work my way back down stream to see what might have floated away since the current was running heavier from that storm last week.”

      “The one that blew out the power for a night?” Wes asked as he began taking photos of the victim.

      “You’re thinking the killer left Twitchy in the car with the window rolled down, hoping no one would find it before he got out of town.” Gage nodded, understanding where Harriett was going. “Only the river rose enough to float the body loose, out the window and down river. Probably took a few days to get it down here.”

      “That was what, Wednesday night?” Daniel asked. “This happened before then?”

      “Yes,” Harriett confirmed both questions and turned to Wes. “What did Earl tell you about Twitchy?”

      He stopped snapping photos and considered what the elderly man told him. “Said Twitchy was like the junior partner to the man found in the trailer home with Jennifer Powers. According to his source, the pair worked for Snubnose and both went missing about the same time.”

      “That was about ten days ago,” Gage said. “We’ll wait for confirmation of the exact date and time of death from the coroner, but given our timeline, it was sometime between that Thursday and last Wednesday.”

      “Tuesday,” Harriett corrected. “The storm happened late Wednesday night. Our man wouldn’t have killed Twitchy in broad daylight, so Thursday to Tuesday.”

      “Thursday to Tuesday,” Gage said through nearly clenched teeth.

      Wes winked at Daniel over their boss’s shoulder and he had to fight from grinning. Not many people got under Gage’s skin, but Harriett did so with impunity.

      “Wes, you stay here with the body. Daniel and I’ll meet Harriett up at the car. I’ll have the crime lab techs meet us there since it’s easier access. Then we’ll get back down this way.” He walked over and grabbed the bow of the kayak then stared at Harriett. “Need me to help you in?”

      “Just hold her steady, smartass,” she said and nimbly climbed into the kayak. Once settled he gave it a little shove so she could maneuver it facing back up stream. “I’ll dock so you can see me from the road.”

      The three of them watched her paddle upstream, looking like an athlete training for a race.

      “Hope I’m that spry when I’m her age,” Wes said.

      “I hope I still have half the wits she does,” Daniel said.

      “I hope we aren’t in the same old age place, because I have a feeling she’s going to live forever,” muttered Gage as he turned and tromped back to the road. “That is if some old spy doesn’t kill her first.”

      Daniel laughed as they made their way to their trucks.

      “Wes and I rode together, so you’re going to have to give me a ride out there,” Gage said, climbing into the passenger seat of the SUV.

      “How far up?” Daniel asked and pulled out onto the gravel country road.

      “The first bend is about three miles up. I’m guessing that’s the spot.” He rubbed his hand over his face. “You drive and I’ll watch for a seventy-year-old ninja in yellow and green neon neoprene.”

      “If Snubnose Gary’s abandoned his car and getting rid of his accomplices, do you think he’s moved on?” Daniel asked, trying not sound hopeful.

      “Could be, but honestly? I don’t know. If Lexie couldn’t identify him, I’d say yes.”

      “That’s what I’m thinking,” he said, his gut clenching against bad news. “So, why ditch the car?”

      “It’s pretty distinctive and we all know Lexie can recognize it.”

      “So you think…”

      Gage ran his hand over his face and Daniel’s gut sank.

      “He’s got another ride and we need to stay focused. My gut tells me this guy isn’t done yet.”
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      I’m going to have the package tomorrow.” Gary wiped the powder from his nose, leaning back to talk on the phone as the rush from the coke hit him.

      “High quality?” the deep voice on the other end of the line asked.

      “Pure virgin white. Trainable.”

      The deep chuckle both thrilled and angered him. Thrilled him, because he’d get paid good money, even after the cost of the heroin he took to sell was taken out of his payment. Angered him, because if he had his own contacts, he would make even more money. He hated owing anyone anything. Hated being dependent on anyone. Not for cash or drugs.

      He was done being a slave to others. He wanted more out of life. No more hustling for others. Time to become his own boss.

      After tomorrow, he was moving on. He’d deliver the girl to Johnston, take his cut and leave town. But first he was going to stick around and see who he delivered her to. Time to make his own contacts. The money was just too good. The hardest part was getting the kids from their parents. If he mastered that, and he had, then closing the deal would be a piece of cake.

      His stash of H would help him set up in a new place. This time somewhere big, but not full of other bosses. He’d start slow, a few girls, a few lieutenants—smarter ones than he had here. No one used the product. H was too addictive. A little coke or weed, no problem.

      A knock sounded on the door.

      Right on time. He took out the little bag of smack and laid it on the table in plain view. Cleaned up the coke and put it away, then went to answer the door.

      “Hello, darlin’,” he said, admiring the young redhead standing at the door, still dressed in her t-shirt and short skirt uniform from the bar down the street. He invited her in and closed the door behind her. “I thought you had to get home to your kid?”

      She shrugged and moved in closer, until just the tips of her nipples touched his chest. “Told the sitter I had to work a second shift, so she’s spending the night.”

      “Glad you changed your mind.” He moved back so she could see the bottle of tequila, bowl of sliced limes and bag of heroin on the tabletop.

      She smiled and pressed her body tight against his. “I’m always up for a party.”

      “So am I.” Grabbing her tight, round ass cheek with one hand, he hauled her in tight against the thick ridge of his cock behind his jeans. “We’re going to party hard.”

      “Mmm, I do like things hard,” she purred, leaned in for a hard kiss, then swirled away towards the goodies on the table.

      Yeah, he’d be moving on tomorrow, but he had a feeling it wouldn’t be by himself. Nothing like having new product practically delivered on his doorstep. First thing though, he had to get rid of the only witness that could jam him up. He grinned as he sauntered across the hotel room. Getting paid for making the little brat disappear? Icing on the cake.
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* * *

      Everyone in bed for the night?” Daniel asked as Melissa settled onto the porch swing beside him.

      She leaned into him and he wrapped his arm around her shoulder. Heat from his body cut through the chill that would remain in the evenings until summer and she snuggled a little closer. “Lexie’s asleep. Colt’s turned off his music. Bryan’s working on a school project, but I suspect he’ll be in bed soon. Trent crashed about an hour ago and Geoff’s finishing up in the shower. How he’ll ever get the paint out of his hair is beyond me. I suggested dish soap first.”

      “Never saw a kid so happy with work,” Daniel said, lightly rubbing his hand up and down her arm as he stared out into the darkness, watching for danger that might approach.

      Since that first night he’d stayed on the couch, they’d ended every evening on the front porch swing. A small bit of quiet privacy for them in a household full of energy and noise the rest of the time. Tonight felt a little different. She couldn’t quite put her finger on it. Ever since he’d walked in from work there’d been a focused intensity about Daniel. Even while teaching Lexie to hold and swing her new pink bat after dinner. Something was wrong.

      As much as she wanted to shove her worry into a dark corner and enjoy just being held by him, she’d promised herself she’d never hide from a problem again.

      “What happened today?” she asked after a few minutes.

      His whole body tensed.

      Whatever it is, he doesn’t want to tell me.

      Then he inhaled and exhaled slowly, relaxing slightly. “We found Gary’s car today. Abandoned in a secluded area half in and half out of the river.”

      “Just his car? Not him?” she asked, looking at Daniel’s face, his lips pressed in hard lines, the small muscle at the base of his jaw jumping.

      “We, actually Harriett, found a body down river from the car. It wasn’t Gary, but someone we believe worked for him dealing drugs.” He took another deep breath. “He’d been shot. When we processed the car, we found blood and two bullet holes.”

      Melissa sucked in air and shook her head. “As much as I hate that someone died such a horrible death, I’m almost glad he won’t be dealing anymore drugs in our town.”

      “I completely understand. I wish the solution was that simple. Even if we eradicate the current drug dealers, the need is now here for those that became addicts. The town is going to have to come together to find ways to help them and prevent others, like teenagers experimenting with things, from becoming hooked on the crap.”

      Anger edged his voice, but it didn’t frighten Melissa. She’d seen him angry before.

      The night after the blizzard when he’d brought Lexie to live at Westen House anger had roiled off him like an ocean wave. At first, she’d been scared. The last angry man she’d been alone with had nearly blinded her, almost killed her. But Daniel had harnessed his rage and tenderly tucked the little girl into a bed then stayed to fill her in on what the situation was. Recently, she’d watched him break up a fight among his ball players, stepping in between swinging fists and reprimanding them with a lecture.

      “You don’t solve problems with your fists. Despite what you see in movies and in video games, the reality is this. If you’re the first one to throw a punch you can go to jail. Someone gets hurt or worse killed, even if you didn’t start the fight? You go to jail for a very long time.” Then he glanced her way and back to his team. “And there is never a reason for you to hit a girl or woman. Ever.”

      “What if they start it?” one of the kids asked.

      “Walk away. You’re physically bigger. You will hurt them. You get angry? Take a walk. Kick the trash can outside. Don’t raise your hand in anger to someone smaller or weaker than you. Got it?” He looked each one of them in the eye until they nodded.

      How did you not fall in love with a man like that? And as much as she’d promised herself to go slow, she’d definitely fallen in love with Daniel.

      “Do you think that means Gary has given up and left the area?” In other words, was Lexie safe now? God, she hoped so.

      “You’d think so, but…”

      Her heart sank. “But, you all think he’s still a threat.”

      Daniel’s arms tightened around her, pulling her head to the crook of his neck and shoulder. Inhaling his spicy aftershave and male scent, she wrapped her arm tight around his middle, holding him as strongly as he held her. It wasn’t his worry. It wasn’t hers. It was both of theirs.

      “I’m glad you’re here. I’d hate to have to face this alone.” She lifted her head to look at him. His blue eyes darkened in the moonlight.

      “There’s no where else I’d rather be.” He bent his head and gave her one of his soft, reassuring kisses, lasting only a moment. “Even if there wasn’t a sick drug-dealer-child-trafficker threatening our little girl, I’d want to be here. With you.”

      Suddenly, giggles burst out of Melissa.

      Daniel drew back to look at her startled. “What? You don’t think I’d want to be with you? Hold you? Make love to you? Because trust me, I want nothing more.”

      “No, no. That’s not what has me laughing,” she said, wiping the laughter tears from her eyes and trying hard to contain the giggles. “It was the bizarre description of the menace in our lives. The absurdity that such a creature exists and that he’s somehow threatening my mundane, everyday life.”

      “Well, he is. What did you want me to call him? Entrepreneurial pharmacological gentleman?” Daniel asked, but the corners of his lips twitched, sending more giggles through Melissa.

      “Stop. We really shouldn’t be laughing. It’s a very serious situation.” She gulped in air and once more wiped at her eyes. Above them the last light went out in Geoff’s bedroom.

      Daniel hugged her close, chuckling in her ear. “It’s okay to laugh. Actually, good for you. When I was in the army going out on missions, we’d crack jokes to relieve some of the tension. Most of them just as inappropriate as these. Some more so.”

      “You were in the Army?” she asked. “When did you serve? Where?”

      “I was a freshman at Ohio State when nine-eleven happened. I wanted to go sign up immediately, but Gramps said I should wait. He made me promise to finish college first and be in the ROTC. Said, If there’s still a war going on when you get out, you go in as an officer.” He paused, and she felt him tense, then relax. “My first operation was the second battle of Fallujah, late two thousand and four as a lieutenant. Luckily, I had a seasoned sergeant who kept be from getting myself and my men killed more than once and long enough for me to become a decent officer.”

      “I’m sure you weren’t that bad.”

      “Well, I learned a lot from Mac. And he did save my life more than once.” He put one finger under her chin, forcing her to look up at him. “But humor in dangerous times is actually good for you. Relieves the tension and lets you think more clearly.”

      Staring into his eyes, Melissa made a decision. “You know there’s something else that relieves tension. Or at least I’ve been told it does.”

      His eyes widened with interest. “You know it’s mean to tease a man like that.”

      “I’m not teasing,” she said, laying her hand on his chest and pushing herself up to meet his lips, putting enough pressure in it to let him know she was very interested in making love to him.

      A moan escaped him, and he pulled her in tighter. The kiss deepened as he slanted his head, teasing her tongue with his, molding her body against him. She shifted until she half sat, half lay on his lap, her hands twining behind his neck to pull him closer, even as her fingers caught in the thickness of his hair. The growing thickness of his cock pressed against her hip and even through their clothes, her nipples tingled with awareness as they scraped against his chest.

      She wanted to crawl on top of him, part her thighs and ride him, out here in the dark. Never in her life had she wanted someone as much as she wanted Daniel. Desperate. Needy. Here. Now.

      Suddenly, he pulled back, breaking off the kiss. “Damn, woman. I do love the way you kiss. But it’s not fair. I can’t take you to bed.”

      “Why not, if I want you to?” She stroked her hand over his face.

      He caught her hand in his, holding it pressed to his stubble roughened cheek. “Because we’re not married and there is a houseful of kids inside. I don’t want them thinking less of you because they caught us sleeping together.” Frustration edged his voice.

      She slowly moved away, and he released his hold on her. Standing next to the swing, she held out her hand to him. “Come with me.”

      He hesitated. In the moonlight his emotions warred across his face. Honor and determination to keep her reputation with the kids fighting with his desire. His wavering told her how much he cared. It thrilled her to know she tempted such a strong man. Shouldn’t it shame her? No. She’d spent years giving into the whims and destructive demands of a monster. Her desire for Daniel was built out of the respect and love she had for him. If he rejected her invitation now, it would hurt, but she’d understand it.

      Just when she thought he’d refuse, he slipped his hand in hers and rose from the swing.

      “You’re sure?” he asked, staring down at her, their bodies separated but just centimeters.

      “I’m very, very sure,” she said, and led him into the house.

      He held her hand as he locked the door. They took turns kicking off their shoes, giggling a little as they wobbled, still holding hands.

      “Shh,” she whispered. “We have to be quiet.”

      He nodded and let her lead him down the hall to her bedroom. Once inside and the door quietly closed behind them, the lock in place, she turned to him and reached to unbutton her top.

      “Let me,” he whispered, moving her hands away. Slowly, he loosened the first button from its mooring and moved on to the next one.

      It was such a strange sensation to have him undressing her. Frank had shown little patience with the process of foreplay. He’d simply tell her to get undress and enforce his demands with a shove or a punch, often just throwing her on the bed, ripping off her panties and fucking her without more than a “Damn, dry bitch,” coming out of his drunk mouth.

      When the last button was freed, Daniel pushed the edges open and ran his fingers up the edges, grazing her nipples as he pushed the blouse off her shoulders then down her arms. As it fell to the floor behind her, Melissa, tensed.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he whispered, staring at her nearly naked upper body. He slipped his fingers inside the straps of her bra and pulled them off her shoulders, down her arms to hang there as he slid a finger into each cup of her bra. He moved them down until they met at the front closing clasp. “May I?”

      All she could do was nod. Even if she didn’t need to be quiet, the words stuck against the lump of desire and amazement clogging her throat.

      With shaky fingers, he managed to open the clasp and gently pull the scrap of silk off her body. Before she could react, he knelt in front of her, his face level with her breasts.

      “I’ve dreamed of this.” His whisper husky with desire. Holding onto her hip with one hand, he clasped a breast in the other, leaning forward to lick just the tip.

      She braced her hands on his shoulders to steady herself and inhaled sharply.

      His lips latched onto her nipple and sucked.

      Heat surged through her. Her legs shook and she bit down on her lower lip to keep from crying out at the wonderful sensation. The need for quiet adding to the sensuality of the moment.

      He released his hold on her hip and cupped the other breast and tweaked the nipple as he continued to suckle on her.

      Moisture gathered between her legs. How had she not known this before?

      He licked her nipple, then lowered his hands to the waistband of her jeans. Opening the metal button and lowering the zipper, he pushed them down over her hips. He helped keep her steady as she stepped out of them. Then he surprised her again by delving his face to the cleft of her groin and thighs, kissing her through the silk of her panties as he reached for the top to pull them down. When her panties encircled her knees, he stopped.

      Dear Lord, why did he stop?

      As if reading her mind, he answered her by gripping both her buttocks and pressing his face to her pussy once more, this time, his tongue sliding in between the folds to taste her.

      The only thing that kept her vertical at that moment was the thought that if she fell, the entire house would wake up and that’s the last thing she wanted to happen. So, she dug her hands into his shoulders, clutching at his muscles through his t-shirt and thrust her hips forward as she tightened her thighs.

      His moan of approval was muffled as he repeated the process a few more times. When he flicked his tongue around her clit, electricity shot right through her and she spasmed hard. Every muscle in her body fighting to support her even as she found the greatest pleasure ever.

      From there things moved quickly. He stood and picked her up, even though she wasn’t the lightest thing like heroines in romance novels were supposed to be. Once she was on the bed, he finished pulling off her panties, stripped and joined her on the bed, stretching his body on top of hers.

      “I don’t have a condom, but I also have no STD’s,” he said, waiting for her reaction.

      Her heart swelled with love for this man. They knew there was no chance of pregnancy for either of them, but he still wanted to reassure her he’d protect her.

      “I don’t have any either. I made sure I was tested after…my divorce.”

      He kissed her softly and adjusted his weight.

      “Do the springs creek?” he whispered in her ear.

      “Not that I know of,” she whispered back, turning her head to catch his lips.

      “I’ll try to go slow and quiet, but,” he wiggled his hips until his thick cock was at her entrance, “I’ve been dreaming of making love to you for so long, I can’t make any promises.”

      Bending her knees to open for him, she smiled at him. “After what you just did? I don’t want you to go slow. Just quiet.”

      He claimed her mouth at the same time he thrust up inside her. Good thing he was kissing her as the shocked moan escaped her. The feeling of being completely filled for the first time took her breath. He tensed on top of her, using his hands to tease her nipples and his lips to reassure her as he tendered the kiss.

      It took a moment to adjust, but then the fullness of him inside her took on a pleasure she’d never felt either. She lifted her legs, wrapping her heels against his buttocks, making a little more room. He smiled against her lips, slowly pulling out, then thrusting in once more. Going even deeper.

      She clutched around him and released. He moaned softly into her mouth.

      They fell into a rhythm. Each adjusting to give them both more pleasure, the pace picking up. Faster, deeper. Until finally, he clenched her to him. His body spasming tightly against her. That final thrust, tight against her, sent her over her own cliff and she clung to him as she rode the waves of pleasure.

      After a few moments for them both to recover and catch their breaths, he shifted his body off hers and stretched out beside her, drawing her into his arms, her head on his chest.

      “Good news,” he whispered.

      “What’s that?”

      “The springs don’t creek.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      That’s it, Trent! Make him pitch to you!” Melissa yelled from her spot on the bleachers.

      Glenna, seated one row in front of her, grinned at her over her shoulder. “For someone who didn’t know much about baseball, you’ve certainly come a long way.”

      A crack of the bat sounded. Everyone jumped to their feet to cheer as Trent hit the ball to the fence.

      “Run, Trent, run!” Melissa yelled as he raced around the bases, stopping at third.

      On the bottom seat of the bleachers, Lexie, and her new friends, Sadie and Gavan jumped up and down, waving their hats and gloves in the air.

      The score was tied, five to five and it was the bottom of the tenth inning, two out and now Trent, the scoring run, was ninety feet from home plate. The team’s first game of the season was turning out to be a great one. Her boys had all contributed in some way. Bryan played right field and Geoff was in left. Both had made great catches and Bryan even threw an opponent out trying to go from first to third. Melissa had marked it as an assist, just like Daniel told her to do. Even Colt as a junior varsity player was acting as one of the batboys.

      When they’d arrived at the game, the huge crowd surprised her. Her worry about Lexie’s safety, already on high alert after Daniel had told her last night about finding Gary’s abandoned car and the dead drug dealer, ratcheted up a few more notches. Daniel’s concern matched hers. He’d pulled Lexie aside and talked with her.

      “There’s a lot of people here for the game. A lot of people we don’t know. It’s very important you stay with Melissa,” he said, squatting down to her eye level.

      Lexie nodded, but made a little pout of a face. “But I want to sit with Sadie and Gavan.”

      “You can do that, but sit right in front of Melissa so she can see you, okay?”

      She nodded and brightened again.

      “And don’t go to the bathroom or for a snack without her, okay?”

      “Can I go with Sadie and her mom?”

      Normally, Melissa would think the six-year-old negotiating her limits was a good sign she was feeling safe and relaxed with her and Daniel. Today, it just added to her worry.

      “I think for today, you should stay with Melissa. She has a lot to deal with. Promise me?”

      Lexie twisted her lips in frustration—one night at dinner the entire group had a long talk about the importance of keeping a promise. Once it was given you were honor-bound to keep it to the best of your ability—and gave a nod. “I promise.”

      “That’s my girl,” he said and gave her a hug, which warmed Melissa’s heart. Then he’d given her the batting order for his team and hugged her too, right there in front of everyone, and whispered in her ear. “You’ll do a great job, just keep her close.”

      Remembering their night together last night, her body warmed at just a mere hug. He’d snuck out to the couch before dawn and any of the boys were awake, leaving her to hug the pillow that still had his scent on it. Now her cheeks flamed as she took her seat near her friends, Glenna and Maggie, who both grinned at her.

      “Don’t even,” she said, to ward off any teasing and focused on getting the lineup on her scorebook.

      They’d both laughed but thankfully refrained from commenting and corralled the three youngest to their seats as the teams started their warmups.

      “Come on, Tre!” Maggie yelled beside her, coming to her feet. She always stood when her son was up to bat. Her husband, Tyson, was managing the refreshment stand today and his booming, “Go, Tre!” could be heard all the way in the stands.

      The all-star quality shortstop stepped into the box. The pitcher threw a fastball, near his knees.

      “Strike one!” the umpire called.

      Tre stepped back, adjusted his batting gloves, entered the batter’s box again. The pitcher heaved the ball at the plate. It curved away. Tre didn’t swing.

      “Ball!”

      “Good eye, Tre!” Maggie shouted. Now more of the home crowd was on their feet.

      Melissa looked to see Lexie bouncing up and down with her friends.

      Tre held the bat just off his shoulder. The pitcher reared back and hurled the ball. High and inside, just missing Tre’s head as he ducked back away from the plate.

      Gasps tore through the crowd.

      Maggie clenched her hand to her throat. “Oh my God!”

      “Ball!” the ump yelled.

      Tre took a moment before stepping back into the batter’s box. Melissa was on her feet with the rest of the crowd. The pitcher threw the ball.

      Tre swung.

      A line drive past the pitcher and into the hole between second base and the shortstop. Trent dashed home. A walk-off single! Their team won!

      “Yeah!” Melissa yelled along with everyone else and hugging Maggie. Two benches below, Lexie, Sadie and Gavan were jumping like crazy. The team had run out on the field to hug and pound on Tre and Trent, just like they’d seen the major leaguers do a thousand times on TV.

      “They’re so excited, they’re gonna give my boy a concussion,” Maggie complained but with a smile on her face.

      “They’re going to be bouncing off the walls, tonight,” Melissa said, gathering up her things, then caught sight of the younger kids heading away from the bleachers towards the field. “Lexie, stay here, please. I’m not ready to go just yet.”

      “Sadie Rose, you get your butt back here, too,” Maggie called, then leaned in close. “They won’t complain if they both have to stay behind.”

      The two girls turned and came back to stand at the bottom of the bleachers.

      “You planning on leaving your bat here?” Melissa asked with a pointed look at the pink bat lying on the ground in front of the bleachers.

      “No, ma’am,” Lexie picked it up, and held it over her shoulders like she’d seen the ball players do. “Coach wouldn’t like me doing that.”

      Daniel had given her the pink bat when he came back last night, taking the time to teach her the basics of hitting. Bryan had been the first one back from work, so he played pitcher and outfielder when she managed to make contact with the ball. Today, she wouldn’t be appeased unless she got to bring her bat to show her friends. Gavan thought it was girly in pink, but Sadie had immediately asked her mother if she could get one.

      After slipping the scorebook into her bag and hesitating a few moments to let some of the crowd dissipate, she climbed down the bleachers to stand beside Maggie and the girls.

      “How long until the team will be ready to go?”

      “Coach will have a short team meeting and then they have to shower,” Maggie said.

      “Shower?”

      Glenna stepped up beside them. “Lord, yes. Nothing worse than sweaty teenage boy smell. Be glad they’re only bringing dirty laundry home.”

      “Then I think we might get a drink from the refreshment stand before Mr. Landon closes up,” she said with a wink at Lexie.

      “And cotton candy?” she asked, exchanging a look with Sadie.

      “Please, Mom?” her friend asked Maggie, who laughed.

      “Okay, but only one and you have to share it.”

      They said goodbye to Glenna and Gavan who headed to their car and walked through the thinning crowd to the refreshment stand.

      “There’s my girls,” Tyson Landon said, welcoming Maggie with a kiss and Sadie with a hug. “Come to help us close up?”

      “Don’t I always?” Maggie said with a playful swat to her husband’s arm.

      Behind him other parents, as well as Rachel from the Peaches ’N Cream Café and Deputy Jason Clarke—one of the three deputies Melissa had seen milling in the crowds today—were loading up the snacks and cleaning various machines, one being the cotton candy making tub.

      “We were hoping to get one cotton candy and some drinks, but looks like we’re a little late,” Melissa said.

      “Aww,” Sadie and Lexie said simultaneously with matching pouts.

      “Not entirely,” Tyson said with a mischievous wink. “Seems I know one little girl who always wants cotton candy at a ball game, and she hasn’t been here once today to get any, so I might’ve saved a bag just for her.”

      “Me, Daddy! That’s me!” Sadie said suddenly jumping up and down.

      Her father reached under the counter and pulled out a big bag of blue, pink and white spun sugar, handing it over to his daughter. “What can I get you to drink?”

      Melissa eyed the shutdown pop machine then the bottles of water. “If those waters are cold, how about three of them?”

      “I like how you think,” Maggie said, slipping around her husband and into the booth to grab three cold bottles of water. “They can drink some and you can use some to wash their sticky fingers.”

      Melissa paid for the drinks and treat, then corralled the girls back to the bottom bench of the bleachers to keep an eye on them and keep them out of the worker’s way while they enjoyed their candy. As they ate and giggled, she scanned the crowd, looking for anyone resembling Gary.

      Finally, Maggie and Tyson came to collect Sadie. Melissa gathered up the remnants of their snacks and drinks to deposit in her trash at home.

      “Let’s go, Sadie. Boys should be out soon,” Tyson said.

      “Can we get pizza, Daddy?” Sadie asked as they all headed towards the parking lot, her hands in both her parents’ hands as she walked between them.

      Lexie slipped her hand inside Melissa’s as they walked, her baseball bat once more up on her shoulder. Her heart swelled at the simple act. Trust. The little girl trusted her just as Sadie trusted her mother and father.

      A gentle tug had her leaning down to Lexie. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to go to the potty,” Lexie whispered, apparently not wanting Sadie’s family to hear.

      “You know what? I do, too,” she said with a wink to ease the little girl’s embarrassment, then straightened. “We’re going to make a pit stop,” she said to Maggie. “We’ll see you at practice tomorrow?”

      “Wouldn’t miss it,” her friend said, then the family continued to the parking lot as Melissa took Lexie to the small brick building that housed both a men’s and women’s restroom inside. Since the high school sports of all kinds were big attractions for the town, years ago the town council invested in facilities for the fans and visitors.

      “We’ll make a quick stop in here, and by then the boys should be ready to go home,” she said leading Lexie inside, glancing around to be sure no stranger was watching.
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* * *

      Damn. He’d been sitting at this stupid game all day. Wasted his time trying to find a moment to snatch the little bitch. From the weeks he’d been following them, he knew the woman didn’t let her out of her sight. Not even Rose had kept such a tight leash on the little package. He’d almost given up hope on finding an opportunity to snatch her until he heard about the baseball game today one night in the Wagon Wheel bar.

      Good source of gossip, the Wagon Wheel, specifically the two old geezers who sat at the bar every night. Enough people coming and going, no one really noticed him—not since he’d shaved his beard down to a goatee and cut his hair military short. Looked like all the clean-cut new suburbanites moving into the area, if he did say so himself.

      The barkeep had given him a few glances at first, but after he became a regular and spent time talking with the old guys, the bald guy left him alone. That’s when he’d learned the sheriff’s men were looking for an old brown caddy. Also learned they were searching for heroin dens and dealers. Not much went on in a small town that gossip didn’t pick it up. He’d realized that sooner or later, his business would be compromised, and he’d end up in jail. Time to cut bait and get out of town.

      Today was his day to make his play for the kid. No matter what, he was snatching her. The crowds should’ve made it easy. Frustration ate at him.

      So, here he stood, smoking a cigarette with the bus driver for the other school, trying to remain hidden in plain sight until an opportunity presented itself.

      “Don’t really matter which party you vote for, they’re all crooks,” the bus driver complained.

      Snubnose nodded, his eyes scanning the group clearing up the refreshment stand. Just beyond he could see the woman with the two girls at the bleachers.

      “I’m tellin’ ya. All they want is more of the working man’s money.”

      “Couldn’t agree more.”

      The black man and woman were headed to the bleachers.

      “If they ain’t given it to immigrants, then they’re building useless walls to try and keep them out. Or forcing us to stop eating meat to fix the environment. Not to mention pocketing most of it.”

      Would this guy ever shut up complaining?

      The group headed to the parking lot. Then the woman stopped. The family continued on their way. The woman and girl headed to the toilets.

      Great! Now was his chance.

      “Gotta hit the head, man,” he said, taking one last drag on the cigarette before throwing it on the ground and grinding it in the dirt with his foot. With a casual wave, he sauntered to the restrooms, trying not to look anxious or threatening in any way.

      It was all about the timing.
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* * *

      All finished?” Melissa asked, as she waited for Lexie to exit one of the five stalls in the restroom.

      “Yes, ma’am,” Lexie called out. The flush of the toilet followed.

      Melissa held out her bottle of hand sanitizer for Lexie after she’d washed and dried her hands.

      “But they’re already clean,” Lexie said, holding out her hands anyway.

      “I know, but you don’t know if the last person who touched the faucet did as good a job as you cleaning their hands. We don’t want to miss any baseball games by being sick, do we?”

      She squeezed some cleanser onto both their hands and started rubbing it all over hers. Lexie followed suit, then grabbed her bat and glove from where she’d left them leaning against the wall. Just like she’d seen the boys do, she looped her glove over the knobby end, then swung the bat up over her shoulder.

      Melissa smiled at the image in front of her. Pink baseball hat held Lexie’s blond hair back in a ponytail. She wore a t-shirt with the school’s logo on it—a gift from the boys—jeans, pink high-top sneakers and the equipment of a very serious player. This was a far cry from the very shy, nearly starving little girl dressed in threadbare clothes who’d arrived at Westen House.

      “What are you smiling at?” Lexie asked, turning her head to look quizzically up at her.

      “I’m not sure, but I’d say a baseball player.”

      A huge grin broke out on Lexie’s face. “That’s what I want to be when I grow up.”

      “Then we’d best go get Coach Daniel and the boys, so we can feed you. You can’t be a baseball player when you grow up if you don’t eat.” Melissa held out her hand and once again Lexie slipped her free one inside.

      “Can we get pizza like Sadie’s family?” Lexie asked as the walked out of the restroom towards the parking lot.

      “Not this time. I’ve got a big crockpot of sloppy joes waiting for us when we get home. Besides, all the boys will have homework to do.”

      They walked about ten feet, when their path was suddenly blocked by her ex-mother-in-law and her other son and daughter-in-law.

      “Look at you, parading around like some holier-than-thou do-gooder, when everyone knows you’re nothing but a whore, sleeping with that deputy,” Jolene said with a sneer.

      Melissa tried to walk around them, when Frank’s brother John stepped in her way.

      “Probably sleeping with all the deputies, that’s how she got Frank arrested,” he said.

      That did it.

      “Your brother was a bully. A mean drunk and he used me as a punching bag. He went to jail because he couldn’t hold his temper and is an evil, vile human being,” Melissa said, taking a step towards John.

      Surprised, he backed up a step, but then his wife grabbed a hold of the bag in Melissa’s hand.

      “You leave my husband alone!” she yelled, pulling on the bag and turning Melissa towards her.

      Suddenly, her right hand was free.

      She whirled around to see a man carrying Lexie like a sack of potatoes and running away.

      “Melissa!” Lexie yelled, kicking her legs and dropping her bat and glove on the ground behind them.

      Anger shot through Melissa. She released her hold on her bag and ran after them.

      “Stop!!” she yelled, scooping up the pink bat in her hand, fear and anger making her legs pump harder as she ran to save Lexie.
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* * *

      That was a short speech, Coach,” Geoff said to Daniel as he and the four teens exited the locker room door onto the drive by the school.

      Daniel had to agree. Usually, after a practice he’d go into details what they did well, where they needed to improve and then some exercise to help them bond as a team. But today, he had this clawing need to get outside to check on Melissa and Lexie. They’d been in his sight during the whole game and he knew Melissa would stay with friends until they were done, but still the nagging sensation that something was wrong hurried him out the door.

      “Everyone’s hungry and got homework, tonight,” he said, clamping one hand on the tall teen’s shoulder. “We’ll have more of a talk tomorrow after practice.”

      “Yeah,” Colt said, stretching his legs to keep up the stride of the others. “Miss Davis has sloppy joes at home and I’m thinking I can eat three.”

      “You think you can eat three of anything,” Trent said with a good-natured shove.

      Colt shouldered him back. “Not salad. One bowl of rabbit food is enough for me.”

      “Lexie!” Melissa’s scream rent the air, pausing them all in their tracks for a second.

      His heart in his throat, Daniel dropped his bag of equipment and charged in the direction of the parking lot.

      “He’s got Shrimp!” Bryan yelled, all the teens running with him.

      “Circle around, guys. Try to trap him in,” he directed them. Praying they’d get there in time.

      Ahead of him, Melissa chased after a short-haired man who had Lexie, wielding the pink bat as she ran.

      Daniel wanted to warn her off, but realized she was the only one close enough to stop him before he hurt Lexie or got her in a car. If that happened, they might never get her back.
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* * *

      Melissa’s legs hurt. She ran harder. Breathing in and out through her mouth.

      He was running for a black SUV. She had to stop him before he got Lexie inside. Another four feet and she’d be on top of him.

      He’d have to slow down to open the door.

      She kept running full speed.

      Behind her, feet hit the pavement as others ran towards them. She didn’t stop to see who it was. Lexie needed her.

      Gary stopped at the car, juggling Lexie in one arm as he opened the car door.

      It was now or never.

      “Agh!” Melissa screamed as she lifted the bat, skidded to a stop and swung hard.

      Bone crunched as she slammed the baseball bat as hard as she could into the drug-dealer’s knee.

      “Fuck!” the man shouted, keeping his hold on Lexie and going down to the ground, grabbing his injured leg. “You bitch! Oh, fuck!”

      “Let her go!” Melissa yelled as she lifted the bat and hit his arm, making him release his hold on the little girl.

      Lexie scrambled away.

      Melissa still saw red. She lifted back the bat again, when suddenly, it was stopped mid-swing and Daniel wrapped his arm around her from behind.

      “No more, sweetheart. She’s safe and he’s not going to hurt her,” Daniel said in her ear, pulling her away from the kidnapper writhing on the ground.
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      Melissa’s vision cleared as her rage eased. Then she started to tremble. She looked around.

      Lexie stood safely in the protective circle of her four brothers, who looked like they dared anyone come near her. Her eyes wide and tears streaming down her cheeks.

      “I’m good,” she said to Daniel and he released her. She squatted down and held her arms open. Lexie flew into them. Hugging her close a moment, she let her own tears flow. Finally, she leaned back to check her out. “Are you okay?”

      “I skinned my knee when he dropped me.” She pointed to the hole in her jeans at her knee.

      Melissa checked it out. Light bits of drying blood peeped through. “We’ll clean it up when you get home.” Swallowing the ache in her throat, she smoothed her hands over Lexie’s face and stared hard into her eyes. “I’m sorry I let him take you.”

      “Those mean people caused it,” Lexie said, throwing her arms around her neck again and hugging her hard. “You came after me. You saved me.”

      Melissa stood, holding Lexie tight to her. Suddenly they were surrounded by the boys, the remaining teammates and parents.

      “Man, that was some kind of take down, Miss D,” Bryan said.

      “Yeah, you sure took Coach’s lessons on connecting with the ball seriously,” Trent said, then laughed. “Only, you connected with the guy’s knee.”

      “Guy crumpled like an empty bag of chips,” Colt added.

      With a look wise beyond his years, Geoff held out his hand to Daniel, who handed him the car keys. Then he wrapped his arms around her and Lexie. “You did great, Miss D.” When he pulled away, he took Lexie with him. “Come on Shrimp, we’ll go get the car and you can tell me all about it.”

      Always the leader, each of the other boys followed his example and hugged her tight before heading for the SUV.

      “We should go, too,” Melissa said, turning back to Daniel.

      He pulled her into his arms. “We will in a minute. First I need to know you’re okay.”

      “I’m okay. Really,” she said when he seemed not to believe her.

      “That’s good, because I’m not. When I heard your scream…saw him and Lexie…knew I couldn’t get there.” He crushed her to him again. “You having to save her. The danger you might’ve been in. What if he’d had his gun?”

      Trembling shook them and she realized it was coming from him. Fear and rage poured from him. Fear for her and Lexie. Rage that someone had threatened them. His face clenched tight as he focused on her.

      He doesn’t want to turn around. He’s afraid he’ll kill the bastard who took Lexie.

      “We’re all okay. Lexie. Me. You.”

      Behind him, she heard Gary.

      Holding onto his knee with one arm, he moaned and writhe on the ground. “She attacked me! Bitch broke my leg. Probably my arm, too. I need a doctor!”

      “Ambulance is on its way,” Jason said, as he slipped the handcuff on the drug-dealer’s free hand. Then cuffed him to the outside of the SUV. “Doc will check you out when you’re in the jail.”

      A giggle bubbled up inside her. “Well, maybe not everyone is okay.”

      Daniel burst out laughing.
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      He’d been tipping his pitches all game,” Trent said after swallowing his food and reaching for another french fry. “Every time he’s gonna throw a fastball, he lifts that right knee almost to his letters.”

      “His letters?” Lexie, sitting between Geoff and Colt, on the bench asked.

      “The name of his team on the front of his jersey,” Geoff explained.

      “We call that the letters.” Colt gulped down some milk. “Same as if the pitcher throws it and the ball is as high as your letters, it’s a ball and too high to swing at.”

      Listening to the casual everyday-type dinner discussion, Daniel leaned back in his chair, his knee pressed against Melissa’s leg under the table, as he listened to the boys dissect their first game. He liked having that simple contact with her. It reassured him she was okay. The conversation in the car on the way back to the house had been all about the near catastrophic adventure of her and Lexie. The boys appreciation of Melissa’s take-down of Snubnose Gary kept making her more anxious—he could tell by how hard she was clenching her fingers together—he’d finally put the subject in the we’ll-talk-about-it-later file and switched the conversation back to baseball.

      “Yeah, so when he lifted that knee—” Trent started.

      “To the letters,” Lexie finished for him with a grin.

      “To the letters, I just extended my arms and WHACK!”

      His phone rang in his pocket, stopping all the conversation. He pulled it out and saw it was his boss. “Hey, Sheriff,” he answered, his gaze meeting Melissa’s.

      “Got a minute to talk?” Gage asked.

      “Sure, give me a second.” He hit the mute button and stood. “You guys keep eating, I’ll take this out on the porch.”

      Melissa, her face somber, nodded and he headed to the front of the house, unmuting Gage.

      “I know I should’ve stayed at the scene…” he started.

      “Save the crap,” Gage interrupted him. “Jason and Wes told me what happened, and they had everything well in hand. How’s Lexie and Melissa doing?”

      “Melissa’s still a little shaken. Lexie has a skinned knee, but she seems to be bouncing back okay. The boys are keeping her entertained talking about the game. Of course, none of them will let her out of their sight.”

      “Those kids are shaping up to be great young men.”

      “I think so. Melissa’s been a good influence on them.”

      “I hear you have, too,” Gage said, and Daniel heard the approval and pride in his friend’s voice. “So I thought I’d update you. Gary’s name is Gary Yost. He’s currently cuffed to an ER cart at the hospital with Jason guarding him. One broken left forearm and one shattered right patella courtesy of a pink baseball bat.” Gage chuckled.

      “Dude’s gonna have a hard time living that one down in jail,” Daniel finally said with a grin.

      “Gotta say, I’m glad Melissa went after him, I might’ve bashed his head in or shot his balls off.”

      “I would’ve, too. But seeing her take him down? It made me damn proud of her.” He cleared his throat, moving a little further down the porch from the door. “Just don’t make a big deal out of it when you see her tomorrow. I think giving into her anger like that scared her a little.”

      “Brought back memories of her ex?” Gage asked.

      “Something like that, although she was defending Lexie.”

      “We’ll make it a very professional conversation tomorrow. With her and Lexie.”

      “We’ll be there first thing.”

      “Let’s make it around eleven. Judge Rawlins and I are going to arraign Snubnose in his hospital bed. Neither one of us wants him thinking he’s getting out of going to jail, broken bones or not.”

      “We’ll see you then,” Daniel said, hung up and turned to find Melissa standing out on the porch. “Gage wants to get your statement tomorrow.”

      “Just mine?” she asked as he joined her near the door.

      “Yours and Lexie’s.”

      “I hate that she has to relive it,” Melissa said, wrapping her arms around her middle.

      He pocketed his phone, then ran both hands up and down her arms. “You, more than anyone, knows the more she talks about it, the less frightening it will be. She’ll probably have to give testimony in court, unless Snubnose Gary is smart enough to take a plea deal.”

      “Snubnose Gary?” She giggled and leaned into him.

      Pulling her close, he relaxed. He loved hearing her laugh. “Sort of fits him, doesn’t it?”

      “Yes, it does.”

      They held each other for a few moments in the early evening darkness. Inside the house laughter and chatter, along with dishes being stacked in the dishwasher sounded the return to a normal routine. Daniel would miss this sense of family to which he’d grown so quickly accustomed. Something he’d never thought he’d have in his life.

      “Will you stay tonight?” Melissa asked.

      He leaned back to stare down at her. “If you want me to.”

      “I think Lexie will feel safer. I know I will,” she said, then licked her lips. “I’ve grown very fond of having you here. Of your nearness. Of you.”

      His heart swelled at her admission. He wanted to tell her he’d grown fond of her, too. Hell, who was he kidding? He’d fallen head over heels in love with her. But he wasn’t going to push it. She’d already been through so much. It was going to kill him, but he’d take it slow and court her until she was ready to commit to more. Remembering how she’d led him into her bedroom last night, reinforced how patience could be rewarded when it came to this beautiful, fierce woman.

      He smoothed a loose lock of hair from her face and behind her ear. “If I stay any longer, you’ll become the fodder of gossip. And that’s the last thing I want for you or your kids.”

      “I know. I just…one more night, please.”

      “One more night.” He pulled her close again and lowered his lips to claim hers in a kiss.

      “I’m glad you agreed,” she said when they broke apart. “I was going to bribe you with apple pie and ice cream if you hadn’t.”

      Giggling sounded behind them.

      They turned to find all five kids grinning at them.

      “You better hurry up, Coach,” Colt said. “I might have to eat your share of the pie.”
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* * *

      One week later, Melissa found herself seated in court once more, facing Judge Terrence Rawlins. Daniel sat to her left and Lexie to her right. Next to Lexie sat Chloe, acting as her court appointed advocate. Since Snubnose Gary was in custody and his ratting out the leader of the child trafficking gang closed that threat to Lexie,  the judge was going to make a final decision as to where to place her.

      In the days that followed her near abduction, Lexie appeared to be adjusting just fine. They’d had a funeral service for Rose in the community’s ancient cemetery. Lexie, with Melissa and Daniel’s help picked a spot near a red maple tree, “Because Mama always loved the colored leaves in fall,” Lexie had told them. All of the residents of Westen House, and everyone who had met the little girl attended the service on a warm spring morning.

      They were still doing home schooling. Wöden continued to show up for lunch most days. Daniel kept his promise to practice baseball with her and they attended every baseball practice and game the boys were in. Even at night, she seemed to be okay. The first night she’d awakened screaming, but quickly went back to sleep, once Melissa held and soothed her. It had helped that Daniel was there, too.

      In fact, the only change was Daniel sleeping at his apartment once more. He came for dinner after practices and games, stayed to help with homework where needed, read to Lexie before bed and spent time with Melissa out on the porch swing until he absolutely had to leave. They hadn’t been able to squeeze in another night of intimacy during that time, although they both wanted it desperately. But they didn’t want to take the chance that someone might find out and it get back to the judge before his decision was made.

      Melissa didn’t want anything to jeopardize the possibility that Lexie could remain with her at Westen House. After all these weeks of bonding with Lexie, she didn’t know how she’d survive her leaving.

      A warm hand settled over hers, breaking her worried reverie.

      She looked up at Daniel, who gave her a serious wink as his hand squeezed hers.

      “It’s going to be okay,” he whispered.

      She wished she believed that. Wanted to believe it. But was afraid to get her hopes up too high. She’d done that once. Believed in a fairytale ending which turned into a nightmare.

      All morning they’d quietly listened to the state CPS attorney argue why Lexie, now an orphan, should be placed in a state sanctioned foster program. Chloe had argued—backed up by reports from Libby Reynolds, Doc Clint, Sheriff Justice, as well as witness statements from Daniel and Cleetus from the night they found her—that Lexie’s best interest was with Melissa living at Westen House.

      Judge Rawlins asked Lexie to come sit in the witness seat. He explained that she had to swear on the bible to tell the truth.

      “I always tell the truth, Mr. Judge,” she said, her brows drawn down as if to say how-dare-you-question-my-integrity.

      “I’m sure you do,” Judge Rawlins said, with extreme sincerity. “But in court, we have to be sure everyone is treated the same. Some people don’t always tell the truth, so everyone has to promise to do so.”

      “Okay.” Lexie placed her hand on the bible, raised her other hand and said. “I promise to tell the truth like always.”

      “Now, Lexie, do you know why we’re here?”

      “Because my mama is dead and you’re gonna say where I can live. Which is silly. I live with Melissa and the tosters at the big house.”

      “The tosters?” the judge asked, looking quite puzzled.

      “Uhm, it’s short for testosterone, your honor,” Melissa stood and said. “That’s what she calls the teenage boys living at the Westen House. I’m afraid she heard that from me. I call them the testosterone crew.”

      The corners of the judge’s lips rose, and he nodded. “Good description. Thank you.”

      Melissa sat back down.

      “Do you like living at Westen House?” the judge said, turning and leaning in closer so Lexie could see him.

      “Yes. Melissa is a good cook. She also helps me learn math and reading, and we play fun games. The tosters tease me.” She leaned in and faux whispered. “They call me Shrimp, but when mean Gary tried to take me, they helped to keep me safe, like a big boy fortress.”

      “They did?”

      “Yes, right after Melissa hit him with my new pink baseball bat. It took two hits for him to let me go, and I got a skinned knee.”

      “I’m sorry about your knee. What did you think of Melissa hitting him?”

      “She was like a super-ninja warrior hero.” Lexie grinned across the room at her, then back at the judge. Everyone in the courtroom chuckled.

      “I bet she was.” Judge Rawlins grew serious once more. “Is there anything else you want to tell me about Melissa or living at Westen House?”

      Lexie’s face dropped a little and Melissa’s heart clenched wondering what she was going to say next.

      “Mr. Judge, I know I’m supposed to miss my mama and I did love her, but I was always scared. And she had mean friends, not good ones like Melissa. There’s Miss Chloe and her wolf Wöden, he’s my best friend. And Deputy Cleetus and Sylvie, she has costumes with real wings. And then there’s Miss Bobby and the Sheriff, he’s kinda scary, he’s so big, but Miss Bobby says he’s a softie.” She giggled and looked at Gage along with everyone else. He just winked back at her.

      Lexie turned back to the judge. “Then there’s Daniel. Sometimes he’s Deputy Daniel. He found me in the house and made me pink sock mittens and took me out in the cold. And he taught me about grilled cheese sandwiches dipped in tomato soup. And he’s teaching me to play baseball just like the tosters. That’s when he’s Coach Daniel.”

      “But mostly, judge, there’s Melissa.” Her face got sad and she leaned in closer. “Is it bad of me to love her as much as I did Mama?”

      Melissa sucked in her breath and clenched Daniel’s hand tight, tears spilling over her cheeks, her heart breaking and bursting with joy at the same time.

      “No, it’s not bad of you at all,” Judge Rawlins said with a smile. “It shows that you have a big heart and that you can feel love for lots of people.”

      Lexie smiled.

      “Thank you very much for being honest with me,” he said. “You can go back to your seat.”

      She jumped down the steps and walked very seriously through the front of the courtroom, then wiggled past Chloe and threw herself into Melissa’s opened arms.

      “I love you, too, sweetheart,” she said, hugging Lexie in tight a moment.

      Once Lexie was back in her seat, Judge Rawlins faced the group. “Having listened to all the testimony here today—”

      “Your honor?” Daniel stood and interrupted him.

      “Deputy Löwe?”

      “Before you give your ruling, may I approach the bench?”

      “You may, but keep it brief.”

      He started to move past a puzzled Melissa. “Trust me?” he asked in a whisper.

      She nodded and moved her feet out of the way.

      As he went to the judge’s bench and spoke quietly, a low buzz of curious conversation filled the spectator’s area.

      Chloe tapped her on the shoulder. “What’s he doing?”

      Melissa shrugged, wide-eyed. “I have no idea.”

      Daniel turned and smiled at her, but didn’t return to his seat.

      “I’m granting a five minute,” the judge paused to question Daniel. “Five minutes long enough?”

      “I hope so,” he said with a bit of a grin.

      “We’ll take a five-minute recess and Miss Davis, will you please join Mr. Löwe in my chambers?” He stood.

      “All rise!” the bailiff said.

      Everyone rose. Melissa nervously made her way to the front and took Daniel’s hand as they followed the judge out of the courtroom into his chambers behind it. Before she asked what was going on, the judge went to the other door that led into the main hallway. “I’m going to go get a coffee while you two chat.”

      Then he was gone.

      “Daniel?” she asked turning towards him. “What is going on?”

      He took both her hands in his. “I haven’t much time, but if you’ll have me, I think we should get married and adopt Lexie.”

      She pulled her hands away and stepped back, the big oak desk blocking her from distancing herself more. “I’m not marrying you just to get the judge to let Lexie live at Westen House.”

      Surprised at her refusal, he put both his hands on his hips. “It’s the most logical solution. She wants to live with you. You want to live with her. Adoption is much easier for a married couple.”

      “That’s the point,” she said, mimicking his stance with her hands on her hips. “I married once for the wrong reason. I’m not doing it again for convenience sake.”

      Understanding settled on his face. “I’m not asking you to marry me for that reason only.”

      “Well what reason?” Her heart took an extra beat as he stepped closer, once more taking her hands in his.

      “I’m asking because I’ve fallen in love with you.”

      “You’re just saying that to get your way.” She tried to tug her hand out of his.

      He held them fast, moving in closer until she had to look up at him. “I’m saying it, because it’s true. I love the way you love Lexie and the boys. I love how you have rules posted in the same kitchen where you have family meals. I love how you’ve learned to stand up for yourself and are a super-ninja-tiger-cat-mama when it comes to protecting others weaker than you. I love how grumpy you are in the morning before you have coffee and how you think socks are a sign of love.” He kissed her softly. “I want to buy you socks for Christmas.”

      “Oh, God,” she said, wrapping her arms around his neck and pulling him down for another kiss.

      A knock sounded on the door, breaking them apart.

      “One more minute,” the judge said through the wood.

      Melissa stared into his blue, blue eyes filled with honest love for her. “I want to buy you socks for Christmas, too.”

      “That’s a yes?” Daniel asked with a hopeful smile.

      “That’s an I-love-you-too-and-will-be-happy-to-marry-you-and-adopt-Lexie-yes.”
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      It was the last game of the season. They had already won their local conference. Next weekend they’d start playing in the state championship tournament.

      “Come on, Duncan!” Glenna yelled.

      Her son stood sixty feet away from the plate, ball in hand inside his glove as he read the sign from Bryan, playing his now usual position of catcher behind the plate. Tre, playing shortstop shifted closer to second base, sneaking in behind the runner for the other team who’d taken a couple more steps away in hopes of stealing or scoring on an infield hit. One more out and the Westen team would win the game.

      Bryan made a sign.

      Duncan nodded, came set, then suddenly, whirled and threw to second base.

      Tre caught the ball, swipe tagged the runner diving headfirst to the bag, desperately trying to tag back up. The glove caught his hand before it touched the second base.

      “Out!” the ump said at the same time making the out sign.

      The stands for the home team looked deflated, while all the Westen crowd who’d traveled twenty miles to see the game cheered for their boys.

      Over in the away team’s dugout Lexie, Sadie and Gavan jumped up and down with the team. Then started gathering up the loose balls and bats as their job.

      “I can’t believe your husband corralled those three into being batgirls and batboy for the team,” Glenna said as she, Maggie and Tyson, and Melissa all made their way out of the stands. “Wait, should we call them batpersons?”

      “Nope,” Melissa said. “Lexie was adamant that she was a batgirl.”

      “So was Sadie,” Tyson said. “She said only batgirls could wear pink hats.”

      They all laughed. All three kids wore uniform shirts matching the team’s, but while Gavan had the team’s matching hat, the girls had insisted they get pink ones. Daniel caved like a molten lava chocolate cake.

      She’d always heard that dads and daughters had a special relationship. Hadn’t believe it until she’d witnessed her husband and daughter together.

      Husband and daughter. Two things she’d never believed were in her future when she’d gotten divorced. One she hadn’t wanted again, one she’d thought impossible.

      After Daniel had asked her to marry him, and she’d happily agreed, they’d accompanied Judge Rawlins into the courtroom, where he agreed that Lexie would stay at Westen House. A week later, in a small ceremony in his chambers he married Melissa and Daniel. Their witnesses were Lexie, the four boys—all sporting matching t-shirts with the name Tosters crew arched over a little pink shrimp—Chloe and Wes, and of course Wöden. The reception was held at Maggie and Tyson’s Christmas tree farm with half the town showing up.

      It took two more weeks before Lexie could be formally adopted. A party at the Peaches ’N Cream followed that ceremony.

      “How’d we look out there, Melissa?” Geoff asked when she stopped just outside the dugout, keeping an eye on Lexie and Sadie as they ran around the bases with Gavan.

      After the wedding she’d told the boys she thought they should just call her Melissa, as Mrs. Löwe was too formal and she was no longer Miss Davis. Two of the boys still had mothers, so mom was out. Lexie decided mama was for her birth mother and she’d like to call Melissa mom and Daniel dad.

      “I think you guys are ready for the tournament, that’s for sure.” She shifted her attention to him. “Will your parents be at any of those games next weekend?”

      They were playing in Columbus where Geoff’s parents’ home was.

      He shrugged. “I told them in my last email letter. Neither one replied. They might be busy with work.”

      Melissa wanted to shake some sense into his parents. Geoff might not be following the plans they’d set up for him, but he was a great young man. Responsible, kind, artistic, and a leader.

      She laid one hand on his arm. “I hope they do, but remember, you have come a long way and have a family here who loves you.”

      Suddenly, the young man turned and hugged her tight. Just as suddenly, he let her go. “Hey, Coach.”

      Melissa grinned as her husband draped one arm over her shoulder and tossed the car keys to Geoff. “How about you get the car and I’ll hug my wife?”

      Geoff broke out in a grin. “You got it. Hey Shrimp, let’s load up that equipment,” he called waving her his direction. Bryan, Trent and Colt trailed behind as the rest of the team left with their parents.

      “I worry about him,” Melissa said.

      “Geoff’s going to be okay. After graduation, Joe’s going to offer him a full-time job at the Knobs & Knockers. Says the kid already has a good head for business.” Daniel slid his hand down her back, brushing her buttocks where no one could watch, then took her hand in his.

      Since they’d been married, he took every moment to sneak in a touch or a kiss, letting her know he loved her. Just as he had before, he continued to treat her with respect, listened to her and even when they disagreed, it was never in anger or violence.

      “Have I told you how much I love you?” she asked as they strolled to the parking lot.

      “Yes, but I’ll never tire of hearing it, not if we live to be a hundred.” He leaned down to kiss her ear. “And when we get our family home, and tucked in for the night, I’m going to show you just how much I love you.”

      She grinned, knowing he’d follow through on that promise. He’d already given her so much.

      Home.

      Family.

      Love.

      All those things she held close to her heart.
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      Dear readers,

      While what I write is always fiction there are often timely topics used in the plots. Sadly, the heroin and opiate addiction epidemic in the Midwest, and particularly my home state of Ohio is all too real. If you, someone you love or someone you know has an addiction to these drugs, please seek help. Below is a link provided by the city of Columbus with helpful information and links to things like emergency numbers, treatment centers and options, support groups for addicts and family members, access to Naloxone and more.

      https://www.columbus.gov/publichealth/programs/Alcohol-and-Drug-Abuse/Opiate-Crisis-Information/

      Suzanne
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