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      Abby’s golden retriever nudged her arm. Shadow didn’t like when she hit the snooze button, and she’d already done it once. His cold nose pressed against her warm skin.

      “Fine, I’m awake,” she grumbled, not ready to climb out of bed. “I need to get a doggy door put in. Come on, let’s go outside.”

      Shadow whimpered.

      Abby begrudgingly tossed the toasty comforter off, then placed her feet on the floor. “I’m up, I’m up. Just give me a second to get my bearings. You realize I’m not a morning person, right?”

      Shadow waited patiently. He was never far from Abby’s side. Together they padded down the long hallway and out to the family room. On the way to the sliding glass doors, she picked up the remote and turned on the television. She flipped to Good Morning Gold Coast, a popular morning show people relied on to wake up with. Well, that and caffeine. She liked Star, the mascot of Good Morning Gold Coast more than the host himself, but she was partial to golden retrievers. Who could blame her?

      Abby unlocked the sliding glass door and let Shadow outside. While he took care of his business, she went and unplugged her phone from the charger sitting on the kitchen counter. Usually she charged it by her bedside, but for some reason she plugged it in there before heading to bed. Even her most steady patterns were often skewed.

      Abby glanced out the window, but Shadow wasn’t ready. She scrolled through Reel Life while waiting. Her favorite part of the social media site was when others posted dog pictures. She was guilty just the same, putting more up about Shadow then herself most times, but who could resist the sweetness of a pup?

      As she lifted out of her morning fog, Abby worked out her afternoon plans. She’d need to visit the Redwood Cove Police Department along with the fire department. There were a lot of bases to cover if she wanted to dig into the arson investigation. It was time. She’d put it off long enough.

      She glanced outside one more time and saw Shadow waiting by the door. She scooped his dog food into a bowl, placed it down, then let him inside. “I need to grab a shower while you eat. I’ll be finished in a little bit.”

      She talked to him regularly, even knowing he wouldn’t answer. Shadow was her best friend and a good listener.

      The arson. It was hard to believe that two years had passed. When it first happened, she was too raw to think about the details of the event. And the circumstances…After all, it was her father’s remains that were found at the crime scene. Well, the dental records said it was him, but none of it made any sense. What was he doing there in the first place?

      It’s not like he would have driven himself over. He didn’t drive due to medication resistant epilepsy. Whether he called a cab, or somebody drove him there, what exactly was he up to? It’s not like he worked there. He was on disability and didn’t have any business there that she was aware of. Abby hated that there weren’t any easy answers.

      The police investigation had gone cold. The crime was written off as questionable arson when nobody could pinpoint the truth, and the case had never been solved. That didn’t sit well with Abby. Not one bit. Her father died during the fire, and somebody somewhere knew more than they were saying. It was no accident, and she would do whatever it took to find out why.

      After her shower, Abby dressed, then slipped Shadow’s psychiatric service dog vest on. Without his vest, too many people came up to interact with him thinking he was simply a pet or for emotional support. She knew they didn’t mean harm, but many simply didn’t understand not to interrupt or pet a service dog without asking first. She educated those with a quick statement when need be, but she wished more were naturally aware. It was distracting to the animal, even though he might not appear to be working to the average person.

      Shadow was more than a friend; he was her saving grace. He warned her of impending panic attacks and helped her before they grew out of control. He stepped in and separated her from others in circumstances that left her vulnerable.

      Without Shadow, she’d be trapped inside, barely able to move about in crowds. It wasn’t always that way, but after the assault… Abby drew in a deep breath. Don’t think about it now. You have things to do. She closed her eyes and pushed her fingers through Shadow’s fur. “We have work to do.”

      Shadow leaned in against Abby’s leg, comforting her with a gentle nudge.

      Abby went out to her SUV and popped the hatch so Shadow could jump in. She closed the back hatch, then walked to the front of the car. Once inside, she started the vehicle and lowered the back windows so that Shadow could pop his nose outside. He loved to let his ears flap in the wind as they drove.

      It only took ten minutes to get to the Redwood Cove Police Station. She parked and went around back to get Shadow. Together, they started inside. Abby glanced over her shoulder at least a dozen times making sure the area around her was safe. The hypervigilance never seemed to get better. They said over time it might improve, but she was still waiting. Shadow moved in sync with her, staying close. It wasn’t that she was in danger in the police station’s parking lot, but sometimes she couldn’t control the anxiety that crept up on her at the last moment. Her heart would race, or her breath quickened without thought.

      She was always on guard. Once inside, she was able to relax a bit more, and her stiff shoulders dropped. She took quick control of her breathing, then went up to the counter to speak with the officer behind it.

      “Good morning, I’m Officer Evans, how can I help you today?”

      The woman’s hair was twisted tightly around her head and tied off into a neat bun. Her dark hair matched her eyes almost to the exact shade. She didn’t wear a lick of makeup and her uniform was ironed and pressed within an inch of its life. Abby was certain if she could see her shoes, they’d be shined to a high gloss.

      She smiled at the officer. “Hi, I’m looking for information on an older case. I have a copy of the original police report, but I’m checking to see if there have been any updates since it was written.”

      “Do you have a case number, or a date I can work with?” the woman asked.

      “I do.” Abby dug the scrap of paper she’d written it on from the bottom of her purse, then pushed it across the counter.

      The officer picked it up and punched it into a computer. “I can print you out a copy of the report. There is a fee.”

      “Of course,” Abby said, anxious to see if anything had changed since the last copy she’d received.

      After a few moments, a couple sheets of paper spat out of a printer that sat a few feet away. The officer scooped them up and then slipped her hand under the counter to snatch up another paper. “Here’s the report you requested. I’ll need you to fill out this form which is the official request, and then pay the eight-dollar fee.”

      Paid and with the fresh report in hand, Abby hurried back to her car, so she could read it privately. She quickly helped Shadow into the back, then made her way to the front. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and learn something new.”

      Shadow didn’t reply, but Abby knew he was listening. It comforted her to talk to her dog, even if other people thought it was odd.

      “You do know he doesn’t answer,” her mother would say. “He’s a dog.”

      Wow. If only she’d been aware. Abby usually just mumbled under her breath and let the comments slide. What did it matter if she spoke to Shadow like a person? He liked to be included, and it didn’t hurt anybody. Besides, there was nobody she trusted more.

      Abby’s eyes darted back and forth, scanning the report. She grumbled. “Not much new, boy. We’re going to have to go to the fire department next. Hopefully, there are more details on their report. There has to be something. Right?”

      Arson. A cold case. Her father. And not enough information to understand what happened. It was up to her to put the pieces together. She’d decided to write a book about it, but before she could truly put it together, she’d need to investigate the facts, what little there were. She’d only ever written fiction before, so tackling something this close to her was a challenge she hoped she was up to. If it offered her closure, and helped her find the truth, it might make the difference her family was looking for. With a lack of answers, they always wondered what truly happened the night of the fire.

      At first, she’d been angry that there were unanswered pieces to the puzzle, but then it was frustration. How could they let the case get cold? Didn’t they know somebody lost their life? Why was the file tucked away? They said if it isn’t solved early on, it’s near impossible… Well, that wasn’t good enough. Her father wasn’t simply a number in a case file. She’d find answers where they couldn’t. Hopefully. She’d try. Oh, how she wanted to find them. He deserved that much. They all did. Their lives had been turned upside down. She needed to right the wrong.

      Abby started her car. She’d be passing the Dessert First Bakery on the way to the fire house. Maybe she’d stop by and say a quick hello to Joe Craven and grab a few pastries for later.

      Abby mumbled to Shadow, who she looked at in her rearview mirror. “Okay, so maybe I don’t need the extra calories, but do you blame me? Yes, I see you looking at me. Are you judging me? To be fair, I’d get you a treat, too.”

      Shadow wagged his tail.

      “See, that’s what your look was about, wasn’t it? Suddenly, it’s not such a bad idea to stop. You wanted something special, silly dog. It’s like you can read my mind,” she teased. “I forgive you for judging me.”

      After stopping for treats, they headed to the Redwood Cove Fire Department. If she could learn something new, anything, it might give her enough to dig into her book and recover from the past hurt of losing her father that way. Her brother Ian took the news hard too but turned things around in his life which ended up being a blessing in disguise. He was headed down a bad path prior to losing their father, but after the shock of it all he did a complete turnaround.

      Abby’s mother, on the other hand, never truly came out of her depression or mourning. She’d been with Abby’s father all her adult life, and there was a void she couldn’t seem to fill now that he was gone.

      While Abby felt the loss, having Shadow by her side helped her immensely. If she didn’t have him, she wasn’t sure what she would have done. Carol Graves was a godsend, that’s for sure. She was a very special breeder that made an impact on Abby’s life. When Carol was young, a golden retriever saved her from drowning. Since that time, she’d dedicated her life to these special dogs to be raised and trained as service, rescue, and therapy dogs. If it weren’t for Carol helping to match her with the perfect pup, Abby was certain her life might have turned out differently.

      After she was attacked…the assault tore her up into little pieces and spit her back out again. Even after all the therapy and counseling, it wasn’t until Shadow came into her life that she could move forward. She had Carol Graves to thank whole-heartedly for her loyal companion. Quite frankly, Shadow gave her back a quality of life she’d lost. Prior to him, she was trapped in her home, terrified of the world, and everything that lurked around the corner.

      And yet, here she was, sitting in front of the local fire department, ready to tackle a big investigative story—solving the crime of her father’s murder. Abby parked the car, got Shadow, and started to go inside.

      A large bay door was open. Inside sat a shiny, freshly washed firetruck. The concrete drive in front of the bay was still wet from the vehicle’s bath.

      She slipped through the opening, having seen one of the men to the side of it. “Hi, excuse me…do you have a moment?”

      A large man that reminded her of Paul Bunyan, big and wide, turned toward her. His hair was salt and peppered, showing his age. “How can I help you?”

      As he stepped in closer, Shadow stood between them, acting as a silent barrier.

      “I’m looking for information from an old arson case. I was hoping to get a copy of your records.”

      “Do you have a date and location?” he asked.

      She nodded.

      “Ben can help you out. One second.” He yelled over his shoulder. “Ben, can you come out here for a minute?”

      Not a moment later, a younger gentleman showed up. “Yeah, what’s up?”

      Abby’s heart stopped, then skipped a beat when it started again. He was easily the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on. He reminded her of the kind of guy that would end up in a fireman’s calendar, maybe holding a puppy, and looking all buff and yummy. The kind that women hung in work cubicles all over the world. She blinked a few times, certain she was staring. Finally, she shook her head lightly, trying to focus on the task at hand.

      “Hi,” she got out, after what felt like forever. “I need some help.”

      Ben went to lean in and pet Shadow, then recognized he was wearing a service vest and drew his hand back in. “Sorry, didn’t realize she was working.”

      “He. Shadow is a boy.”

      “Ah, he, sorry there, buddy,” he said, addressing the dog.
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      Ben Foster took a step back, respecting their space. He wondered what her dog did to help but knew it wouldn’t be polite to just come out and ask. Not his business.

      The girl before him had a certain vulnerability in her eyes, like she thought she was bothering them. That was the furthest thing from the truth. Honestly, during the day between fire calls, things were pretty dull around the firehouse, so company was a nice change of pace. They cleaned up, washed the trucks, and did odd jobs, but otherwise it was a matter of killing time.

      “You need help?” he asked. “What kind?”

      “Information,” she started, hoping she wasn’t still staring. It was hard to look away from such a handsome guy. That alone was weird for her. She hadn’t even noticed men lately. “I’m looking for an arson report from about two years ago.”

      “Oh, I can help you with that. Come this way,” he said, leading her through the garage bay area and through a door that went inside. “Two years, you said? We’ll probably have a report on the computer about it, but I think we were still in the process of switching paper reports over, so there might be something filed as well.”

      “Great. I’ll take any information you’ve got on the case.” Shadow met her pace step by step.

      “Two years? Why the sudden interest?” he asked out of curiosity.

      “I’m doing an investigation for a book that I’m writing.”

      He leaned against a stack of file cabinets, taking a moment to get another good look at the young woman that found her way there. She was pretty. Her long, brown hair had copper highlights in it and went just past her shoulders. He wondered if the sun put the highlights in, or if a stylist had. Either way, he liked how they played off her face. Her creamy complexion was dotted with a couple of freckles that sneaked out from behind her makeup.

      No wedding band; he liked that. “Do you have the date and location? That will help me pinpoint things. I’ll check the paper reports first, then we’ll jump to the computerized version.”

      She listed off the information he’d asked for and waited. She hoped something would come out of the visit. She hadn’t gotten anything new from the police report.

      “Wow, I remember that fire. Big burner, a stable. The odd part was that even though there was a victim, all the animals made it out of the barn safely. That’s a rarity when something happens and becomes engulfed in flames so quickly.”

      She pressed her lips together, not sure how to respond. Should she mention who the victim was? She opted not to, at least not yet.

      Ben opened the file cabinets and sifted through manila folders, looking for the month and year she gave him. He pulled one out and opened it. There was a stack of handwritten paper reports in it. Slowly, he flipped through the dates until he came to the specific file they were looking for. He pulled it out and placed the folder on top of the cabinets while skimming over it. “Lightning strike? That’s odd. I don’t remember it being a lightning strike.”

      “No. That can’t be it. The one I’m looking for is an arson case.”

      “What was the address again?” Better to double-check in case he’d pulled the wrong file.

      Abby gave him the information.

      He turned and scanned the file. Yep, it was the right date. “Look there. Wait a minute…”

      She cocked her head to the side, noting his change in tune.

      He pulled the paper closer, eyeballing it carefully.

      “What is it?” she asked.

      “That’s odd. It looks like somebody whited out the original slot and typed over it. This has been changed.”

      Her brows furrowed. “What do you mean changed? As in tampered with?”

      “I can’t be sure.” He read through the report. “Yeah, this is definitely the barn fire. The address is correct. Let’s go check the computer and see how it reads. Could it be a mistake? Somebody thought they were correcting a different fire?”

      “Sounds fishy to me,” she said. “You don’t find it odd? Too bad we can’t see what’s underneath.”

      He held the paper up to the light and looked at it from behind. “There’s writing behind there that’s different from the front, but I can’t make it out. It looks like it was scribbled over, then covered. My guess is that somebody got dates or times mixed up and thought they were fixing it. I can’t imagine it being done to tamper with a report. It was probably an honest mistake on the wrong file.”

      Her shoulders dropped. “Was it a simple mistake? Or was somebody trying to cover something up?”

      “Let’s check the computer,” he suggested again, then led her to a chair beside him at the desk. “What is it about this particular fire that has your interest?”

      She wasn’t sure whether to tell him, but with the small turn of events, she thought it best. This way maybe he’d dig a little deeper. Her stomach twisted in response. “The victim was my father. I’m writing a book about the incident, now that enough time has passed. I was too emotional to dig into this when it happened. There haven’t been any answers to solve the case, so I’m trying to see what I can find.”

      “Oh, wow! I’m so sorry to hear that. I had no idea. That’s tragic,” he added.

      “Thanks. Yeah, it was a difficult time. My family was stunned to say the least. Nothing made sense, not that you’re interested in those details. It’s just… My father didn’t drive. He shouldn’t have been there, and we’re not sure why he was. And now, to see that the file was changed has me on edge. There are some things that just don’t add up. I wish it were easier to find what we need, but it’s like pulling teeth to find another shred of something to give us hope.”

      “I can see how that would leave you scratching your head. Again, I’m so sorry to hear it was your father.” He started typing on the computer’s keyboard to find the file in question. “I’ll make you a copy of this paper one and print out the computerized version we have. There’s usually a small fee, but don’t worry about it. I’ll take care of it.”

      “That’s sweet, but I can pay the fee.”

      “No need. Let’s find you answers. You’ve been through enough” He sorted through a stack of dates, then entered the case number into a field where the blinking cursor waited. The computer flickered, went through a long list of files, then brought up a blank report.

      Ben scratched his head. “That’s odd.”

      “What?” She didn’t want to crowd him but was anxious to see what he’d found.

      “Nothing,” he said, then typed the case number in once again. The same thing happened. He turned to Abby. He pointed at the screen. “See this part here? That tells me there’s no file on record, but this here, says the file has been removed from the records.”

      “Why would something be removed?” she asked.

      “Good question. I’m not sure, and there’s no reason I’m aware of. Let me check who changed the file last. That might help us find out why it was altered.” Instead of the regular initials or name, it simply said “unknown.”

      Ben frowned.

      She noted Ben’s disappointment in the results. “What’s going on?”

      “Let me get the chief. I’ll see if he knows anything about this. Usually we’ll put our initials or name in when we change records if new information comes in. Accurate files are an important part of our job, in case of insurance, criminal complaints, and more. It’s unusual to see this. I’m not sure how that was bypassed.”

      Abby didn’t like this one bit. First the paper file was altered, now the computerized file was gone. What didn’t they want anyone to know? “How do we find out? Is there another way to find it?”

      “I don’t think so. Let me go talk to the chief. I’ll be right back.”

      She nodded and waited as patiently as she was able.

      Ben walked back out to the bay and spoke with the gentleman Abby had seen earlier. “Hey, Chief, I’ve got a strange situation. I was hoping you’d come look at it with me.”

      “What’s going on?” he asked.

      “Some files have been tampered with or changed but without a given reason. First, the paper file looks to have been marked over and altered. That could have been innocent enough, but then when I went in to look at the computer version of the file to see if there was anything else on the report, it turns out it’s been dumped. The file is blank. No initials or user name shows up in the last known changes. It simply says “unknown.”

      “Are you sure about that? Did you double check the case number?” the chief asked.

      Ben nodded. “Yeah, let me show you.”

      He went back to the desk where Abby and Shadow waited.

      Abby held up the paper report. Ben took it from her, then handed it to his chief, showing him how the cause of the fire had been written over.

      “Okay, that could have been over a mixed-up report. Oh, I remember this fire. Yeah, no, that wasn’t a lightning strike. That was the old Anderson barn. Odd circumstances on that one.”

      “Yeah, hard to forget it. We’ve had some doozies over the years, but that was something else.”

      The chief nodded in response. “True. Yeah, it’s a shame. There was a body in that one. We lost a—”

      Ben cut him off in case he rattled off details that would be difficult for Abby to hear. It was normal in their day to day talk, being around stuff like this, but he wanted to spare Abby of any extraneous details. “Abby’s father was the victim they found at the Anderson barn fire.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry, dear.” He spun to look at the girl. Now he understood why she wanted the files. The chief shook his head, grateful he hadn’t said more. “How sad for you.”

      “Yes, thank you.”

      “Now, here’s the computer,” Ben pointed toward the screen.

      The fire chief leaned in. “Hit refresh. Maybe it stalled getting the information. Let’s see if we can reload the file.”

      Ben did as he was instructed, but still the screen ended up looking the same. “See? Nothing.”

      “That’s a headscratcher for sure.” The chief ran his finger to the sign-off, and sure enough there wasn’t a name in for the person who altered the document. “I don’t know of any good reason somebody would delete a file. Did you check other file numbers that were close? Maybe there was a typo.”

      Ben got up and let the chief take the seat at the desk. “You try. I couldn’t find anything.”

      “Why would someone erase a file?” Abby finally asked.

      “Good question. That’s a very good question,” the chief muttered. “I run a tight ship. There’s no excuse for a lapse this big. I’d like to know that as well. And, who dumped the information and didn’t sign off on it?”

      “Is there another way to find a copy? Are there back-ups somewhere, maybe on an external hard drive or something?”

      Ben shoved his hands in his pockets and looked away. “Do you want to take this one, Chief?”

      The big man grumbled. “That would be my fault. I thought I had it backing up regularly to the cloud, but turns out I hadn’t set it up properly, and instead of sending those files up, I sent our administration stuff. We only recently noticed it. I could have sworn I had it set up right, but there are days I’m feeling dated with all this newer technology.

      “We’ve only updated to a more modern computer as it is. The thing we had before was like a dinosaur. We aren’t high on the list when it comes to this kind of stuff. Money gets poured into equipment and safety gear first, as it should be, but paper records are becoming a scarcity in the world these days. A paper and pen were an easy way to create files. No buttons to push, nothing to save, just a simple scrawl and you had your information saved in a filing cabinet.”

      Ben looked at the disappointment on Abby’s face as she realized there was nothing else that they could help her with. How was she supposed to learn anything with so little to go by? He couldn’t even imagine losing his father, let alone to a suspicious fire. He cleared his throat. “If you want, I could help you try to find more information. It’s been a long time, but maybe there’s something left in the rubble we could gather to offer you another clue.”

      Abby wasn’t sure what to say. “Thank you for the kind gesture, but I can’t pull you away from life to chase down some detail that may never show itself.”

      “I don’t mind,” he said again. “In fact, it might prove to be interesting.”

      Abby cocked her head. “What do you think, Shadow?”

      Shadow wagged his tail.

      “If you really don’t mind, that would be helpful. Thank you.” She was surprised by his offer to help, but grateful, nonetheless.

      “Sure thing. Why don’t I get your information, and I’ll give you a call this weekend? Oh, are you available this weekend?” he asked, hoping she was.

      She nodded.

      “Great. We can go over and check things out. Or you can stay home if you’d prefer. I can go over if it’s too difficult for you.”

      “I’d like to go. I’ve avoided the place as long as I could, but I think it’s important for me to finally make my way there. They never did rebuild the barn.”

      “No, they built another across the street. They own on both sides of the road, and the rest is now pasture. I think they planned on letting nature take over what was left of the remnants. Not much was there, last that I remember. A wood barn goes up pretty quickly with all the dry straw and hay, not helping matters. Oh, too much. I’m sorry, I should watch what I say.”

      “I appreciate you wearing kid gloves, but I’m truly okay. Two years have passed, and I’ve made peace with my father’s death. It’s more the fact of not knowing what happened that bothers me the most.”
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      Abby walked back to her car. She popped the back hatch open. Shadow jumped in. After hitting a brick wall and feeling like she was no further along, she thought maybe there’d be a shred of hope at the actual site of the fire. Either way, they wouldn’t know until they searched.

      She shuffled to the driver’s seat and decided to head over to the dog park for a while. She’d clear her head and Shadow could enjoy some play time. This particular park sat near the water. Shadow loved when Abby threw a ball to him. He’d chase after it, then splash through the water, all proud of himself. She turned and looked over her shoulder. “Do you want to go play?”

      Shadow barked. His tail swished back and forth.

      “Fair enough. I made you go do my stuff, today.” Abby started the car and made her way to the park. It was nice when other dogs were there, but when they arrived, it was empty. She scooped a tennis ball from a bucket of them she kept in the back and led Shadow to the play area.

      Her mind drifted back to the fireman at the station. Ben. He was going to call her over the weekend, so they could get together and search the Anderson property. He seemed really nice, and he certainly wasn’t hard on the eyes. His shoulders were as wide as two-by-four planks. It was hard not to notice, since his navy-blue T-shirt clung to him perfectly.

      Abby’s cheeks flushed over at the thought. Ben was handsome, and the kind of guy she’d normally be attracted to, but it wasn’t like she was on the prowl. She’d been off the market for way too long and wasn’t sure she was ready to tackle dating again. Besides, it wasn’t a date. He offered to help her sift through fire remains. There was nothing romantic about that.

      Shadow dropped the ball at her feet. She scooped it up and tossed it toward the water. Shadow bounced through the water, water spraying all around him. It always cheered her up to see him happy. He’d turned her life around, so she made sure that she smothered him with thanks, love, and affection. Grateful was an understatement—Shadow changed her world.

      The hardest part of the assault…

      Abby closed her eyes. She couldn’t see his face. Not the perpetrator—his was etched deeply into her memory. She’d never forget the look in his eyes. They still haunted her to this day. It was the witness that she couldn’t picture.

      Somebody had been there. They saw what was going on and ran anyway. Okay, so maybe they were threatened in the situation, but it didn’t change things. They could have helped her, saved her from the attack, but chose not to. In that one day, Abby’s entire world collapsed, and any sense of security she had vanished into thin air.

      She blanked out, dazed and staring ahead. The past rushed at her too quickly. Shadow whined at her feet and pushed against her leg. She reached down blindly and pushed her fingers through his thick, fur coat, then whispered, “I’m okay.”

      Abby dropped down to her knees and pulled him into a hug. When the memories came back, Shadow was there, helping her through. She’d been lost without him. The numbness finally lifted as she came back around. She pressed her forehead to the top of his head. “You’re the best, you know that?”

      She picked up the tennis ball and flung it toward the water for him. After another ten minutes at the dog park, she gathered Shadow’s leash, clicked it back on, and scooped up the ball.

      Her mind drifted back to the fire. How else could she find new information? It’s not like she was a trained detective. She wasn’t even sure how to start.

      Maybe Ian would have some ideas. She was afraid to broach the topic with her mother. She was less than enthused that Abby was going to be picking at the old wound, trying to dig up the past. And yet, her mom would be relieved to know what happened as much as everyone. She’d start with Ian for now and see if he had any thoughts about where to start.

      She’d quietly mentioned she’d be writing a book about the topic at hand, but nobody really got behind her. Ian mumbled something under his breath but told her to do what she wanted. Her mom, well…she grew to accept that Abby needed to do what Abby needed to do. She wasn’t sure how they weren’t itching to find more answers. It was the unanswered questions that bothered her more than anything.

      How did her father end up at the barn? He wasn’t exactly a farm hand. It was on private property. He didn’t drive. So, who took him there and why? How did the animals all escape? Had smoke overwhelmed him as he tried to save the animals? Too many questions…and now the fire department’s report issues added to the mix.

      At least she’d have a helping hand from Ben, which was hardly a bad thing. A smile spread across her lips. Okay, so he was attractive. Stop it already! It’s not like anybody saw her, but still being shy about stuff like that, she was embarrassed to even let her mind drift to what it would be like to hold his hand or to kiss him. Wow. Where did that come from?

      She hadn’t kissed anybody in ages. No, seriously, in ages. Abby reached up and ran a finger over her lips. The idea of being close to somebody again was simply a dream. She’d never be able to take the next step. She knew that. And it’s not like her PTSD was going to get up and leave anytime soon. Abby scowled. She hated what the assault did to her brain, more so than what it did to her body. Her body recovered, but her mind…the panic never left. As far as she was concerned, she was damaged goods.

      She’d head home, give her brother a call, and see if between the two of them they could figure out another way to scrounge for any kind of new details. Maybe she’d waited too long to start on the project. It was a cold case, information was sparse, and there were plenty of other projects she could be working on instead. It’s not like she’d even searched out a publisher for the book yet. She wanted to be further along before taking the step of querying. What if she didn’t find the answers she needed? It’s not like she could leave the book open-ended.

      Ian was a little bit older than she was, but only by three years. He worked in construction and moved around to different sites building homes. He’d had a rough go a couple of years back, getting into a few moments he probably shouldn’t have, but he was a late bloomer when it came to those things. While he was clean-cut, got solid grades, and was a total sweetheart through high school, sometime through college he started hanging around with a bad group of people, quit going to classes, and dabbled in too much partying with illegal drugs to make his parents comfortable.

      After a couple of big blow ups and his moving out, he seemed to pull things together. Well, okay, not right away. Abby was certain her father’s passing was a wake-up call. He seemed to get his life in order just about that time, found a regular job, and started to go to church.

      Abby excelled through college and had a promising start. She’d pushed through with heavy course loads and even folded in summer semesters to finish her degree earlier. She added classes online to the mix to help reach her goals. She had dreams. A vision. A future that called to her. She was going to make it big. Her aspirations were just waiting for her to grab onto, and if she latched onto the shooting star, she’d make her mark on the world with her words.

      And then it happened. One single moment. One single day. It changed everything. It was as if none of the other stuff she’d been working toward mattered anymore. She couldn’t focus. She couldn’t be around crowds. She couldn’t walk alone, like she had on campus and on city streets without hesitation. Now she questioned her every move. She looked over her shoulder continuously, and without Shadow she wouldn’t even leave the house.

      She thought that day would be the worst of her life, until she got the news that her father died. That was the worst news ever. He was always there for her, Abby’s champion, her best-friend and favorite person to laugh with.

      Abby’s stomach rolled, then buckled. Time healed a lot, but it didn’t bring him back.

      Once home, she grabbed a cool drink, refilled the dog’s water bowl, and grabbed Shadow a biscuit. She scooped her phone out of her purse and flopped down on the sofa. Shadow joined her on the other side, placing his head on the arm rest.

      While he snoozed, she’d get in touch with her brother. His phone rang three times, then went to voice mail. “Hey Ian, it’s Abby. Can you give me a call when you have a spare minute?”

      Her mind drifted back to the firehouse. Okay, maybe not to the actual building, but one of the firefighters. It’d been a long time since she’d been attracted to somebody, and boy howdy as much as her mind lingered on Ben, she certainly was attracted to him. It even took her by surprise.

      His short, dark hair was trimmed in a crew cut. His jawline was taut and solid. He had a Greek nose that was just about as perfect as a sculptor could make it. She hated how her own nose bobbed like a ski jump. And his shoulders, wow, they seemed to go on for miles. Abby swallowed hard and tried to push her silly school-girl feelings away.

      She reached for the remote and flipped on the television. After surfing through a bunch of channels, she gave up on finding anything to watch and instead decided to pick up reading her book where she’d left off. Carl Hiaasen’s latest was out, and she got whisked away in the fun story with quirky, colorful characters. His writing always made her smile.

      She jumped when her phone rang. It jerked her from the reading fog she’d been in. With a quick glance at the caller ID, she answered. “Hey Ian, thanks for calling me back.”

      “Sure, Abs, what’s up?”

      “It’s about Dad and the book I’m writing,” she said, then paused, knowing he’d have a comment to wedge in before she could continue.

      “You really want to go into all of that? Can’t you leave the past in the past?” he suggested.

      There it was. Abby drew a deep breath, then continued. “Ian, I’ve already explained this was important to me. Look, here’s the thing—I went to the police department and fire department today to get updated reports on the arson. I wanted to see if there were any new developments. Anyway, things didn’t go quite as I’d expected.”

      Ian chimed in. “New developments? It’s been two years, Abs. That’s as cold as a cold case gets.”

      “Exactly, and what I found was there was basically nothing of interest on the police report. Nothing new, no new leads, nobody even sniffing at the case, which is frustrating. Okay, but stay with me here, there’s more. After I left the police department, I drove over to the fire department to check on their reports. Turns out, the fire department’s records were tampered with. One report was written over, the paper version, and the computerized one was mostly deleted. Somebody didn’t want the truth to come out. Explain that to me.”

      Ian’s tone changed. “What do you mean it was tampered with? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “That’s what I thought, too. Something shady is going on. I would have been able to understand if it was one oversight, but both copies were changed. So, the paper file, updated, changed…okay, at least the computer report was correct. Wrong! That was destroyed, too. Tell me that’s not suspicious. Both files from a case two years ago have issues that point to tampering. I was flummoxed. Anyway, one of the firemen that I was talking to about this actually offered to come help me search the site and see if something might have been overlooked.”

      “You’re going there? I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’re digging at old wounds, Abby. Haven’t you been through enough? Why get tangled back into this now?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know why you don’t want to know more. Doesn’t it bother you that we’ll never know the truth about what happened?” she asked. Seriously, their father was killed. It wasn’t an accident. She was sure of it. How could he simply turn away because time had passed?

      “Those days are gone. Sure, at one point I wanted answers, but after this much time I’d rather let it go. You’ll never heal if you keep clinging to the past. It took a long time for me to deal with losing Dad. I don’t want to go through the emotions all over again. Do you?”

      “I get it. I do. It’s just that without truly knowing…Ian, why was he even there? I’m finally stable enough to look into the details of this more. I need to. I’m sorry if you don’t understand it, but I need answers. It’s the only way I’ll find peace with all of it.” It had haunted her for such a long time, the thought of giving up now wasn’t possible.

      “Well, nothing personal Abs, but I don’t want to be a part of it. I can’t.”

      Abby sighed. “I understand. I was just calling to ask if you had any ideas that I might not have thought of. I figured I’d check with you before calling Mom.”

      “Don’t do this to Mom. She’s fragile as it is, you know that. She’s never been quite right since it happened, and if you keep dragging this back up…”

      She waited. She knew he wasn’t finished.

      “Abs, do it for yourself, but keep Mom and me out of it.”
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      “Foster, you and I need to talk,” the chief growled. They’d just returned to the firehouse after a call. He lumbered away and stalked into the station’s office space. “In the office. Now.”

      Ben knew what was coming. He could feel it in his bones. It’s not like he needed to be told what happened. He was more than aware, but at this point, he wanted nothing more than to clean up and shower. Soot mixed with sweat covered his face. He understood the priority and followed behind the large man.

      The chief crossed his arms tightly across his chest. He scowled at the younger man before him. His voice was gruff from years of smoking. “Do you have a death wish? What was that nonsense? You put everyone at risk with that stunt of yours. What exactly was it that you were trying to pull? What have you got to say for yourself?”

      Ben shot his gaze toward the ground. It was too hard to look the chief in the eye. The accusations were spot on. He did have a death wish, but it wasn’t something he could talk about. He grumbled, “I was trying to get in before it was too late. I saved that woman. Doesn’t that count for something?”

      “You went without your back-up and risked getting trapped. You know the rules, two in two out. That structure wasn’t sound. What happens if I have to send somebody in to drag you out, because of your foolish thinking? You know how we work. You’ve been here long enough that it isn’t a surprise, and you know why we do what we do. Don’t play stupid. We were going to get her, but you needed to follow code. What if there was a backdraft?” The chief lowered his voice, realizing he’d been rough on the kid. “Listen, Ben, whatever is going on in that head of yours, you need to work it out. This isn’t the first time you’ve been reprimanded. I’m sorry to have to do this, but you’re on a thirty-day suspension. First ten days, you’ll be paid, after that, no pay until you’re back on the rig.”

      “You can’t do that. I can’t go without pay that long,” he griped. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “People’s lives are at stake. The decision stands. I’m sorry. Next time something like that happens, you’ll be out. Do we understand each other?”

      “Yes, sir.” Ben’s shoulders dropped. He knew the chief had every right to say what he said and suspend him, but it didn’t make it feel any better. His pride slid to the floor.

      “Good, now get cleaned up, and we’ll see you in thirty days. Counseling is available if you request it. I think it’s time for you to go talk to somebody. Whatever’s gotten into you, it’s time to resolve it once and for all. Your job depends on it.”

      Ben shuffled through the office, then trudged through the bay and stopped at his locker. His heart ached as he pulled out his stuff. Thirty days seemed like forever. He had a little in savings to cover things, but close to three weeks without pay would be painful. He’d need to check his spending habits and use common sense.

      It took everything inside of him not to kick his locker. An act of aggression was the last thing he needed tacked onto his record. Ben shook his head and balled his hands into fists, trying to stomach the anger pulsing through his veins.

      It was a cruddy week. In fact, the only good thing to happen to him was coming in contact with the woman that stopped by the firehouse looking for information about an arson. Abby. She put a smile on his face. He liked her dog, too. He seemed to be good-natured and had a good temperament. What was the dog’s name again? Shadow, that’s right.

      He actually looked forward to seeing her again. She had a girl-next-door quality about her, something that appealed to him. He could see falling for her gentle sweetness.

      Thinking back to her visit, it did seem kind of weird how both reports had been changed. What exactly was that about?

      He couldn’t imagine losing his father the way she had. It must have been so difficult. His father was the one he counted on the most.

      In fact, after a traumatic situation he’d experienced, it was his father who helped him through some rough spots. He’d seen something happening and felt helpless. A man pointed a gun at his head and threatened him. He turned and took off, thankful for his life. He’d never forget that night.

      There was a piece of him that choked. He should have done more, made a difference, but in the dire circumstances all he could do was run. If he’d done something different, would it have changed the trajectory of the day?

      Ben’s life flashed before him as the cold steel shook in his face. Yet, after running, he felt less like a man than he’d hoped. He figured he was hero material, but at that moment the truth stared at him and he flew like the wind. When it came down to fight or flight, he did the opposite of what he always thought he’d do. He was a coward.

      Ben’s father talked him through his heartache. He reminded him that he was human, and nobody knows how they’ll react until they’re forced to. There’d been shame attached to his flight. He could barely forgive himself for not doing more.

      Ben made peace with his reaction the only way he knew how—he threw himself into a new career. Firefighter school was tough, but was worth every second of training. He’d make a difference, help people, work his way back to hero material, and be the strong person that people expected him to be. He’d been weak. He ran. Not anymore. Now he ran headfirst into danger, not away from it.

      After vacating his locker at the firehouse and driving home, Ben headed to the bathroom to clean up. He flipped on the shower’s faucet and started the water. He was ready to wash the soot and pain away. If he was being honest, he knew his actions were wrong, but somehow it didn’t matter. He was forced to prove himself over and over again, if only to himself.

      The hot water washed away his sorrow and anger. He’d let down his team. He’d let down the chief. He knew better and had to take responsibility for the way he’d let go of control. It wasn’t fair to the others. They needed to rely on him, and he’d screwed up.

      After standing under the water and scouring his skin until he was practically raw, he shut off the water and watched the last of the soap bubbles spin down the drain.

      He dried and got dressed before plodding to the kitchen. His mind clouded over. Too many could-have and should-have thoughts plagued him. He shuffled through the cabinets looking for something to eat. Nothing jumped out at him. Instead, he grabbed a cold drink from the fridge and scanned the freezer.

      After debating, he settled on a couple of grilled cheese sandwiches. Hardly a meal fit for a king, but it’d get the job done in a pinch. He tossed his plate in the sink when he finished and rinsed it off. Ben ran on autopilot, his mind bound up like gum stuck to a carpet.

      He flipped through the contacts in his phone and stopped when he saw Abby’s information. He’d mentioned the weekend for their plans, but nothing was stopping him from seeing her sooner. He was free and clear for the next thirty days. If she was available, they could check out the site sooner. Wouldn’t hurt to ask.

      Ben dialed her number. He wasn’t ready to tell her he was suspended. He’d tell her that he’d freed up some extra time, so he could help. It was only a little white lie…or more like withholding information. It’s not like it touched her life. Besides, he was embarrassed to admit the truth. What would she think of him if she learned he’d been suspended from his job? He was certain her opinion would drop a few notches. Not the way he wanted to make inroads with a pretty girl.

      The phone rang a couple of times. She finally picked up. “Hello?”

      He was happier to hear her voice than he’d expected. “Hey, it’s Ben from the firehouse.”

      “Hi. It’s nice to hear from you.”

      “I wanted to let you know that my schedule freed up this week if you wanted to go to the arson site sooner than the weekend. I don’t know what your days are like.” It would be a good distraction, at least better than sitting around thinking about his suspension. He’d never told his chief what happened before he ended up at the firehouse. He wasn’t sure it would be a smart thing to do. Probably for the best. The less people that knew, the better. Maybe it was his ego talking. Either way…

      “Wow, that would be great. Are you sure it isn’t a bother? I’d love input from somebody who knows more about fires than I do,” she said.

      “Not a bother. In fact, if you want to go tomorrow, I can squeeze it in around lunch time,” he offered. He was pleasantly surprised by her reaction. Maybe having time off wouldn’t be such a bad thing after all.

      “Seriously? That’s great. I can meet you there. The sooner I can learn something new, the better it will be. I’m not sure what we can learn, but I’m hoping there’s a shred of something…anything. I don’t even know where to start at this point,” she admitted. “I guess it’s just a lot of hoping for now.”

      “We’ve got to start somewhere, right? Let’s see what we can find. Before we go digging around, we’ll need to check in with the Anderson’s and make sure they’re okay with us poking through the remnants. It is on private property. I don’t see it being an issue. I’ve sort of known the family for a while and think they’ll be okay with it.”

      Abby’s voice was filled with excitement. “Oh, that’s helpful!”

      “They weren’t home the night it happened, so I don’t think they’d be able to offer us any details in that aspect, but maybe they got word of something over time that they simply didn’t think to report as out of the ordinary.”

      “I can’t thank you enough. I have the seed of an idea in my head, but without enough facts, it’s going to be hard to write the story. Either way, I need to try. My father deserves that much,” she said.

      “I understand. It’s nice that you’re trying to tie up these loose ends and find some justice where there’s been none. I can meet you around noon. How about in front of the long drive that leads to their main house? The new stable is on that side of the road now, too, but the one that burnt down was across the street.”

      Abby repeated the information back. “Noon, tomorrow. We’ll see you at the end of the driveway. I’ll have Shadow with me. Thanks again for doing this.”

      He couldn’t help but smile at her enthusiasm. It felt better than the drudgery he was feeling earlier. At least he’d have something to focus on, rather than sulking around the house over his careless mistakes.

      Ben lapsed back into a depressed state. It shadowed him and refused to leave. A death wish. It stung with the truth. He could still picture the gun in his face like it was yesterday.

      The man’s voice reeked of urgency and panic. “Get out of here! Don’t look back. Leave!”

      The words haunted him. He didn’t see the victim’s face, but his stomach convulsed realizing he needed to turn away. He ran, as fast as he could, as far as he could until he stopped fearing for his life. When he stopped to slow down, he dropped his hands onto his thighs and bent over, catching his breath. He needed to call the cops. His caller ID would show. No. He couldn’t get involved. The guy already threatened him once. If he found out his name…where he lived…he was too young to die.

      Ben shook his head and tried to pull himself out of the moment. The past was the past.

      He focused his attention back to the fire call from earlier. He’d gone in too fast, not waiting. There wasn’t time to wait. He had to act. He was compelled to move, to push, to go farther, faster, harder than the others. Did he have a death wish? Yeah, maybe he did.

      A few deep breaths to focus himself, and his mind drifted back to Abby. He looked forward to seeing her the following day. She’d be good for him, a healthy distraction. It didn’t hurt matters that she was an attractive woman.

      Her copper highlights shimmered. It was the first time in a while that a girl stayed on his mind. His last relationship was before the incident. After that, it was hit and miss, date a girl here or there, but he could never get past a certain point. He’d freeze up in a moment of intimacy. His confidence was in the gutter. It stole his sense of masculinity and pushed him in ways he’d never imagined.
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      The following afternoon, Ben made his way out to the Anderson’s property. He waited in his red pick-up at the edge of the driveway. He’d left a little early so that he could stop and speak with the family before they did their exploring.

      Abby pulled up not long after. He got out of his truck to greet her.

      She slipped around back to get Shadow, then joined him. “Hey.”

      “Hi, how are you?” He couldn’t help noticing how pretty she looked with her hair pulled back off her face. She was naturally radiant and didn’t need a lot of make-up. Her highlights glinted in the sun. The urge to run his fingers through her hair was stronger than he’d anticipated.

      “I’m good. Are we ready?” she asked.

      Ben nodded. “I spoke to the homeowner. Mrs. Anderson said she’s fine with us poking around, but to be careful since a lot of the area is overgrown now with weeds. Basically, watch our footing.”

      “Oh, great. You mentioned you knew the family?”

      “Yeah, I went to school with one of their sons. They have six kids. It was bound to happen.”

      Abby smiled, then reached down to stroke Shadow’s head. He stood faithfully by her side.

      “Does he always wear the vest?” he asked.

      She nodded. “Mostly when we’re out. At home he doesn’t have to. It’s more to alert those around us that he’s working so they don’t distract him. It also helps when I go into businesses, since they normally are touchy about pets. It’s a quick visual that Shadow’s a service dog.”

      “Great.” He clapped his hands together. “Okay, are you ready?”

      “More than you know,” she said, then followed him as he crossed the street to the other side of the property. “I’ve been waiting for this. I have no idea what we’ll find, or if we’ll find anything, but the fact that we’re trying is a start.”

      “Absolutely. I can understand that.”

      Even in jeans and hiking boots, Abby was all feminine. He couldn’t help but notice. Together, the three of them made their way to the site of where the barn had once stood. It was mostly burned to the ground, with plenty of vines and weeds overtaking the area, but a few pieces jutted out from the ground, showing them precisely where the barn had stood.

      Abby sighed as she looked at the mess. “I probably shouldn’t have waited so long. It’s going to be near impossible to find anything.”

      “We can at least try.” He wasn’t giving up hope that easily.

      She shook her head. “You’re right. I’m kicking myself for letting two years pass before I came out here to look around.”

      “You might not have been ready. Don’t discount the trauma you went through when you learned of your father’s death.”

      “You’re right. It’s just that…well, this,” she waved her hand around, “is going to make things twice as hard.”

      Ben squatted down and moved some vines. “It’s not too deep, but it’s thick.”

      Abby let Shadow off his leash. “Stay close.”

      Shadow plopped down on the ground and waited for them while they felt around the brush, trying to see what was beneath it.

      Ben pulled at the vines, trying to open an area. He really should have come better prepared. Maybe they could pick up some trimmers and other tools to help with the process. He had a couple of basic tools in the truck, but nothing that would give them a hand up.

      Shadow’s tail wagged. A squirrel stood not far from him and twitched his tail this way and that. Shadow barked. The squirrel darted off to the side with Shadow chasing after him.

      “Shadow, no!” Abby turned just as Shadow shot off after the squirrel. She chased after him, scolding him for not listening. He was usually more in tune with her, but there was something about squirrels. Not cats. Not other dogs. Just squirrels.

      The squirrel shot to the left, then into a pile of brush about thirty feet from the barn. Shadow stood barking, then started to dig at the brush in search of the small animal.

      Abby sighed and clipped Shadow’s leash back on. “You know better than that. If you’re not going to behave, you’ll need to wear your…”

      Abby’s eyes went wide. She turned toward Ben and waved her arms. “Ben!”

      Ben’s head shot up. He looked over at Abby. She was flagging him down. He ran over to her.

      “Look!” She pointed to where Shadow had started to dig. “What do you think that is?”

      He knelt on the ground and tore away the vines and weeds that covered most of it. Abby leaned over and yanked at bits and pieces a couple of feet over. A large board, easily eight feet by ten feet covered the ground, completely out of place. She glanced around, trying to figure out why it was there.

      With enough of the foliage pulled back, he could grip the edges of the board. He shifted it this way and that, trying to free the rest of the remnants that sat on the wood slab. Abby reached over and grabbed an end.

      “On the count of three,” he said, “let’s pull. One, two, three.”

      They were able to finagle it from the tangled weeds and move it from the spot it had settled.

      They stood and stared, astonished. Beneath the board was a handle to what appeared to be a cellar door.

      “What is it doing here?” Abby whispered.

      Ben cocked his head. It didn’t make sense. He glanced back over at the barn, then back to the newly found boarded area. What was this doing here, when the barn was over there? “I’m not sure, but it sure seems out of place, don’t you think?”

      “I mean, yeah. I guess. What do you think?”

      He reached down and pulled at the latch, trying to see if it would open. A large creak greeted them as he yanked on the rusty cellar door. They both gasped at seeing what sat beneath it.
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      Abby’s gasped and cupped her hand over her mouth. She was stunned. Shadow sat by her side. She reached down with her other hand and pushed her hand through his thick coat almost out of habit. “What’s going on here? Where does it lead?”

      Ben scratched his head. This wasn’t a simple hole in the ground, there was a tunnel. The primitive stairs were more like a tilted ladder. “I don’t know, but there’s one way to find out.”

      “Wait! No. What if it’s not stable?” The last thing she wanted was for him to wind up hurt on her account.

      He hesitated for a second, then knelt at the edge. He wanted to get a solid look at the structure, but without entering it, there was no way to know. “You stay here. I’m going to test the ladder and see what I can figure out.”

      Abby’s heart raced. It was unlike anything she thought she’d find. But would it help them find answers?

      Ben cautiously stepped down the ladder and tested his weight on it. He bounced a bit. “I’m impressed, it’s actually pretty sturdy. There’s no give at all. Let me get to the bottom and have a look around.”

      “Be careful,” she called after him.

      He pulled a small flashlight from a loop on his belt and aimed it at the walls of the structure. He called up to Abby. “Wow. This is something else. It’s pretty big in here.”

      “What is it?” she asked, curiosity eating at her.

      “It’s a cavern. And it looks like a tunnel that leads toward the barn. I can’t be certain, but at this point it appears that way. But what was it for? Why would they need something like an underground tunnel?” He poked his head back to where he could see Abby peering over the edge.

      “Do you think it’s safe for me to come down the ladder?” she asked.

      “Yeah, it’s a strong structure. It may be sort of rustic, but this was meant to be used. It’s not crude at all. In fact, along the edges of an offshoot there’s metal shelving. It’s almost like a bunker one would use to…oh. Wait. Maybe it’s for tornado warnings, though we don’t get those too often around these parts. Is it a bomb shelter? I’m not so sure. I’d expect the top would be different.”

      “It’s getting harder to hear you,” she shouted down as he wandered to the mouth of the tunnel passage. Curiosity was growing, but fear talked her down. What if the ground collapsed or something happened? She turned to Shadow. “What do you think?”

      Shadow whined, took the edge of her shirt and gently pulled her back from the edge.

      “I can’t leave him alone down there.” Her voice quivered the slightest bit as her adrenaline shot through the roof. Would it lead to answers, or was it purely coincidental?

      Ben made his way back toward the ladder and looked up at Abby. “I’m going to follow the tunnel and see where it leads. If you don’t hear from me in ten minutes, either check on me or call for help. Okay?”

      She nodded. “You don’t have to do this. I’m nervous.”

      “It will be okay. Let me see what I can learn.”

      A small crush was developing rather quickly. He was brave and daring, something that was certainly not her strong point. She loved the way that he was willing to jump in and explore without hesitation. But there she sat at the top of the opening, barely able to convince herself to climb down and look around. She wrapped her arms around herself and waited to hear from him.

      Ben disappeared from Abby’s view. It didn’t take the full ten minutes, but more like six or seven. When he showed himself again, she sighed as relief washed over her. “It looks like the stability toward the other end of the tunnel gave way. I can get most of the way. I’m guessing it leads to the barn from the length. Maybe we can find the other end from above ground. Let’s see if we can make sense of this. Afterward, let’s go talk to Mrs. Anderson. She might know what the tunnel was used for.”

      Ben climbed the ladder back to the surface. Abby couldn’t help noticing how attractive he was. It was like he’d gotten even more handsome since the last time she’d seen him a few minutes prior. She held back the desire to jump into his arms once he was safe with her.

      The image startled her. She blushed, realizing how out of character it was. The idea of intimacy…she glanced away from him, embarrassed by the new thoughts.

      “Somebody put a lot of effort into building that. I’d like to know what it was for,” he said. “There’s shelving down there for storage. There were no cans or water stored, like it was going to be prepped for shelter. That’s the odd part. I’m not sure what they’d need to store underground, thirty feet away from the barn. Can you think of anything?”

      Abby shook her head. “No. I’ve got no idea. The oddest part to me is why it’s so far away from the barn. Why not put it closer, so you didn’t have to plow such a large tunnel out. That must have taken a ton of work, don’t you think?”

      “I’d say. And they put in support beams and everything. Whoever put that together knew what they were doing. That was meant to last. I can only guess that the other end collapsed due to the trauma of the fire or it wasn’t completed. Very odd. Hey, do you want to grab a bite to eat when we finish up here?”

      “That would be great.” Embarrassed, Abby’s gaze dropped to the ground. She was afraid he might notice the spark in her eyes when she looked at him.

      “Shadow can go to restaurants, right?”

      She nodded.

      Ben put his hands on his hips. “Great. Let’s go see what we can find over by the barn, then we’ll talk to Mrs. Anderson and see if she has any knowledge of the tunnel and what it’s for.”

      “Thank you so much for doing this with me,” she said. The way he stood, his sense of confidence and control jumped out at her. She wished she projected confidence. Either way, it sure looked good on him.

      “I’m glad I get to do it with you. I just hope it doesn’t lead to a dead end in your case.”

      Together they walked toward the barn’s overgrowth and tried to figure out where the tunnel would have come up at. It was hard to tell with so much brush. They pulled and moved vines but didn’t find the definitive location.

      Abby froze.

      “What is it?”

      “I got a chill is all. I probably shouldn’t be tearing this apart. It’s where my father died. I suddenly feel disrespectful digging around, like I’m violating the space.”

      Ben moved closer to her. Shadow slid between them, giving her space. She reached down gently and let Shadow know she was okay.

      “Do you want to leave?” he asked.

      “I don’t know.” She furrowed her brow, taken aback by the change of heart. One moment, she was digging looking for answers, the next reality slapped her with the harsh reminder that her father’s remains were found on that very site. She stepped back and brushed her hands on her jeans before taking another step back. “I don’t think I can do this right now.”

      “And you don’t have to. Come on, we’ll go talk to Mrs. Anderson then go get some lunch.”

      “Thank you for understanding. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.” She closed her eyes and tried to center herself.

      “There’s no need to apologize. I’m sure there’s a lot of emotional baggage connected to all of this, the fire, losing your father. It’s completely understandable.” He put his hand on the small of her back and gently led her away.

      The slightest touch sent a tingling sensation through her, like a current of electricity. Her breath hitched. She forced herself to relax. Finally, her shoulders softened and dropped.

      “Are you okay?” He pulled his hand away, realizing how quickly she’d reacted. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “It’s okay. It was nice,” she admitted.

      “Yeah?” He cocked his head to the side.

      She gently bit her bottom lip, then picked up her step, moving forward.

      Ben didn’t say anything but followed her lead.

      She wanted to reach down and hold his hand. How silly. Like a small school girl with a crush, she thought of winding her fingers through his. She hadn’t wanted to touch anyone in a long time. Her history…anyway, it was a nice feeling, although almost eccentric.

      They crossed the street together and walked up the long driveway. Ben rang the doorbell when they got to the farmhouse. It only took a couple of minutes for Mrs. Anderson to come to the door.

      “Hi, Mrs. Anderson,” he said, greeting her.

      “Did you find what you were looking for? You must be the girl Ben spoke of. I’m sorry your father was the one they found. Do you know why he was here?” she asked.

      “I don’t.” She wasn’t sure what to say. A bout of shyness crept up on her.

      Ben continued. “We found something interesting. Not quite what we were looking for, but something that might help explain a few things. I was wondering if you knew about the tunnel and underground cavern that stands about thirty feet away from the old barn?”

      She scrunched up her face. “A tunnel? What are you talking about? There shouldn’t be a tunnel. That’s quite peculiar.”

      “There was a board covering up cellar type doors. When we opened them up, there was a ladder that led to a cavern. There are metal shelves in place, and then a tunnel that seems to lead toward where the barn stood. I couldn’t go all the way through, as part of it appeared to have collapsed at one point. Does any of that sound familiar?”

      She shook her head. “Not at all. I wonder if my husband knows about it? You’re sure about that? I can’t imagine why there’d be a tunnel on our property.”

      “Is Mr. Anderson around?” he asked.

      She pointed toward the new stables. “He’s over there working. I’m not sure if he’s in the fields and pastures or at the barn, but you could try there.”

      “Thank you. If you learn anything, could you give me a call?” he asked.

      “Absolutely. I’m sorry it wasn’t the answer that you were looking for, but this is quite an interesting turn of events.”

      “That’s what we thought. Okay, thank you for your time. I’m going to head over to the barn and see if we can find your husband.” He turned toward Abby. “Are you ready?”

      She nodded, then thanked Mrs. Anderson for her time and for being allowed to search the property.

      Ben and Abby headed toward the new stables, to see if they could locate Mr. Anderson. Somebody had to know about the tunnel.

      They found him working on a tractor.

      “Mr. Anderson, Ben Foster,” he said, extending his hand.

      “Ben, how have you been?” He stood and wiped his hands on his overalls. “What can I do for you?”

      “I was speaking with your wife, and she said we could find you here. This is Abby. We’re here about the fire and the barn. Abby’s father was the victim they found.”

      “Oh, dear. I’m so sorry,” he offered. “Such a tragedy.”

      “Thank you,” she replied.

      “We were doing a little digging, hoping to find more information. I know it’s been a while, but it’s important for Abby’s sake to see what we might discover. Anyway, I got your wife’s permission to search the area, to see if we could learn something new. While across the street, we stumbled on something odd. There was a cavern and tunnel about thirty feet past the barn. Do you know anything about that? Why it might be there? What it was used for?”

      Mr. Anderson turned away and looked at the tractor he’d been working on. “No. It’s probably not a good idea to be poking around over there.”

      “Do you know that the tunnel leads to the barn?” Ben pushed.

      “I think you should leave. Good day.” He turned back to his work, not saying another word.

      “Mr. Anderson, please,” Abby begged. “If you know anything…”

      “Young lady, I’m terribly sorry about your father’s passing, but I think it’s best that you leave this in the past.”

      Ben stepped up closer. “What do you know?”

      Mr. Anderson glared at Ben. “It’s better for everyone if we pretend this never happened. You should leave. We’re finished here.”
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      Abby’s stomach knotted. She wrapped her hand across it. Anxiety crept up her spine. The familiar dread shallowed her breathing. Shadow nudged against her for comfort. Her heart raced like a thoroughbred running down a track. She could hear it thundering in her ears. Thump. Thump. Thump. The space in front of her got smaller and smaller.

      Shadow whimpered and nudged Ben’s leg next, to get his attention.

      Ben looked down. “What is it, boy?”

      Shadow nudged Abby’s hand with his head. Ben caught on. “Abby, are you okay?”

      Abby heard his voice, but it was distant, as if he were in another room. Her breathing grew more labored. Lightheaded, she tried to make sense of what was happening.

      “What can I do?” he asked. “Come on, stay with me.”

      She nodded her head, trying to focus and draw in deep, slow breaths. It’s not like she kept smelling salts handy. Why couldn’t she think clearly?

      Shadow whimpered again and nudged the handbag that was strapped over her shoulder.

      “Is there something you need in your bag?” Ben asked, trying to help her focus.

      Abby nodded, but couldn’t think clearly. Her mind was foggy. His voice grew more distant.

      Ben spoke slowly. “I’m going to check your purse for medication, okay? Do you have anxiety medicine for panic attacks?”

      She nodded again. Still no words. Finally, she whispered, “I’m okay.”

      Their hands brushed against one another as she blindly went to open her purse.

      Abby took a pill out and swallowed it. There’d be time to be embarrassed later. All she could do was concentrate on the here and now. Within a few minutes, her heartbeat slowed, and the sense that she was drowning in anxiety smoothed over. She quietly walked back to her car, then leaned against it, embarrassed by her lack of control.

      “Panic attack?” he asked.

      It was hard to make eye contact. Great. What guy wants to get involved with a girl who can’t hold it together? It made it all too real. In the confines of her home, alone, it wasn’t a big deal, but in front of a cute guy that she was interested in…not so much. Her gaze dropped to the ground. She mumbled, “Yeah. Sorry about that.”

      Ben tenderly tipped her chin up toward him so that she’d look at him. “Don’t apologize. It’s okay. You didn’t do anything wrong. All I care about is that you’re past whatever it is that set you off.”

      “I have a lot of baggage. I’m damaged goods,” she said quietly. Abby swallowed hard, wishing she could disappear.

      “No. You’re not damaged goods. You’re human. We all go through stuff.” He drew his finger to her lips and tenderly traced them. The desire to kiss her was so strong, he could almost taste her. Now wasn’t the time. “Why don’t we get something to eat? I’ll drive, then we can come back and get your car.”

      “Are you sure you still want to go out for lunch?”

      “Why wouldn’t I?” He scrunched up his nose, confused.

      “Aren’t you afraid I’ll embarrass you?” she asked.

      He was taken aback. The thought never crossed his mind. Why would she think that? “No. Not the slightest bit. I want to spend time with you, if you couldn’t tell.”

      “You’re not just being nice?” Why did she need so much reassurance?

      “If you hadn’t noticed, I’m attracted to you. I thought it was obvious. Maybe I’m being too subtle?” he said.

      “You like me? I like you, too,” she admitted quietly.

      “Good, now that this conversation is out of the way, we can put this behind us…yes?”

      She nodded. Her cheeks heated over. He liked her. That was really nice. Really. Why did she feel like a child? She was a grown woman, yet ever since…well, it had been a while since she’d been involved with another person. It’s like she’d been cast back to high school.

      They moved silently toward Ben’s truck. He opened the passenger door for them and waited for Shadow to jump up. Abby got in behind her dog and buckled her seat belt.

      Ben walked around to the driver’s side and got in the truck. “Will you tell me about Shadow? What brought him to you as a service dog? Was it a pattern of events, or one in particular? I’d love to know more, if you don’t mind sharing.”

      She drew in a deep breath. “I don’t mind. I just hope you’re not freaked out hearing about stuff like mental health issues. I always get nervous talking about them, because people either look at you with pity or suddenly they’re nervous to be around you, like you’ll snap or something. Other disabilities are visible, so people think they know what to expect. With mental health, they’re always judging your behavior. I like you, Ben, but I am who I am. I’m not going to hide my issues, but it’s also not always easy to be around me. You’d do better to find somebody less complicated to hang out with.”

      “You leave that decision to me,” he said. “I don’t scare easy. Not anymore, at least.”

      She cocked her head to the side at the last bit. Not anymore? What exactly did that mean?

      They drove past the Gold Coast Community College on the way to the restaurant.

      Abby finally found her footing and started the conversation, not sure how much detail to include. She’d generalize most of it unless he asked for more information. It was easier that way. “So, a couple of years ago, I went through something. It was a traumatic incident. I went to therapy for a while, but I was still having trouble getting past what happened. It wasn’t my father’s passing. This was before that.”

      “Okay,” he said, following along.

      She cleared her throat, then continued. “Anyway, it messed with my head a lot, and left me in a state of constant fear. I was diagnosed with Post Traumatic Stress Disorder or as most people call it PTSD, and the anxiety and panic attacks tend to appear when I’m stressed. Shadow helps me in different ways. A lot of people respond to treatment or get past the initial shock of something, but for some reason I was stuck. That’s when they suggested I look at getting a service dog. Shadow has been the best thing to happen to me. He’s not only a caretaker, he’s my best friend.”

      “I’m sorry you had to go through something that left you traumatized. You’ve had more than your fair share of stuff. And then losing your father as well… That’s rough.”

      “I stay home more than I go out. I guess I feel safer being in the confines of my own space. I tend to get hypervigilant and nervous in crowds.” She laughed nervously. “I should probably stop talking. I’m not painting a very attractive picture.”

      “Life can be messy. I expect most people to have baggage these days. We all do. I wish you wouldn’t stop talking, though. I’d like to know more about you. Trust me, I have my own issues. None of us are perfect.”

      Abby thanked him for his gentle understanding.

      “Can I ask what happened or is it still too hard to discuss?”

      She closed her eyes, then continued. “I was attacked and assaulted. It’s hard for me to talk about the details, but I was terrified for my life and have never been the same.”

      “I understand that feeling.”

      “I guess fighting fires must get scary,” she said.

      “Not that way. I had a gun pointed at my head one time. It changed everything I’d ever thought of myself. I ran like a coward.” He wasn’t sure why he admitted it, but since she was being so vulnerable, it seemed only fair to show her that he had demons, too.

      “How is that being a coward? If a gun is in your face, the natural desire is to survive. I’d have run too,” she admitted.

      “I guess. But something was going down, and maybe I could have helped. The fact that I took off left me questioning who I am. It really played with my head. I felt like the world’s biggest loser. What if I could have made a difference? Instead of helping, I ran.”

      “Seriously, a gun pointed at you is enough reason to run. Have you forgiven yourself?” she asked.

      “I keep trying. I guess that’s why I run into burning buildings sometimes. I’m trying to gain some sort of redemption. What if me running made things worse?”

      “You can’t know that,” she said, comforting him.

      Ben shrugged. “Well, now you know that you’re not alone. I screwed up my head, and it’s taken me a couple of years to move forward. So, an anxiety attack doesn’t freak me out. No need to worry about judgement.”

      “I appreciate you sharing that with me.” It was nice that he was open. At least for a moment in time she didn’t feel like such a loser.

      They pulled up to a restaurant that sat beside the popular Sweets and Treats.

      “Have you ever had the giant donuts from there?” Ben asked. “We’ll need to pick one up after lunch. You can take it home with you.”

      “Oh, yeah, they’re amazing, but huge! They have gourmet vegan dog treats, too. Maybe I’ll grab Shadow something while we’re at it.”

      “I think he deserves one. He was a big help today in more ways than one.”
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      Ben and Abby were led to a corner booth by the hostess. The red vinyl booths had a retro feel. She handed them menus and pointed out the drink menu by the salt and pepper shakers. “Your server will be with you shortly.”

      Ben knew he should be deciding what he wanted to order, but he was too busy gazing at his company. Abby’s lips were soft, pink, and pouty, like a little rosebud. He’d gone into the day attracted to her, but through the events of their heightened adrenaline, the pull toward her grew stronger.

      “What do you think was going on with Mr. Anderson?” she asked. “I didn’t like his reaction one bit. He knows more than he’s saying, obviously. The way he shut down at the end and told us to leave…”

      “Yeah, his demeanor changed way too quickly. I didn’t want to press, though there’s something’s fishy going on if you ask me,” he agreed.

      A waitress appeared and took their drink orders, then promised to come back to get the rest of their order. Ben nodded and told her they’d need a little bit of extra time.

      “What do you think it’s about? I’m still trying to figure out why somebody would put a tunnel to and from the barn? If it was a ground cellar, he’d have just said so, like we store grain there or potatoes. Instead, his reaction gave away too much. And why would it be a secret? I do believe Mrs. Anderson didn’t know about it. She seemed genuinely surprised at the news. On the other hand, just the way Mr. Anderson looked at you—it sent chills through me. Like he’d been caught red handed or something, and yet what could possibly make him so uncomfortable? It’s on his property after all. What’s the big deal, unless there’s a reason it shouldn’t be there?”

      Ben shook his head in frustration. “I’m wracking my brain trying to figure out what the tunnel could have been used for. If it were a survivalist thing, it would have surplus items stocked. Think about it; cans, water, maybe a radio, but it was cleaned out. Not a speck of anything was left behind. And even in a severe weather situation, there would be provisions, wouldn’t you think? Why else would there be shelves built into the cavern? It looks like it was cleaned out, not loaded. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Why would a farm need a tunnel? That’s the part that confuses me. They have all that property, along with plenty of outbuildings. What was the purpose? I can’t really think of what purpose it would fill. And with a ladder, it obviously wasn’t for animals. It’s not like a cow or horse could climb one.”

      Ben pondered. “I wonder if your father knew about it?”

      “My dad? Why would he? And why was he even at the Anderson property? I wish I didn’t have so many unanswered questions. That bothers me more than anything…the not knowing,” she admitted.

      “Yeah, I can imagine that would be difficult to live with. I wish I could have found you some answers. I know how much this means to you. Instead, we’re left scratching our heads.”

      “Maybe we did find something. Only we have no idea what the question is this time. We found the tunnel, but what does it mean? Could that have anything to do with what happened?” She reached down and patted Shadow’s head. He was happy curled at their feet under the table.

      Ben watched how Abby’s cheeks rounded as she smiled. A small dimple cut into one of her cheeks. She was cute in a girl-next-door way, and yet pretty at the same time. A strand of hair escaped from the elastic that held her hair back. He wanted to reach over and gently move it off her face, and over her ear. He resisted the urge.

      When the server returned with their drinks, they placed their lunch order. Ben planned on taking his time when it came to lunch. The longer he got to spend around Abby, the better. Besides, it pushed the disappointment of being suspended from work from his mind. Lunch with Abby was a pleasant reward from it all.

      “Do you think we should tell the police about the tunnel?” she asked.

      “I’m not sure. It’s not like there’s anything illegal about having a tunnel on your property. Odd? Most certainly. Wrong? No. It didn’t look like there was anything in the cavern other than shelves that would tell them anything. I’m just not quite sure what we’d be reporting.”

      She nodded. “Right. I understand what you’re saying, but doesn’t it feel like somebody should know something about it? What if it reopens the case file?”

      “Honestly,” he started, “I’d like to try and figure out what it was used for before the cops get in there. Once they do, it will be shut off us. There’s no chance of us checking things out if they’re investigating it. Maybe we should work on getting more information about of Mr. Anderson first. What do you think?”

      Abby clasped her hands. “I don’t know what the right thing to do is. If it can lead to answers, and the police have the ability to maybe see things that we’d overlook, it could be good. Yet, if we can figure out more about the tunnel first, they might take us more seriously. The tunnel itself isn’t illegal, but maybe its purposes were.”

      Ben snapped his fingers. “Yes! What if it was a shady way to transport things in and out of the barn, without being noticed?”

      Abby scrunched up her nose. “Like what?”

      “I’m not sure, but Mr. Anderson certainly knows. I say we go back and have another talk with him,” he suggested.

      Abby shook her head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. He wasn’t happy. I don’t want to end up in trouble.”

      “I get what you’re saying, but the fact that he wasn’t happy is exactly why I’m going to press for more information. He knows something, and I’m going to find out what.”

      Abby wanted to back him up, but it didn’t feel right. Her belly buckled. “I think I have to sit that one out. I don’t want there to be ill will. He may know something, but what if it’s not bad or whatever it is that you’re thinking? What if there’s a simple answer, and we push too hard?”

      “Maybe I’m getting carried away.” Ben sighed.

      “Besides, I’ve already pulled you away from work long enough.”

      Ben looked across the table. “About that…”

      She cocked her head to the side. “What?”

      He flinched, then hesitated. “I’ve got a little bit of extra time off. I don’t mind helping.”

      “The way you said that…” she asked. “What’s going on?”

      “I may have been put on suspension,” he answered bashfully, hating to admit the truth.

      Abby’s eyes flew open wide. “You were suspended? Why?”

      “I went into a dangerous structure fire without waiting for back up. It was for the good of the woman inside, but not for our team. It causes problems when we don’t work together,” he admitted.

      “Okay, let me understand this. You went into a fire to help somebody, but got in trouble? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “There’s an expression in my line of work. It goes ‘we save lives, not trade lives,’ and what it means is that there are safety precautions in place to keep everyone safe. What I did could have put the rest of my team in jeopardy. From one side it sounds heroic, but from the working side it was dangerous and stupid.”

      “Oh.”

      “The good news is that I saved the woman. The bad news is that I was reprimanded for my careless actions. I get it, I do. I was at fault, but it doesn’t feel so great to admit that I’m suspended. It’s kind of embarrassing.”

      “That’s a stiff penalty,” she said.

      “It’s not the first time.” He looked away. “I’ve got a pattern that’s caused some issues. I knew better than to make that choice but took the risk anyway.”

      “It wasn’t the first time? Why did you do it then?” she asked.

      He mumbled. “I don’t know what gets into me sometimes. Adrenaline, maybe? It’s foolish, but in a job like mine, you need to reel it in and stay under control for the safety of the entire crew.”

      “I see.”

      “Do you think less of me?” he asked, almost not wanting to know.

      “Not one bit. I think you’re overly anxious to help. Though for the safety of the others, it sounds like you need to put your brakes on before making too quick of a decision.”

      Ben reached across the table for Abby’s hand. She questioned the look in his eyes, then offered her hand.

      “I like you, Abby. In fact, I like you a lot. I’m hoping that we can spend more time together.”

      She glanced away for a moment. “I’d like that, but I need to be honest. I’m not very good with intimacy and letting people in. I tend to have rather thick walls around me, even when I don’t want there to be.”

      “Why don’t we take it one day at a time and get to know each other? There’s no pressure, we won’t make promises, and it will be no strings attached for now if it makes you more comfortable, but I’d really like to see you again.”

      Her cheeks heated over. “That sounds just my speed.”

      When their food arrived, they centered the talk on small talk and casual details. Ben noticed Abby’s shoulders relaxed and weren’t as tensed or hunched up as the meal went on. He was glad she’d let go of her stress and concerns.

      During the meal, in between bites, she slipped a few snippets of food down to Shadow. Once finished, Abby took Shadow to a grassy area by the side of the parking lot to give him a moment.

      They climbed back into Ben’s truck and drove toward the Anderson property so that she could pick up her car. After everything that had gone on, she was ready to head home. With plans to talk the following day, they parted ways.

      Ben waited for Abby to leave. When her vehicle was out of view, he slipped out of his truck and went in search of Mr. Anderson. There was more to say, and more to learn. He hoped to find him back at the barn.

      When he couldn’t locate him, he asked one of the stable workers about where he might be. The worker pointed toward the house, so Ben turned his attention there.

      Ben walked up to the front door of the farm house and rang the bell. Mrs. Anderson answered the door, but this time she pulled her arms tightly around herself on seeing him. “You’re back?”

      “Is your husband around? I wanted to ask—”

      She cut in apologetically. “I’m sorry. He’s asked me not to speak with you. I’ll need you to leave the property and not return.”

      “What happened?” Ben noted the air of sympathy in her voice. She wasn’t trying to be rude, but her husband obviously drew a line in the sand and she was told not to cross it.

      “It’s better that you leave.” She started to close the door.

      “Please, Mrs. Anderson. What do you know? Abby’s father died in that fire. Doesn’t she deserve to know what happened?”

      She said nothing. “I can’t talk to you.”

      Ben stood strong as she closed the door. Her demeanor had changed completely since they’d left. What were they hiding? What didn’t they want found out? Maybe it was time to go to the police after all. It’s not like they’d get much more information. And yet, what exactly would he report? They found a structure on somebody’s personal property? Ben sighed and rubbed the back of his neck annoyed at the way things were going—exactly nowhere.

      He walked back down the long drive to his truck. The urge to go across the street and explore again called to him. Should he take another look before heading out? He’d be trespassing, since they’d asked him to leave. With every ounce of his mind and body wanting to cross the street, it took everything inside of him and all his will power to get in his truck instead. It was time to go home.
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      Abby pulled her laptop computer from the coffee table and propped it on her lap. If the cavern was an underground cellar for potatoes or something, Mr. Anderson wouldn’t have been uncomfortable to say so. What purpose could there be?

      She searched the web, looking for reasons an underground tunnel and cavern would be useful. Other than the obvious survivalist stuff or being weather related, not much made sense. And if it was a bunker, why were there only shelves and no place for chairs or bedding? Ben said the walls were lined with metal shelving, but nothing else. Without electricity, they’d have needed flashlights or candles. The tunnel had collapsed, and the fire was over at the barn, a good thirty plus feet away.

      It’s not like it was a wine cellar. Could the Andersons be involved in moonshining? Okay, probably not. Not that she truly knew how to make the stuff, but she’d been watching a show on television about it. What else? Why would somebody dig a tunnel and cavern? It’s not like it was for human trafficking or drugs. It only went a few feet away on the property from a barn. That wouldn’t make sense. She continued searching for ideas, but nothing felt right.

      It wasn’t a springhouse since there was no water. No matter what she tossed around, the most logical answer was a root cellar, and yet it didn’t explain why Mr. Anderson refused to discuss it.

      Shadow climbed up onto the sofa beside her. Abby reached over and stroked Shadow’s soft, velvety ears. “Do you want to go for a walk?”

      Shadow’s head tilted. His tail wagged.

      “Yeah, I can use the break, too. How about we head over to Cliff Walk? Or we could do the dog park? What do you think?”

      Shadow’s tail swished in response.

      Cliff Walk was a trail heavily used by runners, walkers, and cyclists. It ran a span of five miles from Redwood Cove to a scenic vista. The trail was one of Abby’s favorite places to walk. She loved looking out at the Pacific Ocean. The path was the perfect way to spend time clearing her head.

      Speaking of clearing her head, it seemed that only two things were in it currently, but she only wanted to clear one of those things from her mind. If she could shake the day’s events at the farm out of her mind, maybe she’d find answers more clearly.

      The other thing, well, she was quite content letting him linger in her thoughts. Ben. He was an interesting man. He looked like a bashful puppy when he’d admitted he’d recently been suspended at work. Though, who wouldn’t appreciate an enthusiastic hero coming to rescue you in a fire? In the end, it sounded like things worked out. Shame he had to be penalized for his actions, but there were safety precautions in place for a reason. Either way, she thought of him as a hero.

      The other thing was how he didn’t make her feel like any less of a person for admitting her issues. It was bad enough having a panic attack in front of him. These days when you even mention mental health issues, people pasted on a frozen smile and backed away. He didn’t seem the least bit bothered. There was comfort in knowing he wasn’t judging her, or at least it didn’t seem like he was.

      And talk about a coincidence. He’d been through something scary and traumatic himself. She knew what it was like to look into the barrel of a gun. Abby closed her eyes, centered herself, and reached out for Shadow.

      When Ben reached out for her hand at the restaurant, she was surprised, but it was nice. He genuinely seemed interested. She hadn’t thought about dating in a while, but there was something about Ben that drew her in. She hoped to spend more time with him.

      Still, in reality there was no way things would progress. It was a nice thought, but that’s all it was—a thought. She was deluding herself to believe something could grow between them. She was too frightened to open herself that way. As much as she could dream, it didn’t change the fact that when it came to men, there was no point in trying.

      She leaned her head back and stared at the ceiling. “I could try.”

      Shadow nudged her arm.

      “I should try,” she corrected. “Living in fear doesn’t get me any closer to happiness. Okay, so maybe I’m a little bit lonely, but I have you.”

      Shadow tucked his nose under her hand, encouraging Abby to pet him.

      She chuckled. “You’re clever. I feel like every single time I take step forward, I end up taking two steps back. Things won’t change if I don’t try to change them.”

      She knew Shadow wouldn’t answer, but sometimes just saying things aloud helped her work through jumbled up feelings.

      She launched herself off the sofa, carefully placed her laptop on the coffee table, then went to get Shadow’s vest and leash. “Are you ready?”

      Shadow yipped and sauntered over.

      When they arrived, the parking area was mostly empty. On the weekends, it could get pretty crowded, but thankfully she had the path mostly to herself. Together, they followed the trail for a little over a mile, then turned to head back. Two miles was a good stretch.

      As she rounded one section, she almost ran into somebody coming the other way. Shadow barked to alert her. Lost in thought, she shook her head to loosen the marbles. “Ben?!”

      He laughed and seemed pleasantly surprised. “What are you doing here?”

      “I thought Shadow could use a break, along with me. He likes the trail. And you?”

      “I wanted to clear my head. I come out here and run sometimes, but I guess I was looking for more of a leisurely stroll today.” He slipped his hands in his pockets as he spoke.

      She noticed that he wore a big smile. It was genuine. Her own cheeks hurt from the smile on her face. The way he looked into her eyes made her knees buckle. Abby forced herself not to stare.

      “Are you heading back?” he asked.

      “We were, but if you want company…” Was that too forward? She backed off quickly.

      “I’d love company,” he answered, stopping the thought in its tracks. “Especially if it’s you.”

      Abby grinned, then shyly looked away. She could feel the blood rush to her cheeks. She was certain she was all shades of rose, pink, or red by this point.

      “Hi Shadow,” he said. “Are you enjoying your walk?”

      Shadow wagged his tail and waited patiently for them to go one way or the other.

      Finally, they turned around. The three of them walked down the trail together. Ben’s hand gently brushed against Abby’s. When she didn’t pull away, he slipped his in hers, and waited for her reaction. Again, she didn’t flinch. He tangled his fingers in hers and quietly continued down the path.

      Abby’s heart sang. Feeling him against her sent a wave of tingles through her body. His hand was warm, and his arm close. And boy, oh boy, he sure took good care of himself. Was it wrong to notice?  Either way, she’d happily hold his hand all day long.
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      Ben was surprised to bump into Abby. Shadow even let him hold Abby’s hand and walked on her other side. Her fragile, slender fingers wound neatly in his.

      Since their first meeting, she’d been on his mind more and more. They hadn’t even known each other more than a day or two, but already she lingered in his thoughts. When she left the Anderson property, he’d been frustrated. He thought maybe a walk would help clear his mind. How could he help her find more information about her father? He wanted to be her hero.

      When they’d been at the restaurant, he was smitten. As he stared across the table and looked into her eyes, he melted a little. She was soft and feminine and had a certain vulnerability about her. Of course, now that he’d heard what happened in the past, he understood a bit more. He didn’t want to press for details. She’d said enough for him to grasp the event was traumatic enough to stay with her.

      It still left him wanting to wrap her up in his arms and keep her safe, almost an instinct in him now. How he’d wished for that kind of strength previously.

      Ben considered asking her on a date but thought maybe it best to wait a little longer. Besides, he wasn’t sure what the right type of date would be. There was always the Dorma Valley Winery and Vineyard. Another fun thing could be whale watching, but he wasn’t sure how Shadow would do on a boat. Oh, maybe they could go to the Pacific Coast Adventures place. They had an arcade, go-karts, and ziplines. Though, go-karts and ziplines might not be the best choice since Shadow would be with them.

      Movies? Dinner out? Stargazing? He’d think on it.

      The afternoon sun felt nice on his face, and the constant lull of ocean waves made for a comforting backdrop. After their walk, Ben stood by her side while she helped Shadow into the back of her car. “I hope this isn’t too forward, but can I see you again?”

      She glanced up at him after closing the hatch. “I’d like that.”

      Relieved, Ben added, “I’m going to try to think of what else we can learn about the barn fire, but I’m not sure where the tunnel part will lead. I wish I could get more information, but Mr. Anderson isn’t going to talk.”

      “Don’t press. I don’t want you to get into trouble,” she warned.

      “I guess what I meant when I asked if I could see you again was a date. I wanted to specify. Would you prefer to keep things strictly business, like investigating?”

      “I’m not very good at dates, but I’d like to try.” He could practically feel the awkwardness coming off of her as she fidgeted.

      Ben lifted her hand to his lips and gave her a small, tender peck on the back of it. “I look forward to seeing you soon. Drive safely. Why don’t I call you later? We can figure out a good time to get together.”

      “Okay.” She couldn’t hide the dimple that cut into her cheek.

      He loved that smile.

      She nodded, then got into her car. He waited for her to pull away before leaving himself.
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        * * *

      

      Once he got home, he sat and did some research. First, he wanted to learn as much as he could about PTSD. Even though he knew the basics, he figured it couldn’t hurt to understand the different aspects of it. He didn’t want to cause Abby any undue stress because of ignorance. He’d get to the tunnel research later.

      He’d always thought of Post Traumatic Stress Disorder in terms of soldiers. It didn’t cross his mind that there were so many other ways that it could have touched people’s lives. Maybe it was because of the media sharing stories of soldiers returning home from war, where daily episodes of people with mental health issues were generally swept under the carpet. Without a soldier attached to the story, it became about an uncomfortable person that many wouldn’t sympathize with. He wasn’t sure, but it brought the condition forefront in his mind.

      Would it be insensitive to ask her about coping techniques, like what worked for her and what didn’t? Shadow was obviously a big help, and she had medication, but what else made a difference in her day to day life? He wondered about the assault she spoke of. What exactly happened? Whatever it was, it left a big impact.

      His shoulders drooped. He wished he could go back in time and take away her pain. If he’d been there, maybe things would have been different. He could have protected her. She needed a hero. He could be one today, but she needed one long ago.

      He wondered if she still went to therapy. It sounded like that’s where she started before she’d gotten Shadow.

      In the past, he’d done a little bit of counseling, but mostly he shut down when he talked about his own experience. He was embarrassed by the way he reacted, even if everybody told him it was a natural response. Fight or flight, you don’t get to pick or choose when you’re in the moment. If he could do it over again…would he respond differently?

      Though now, with his current suspension, he was expected to talk with somebody. He knew he couldn’t put it off forever, but he wasn’t quite ready yet.

      Abby was right. A lot of people reacted on hearing the words “mental health issues.” It was like a dirty secret that people whispered. Something’s wrong with them. They are mental… He sighed. How many times had he loosely used a phrase not even thinking of the implications? With a new awareness, Ben fidgeted, uncomfortable with his own use of terminology he’d gotten casual with.

      He’s crazy. She’s moody; she must be bipolar. Don’t go all OCD on me now. He’s disturbed, mental, mad. She’s got a screw loose. Loony. Schizo. Nuts. They need to be in a padded room. Lock him up and throw away the key; there’s no fixing crazy.

      Ben’s stomach twisted. It was never said to be hurtful, but they were expressions everybody said playfully. Right? Except for those who suffered with the disorders—for them, it was no joking matter. It was time to make a change. Time to address things as they were and not in a derogatory manner, joking like it wasn’t a big deal. It was a big deal. He couldn’t imagine somebody saying something so crass to Abby…and for the first time his eyes were wide open.

      Ashamed by his past ignorance, he said a quick prayer, and hoped that it wasn’t too late to change his ways. It stung to recognize the way he’d used that very terminology.

      After digging through his first round of research, he moved onto excavation and tunnel research. Everything he read was either too grand and not realistic, or about storing things like rutabagas.

      Why was the cavern and tunnel there in the first place? Was it for workers to slip in and out of view? Were the farmhands working illegally without proper paperwork? Could it be a safety factor, put them out of view if immigration officials came by? Was there something going on, like steroids and Lasix for their race horses or other drugs that shouldn’t be there?

      Ben dug into horse drug research to see if anything sounded like a possibility. He was lost as to what other purposes the tunnel would be used for. There was Bute and other drugs like Etorphine, but none was something they’d have to hide. It couldn’t be for that. They were legal, just dosed in large amounts and at times that would prove beneficial for racing.

      It wasn’t the cavern that bothered him as much as the tunnel. The tunnel was a path dug out for easy access, but why? If they simply needed outdoor storage like a root cellar, there would be no need to climb down a ladder, follow a tunnel…and the work involved to create it. It wouldn’t be worth it for a little bit of convenience. Even in the rain. They needed that tunnel, but for what reason?
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      Abby dialed her mother’s number and waited.

      “Hello?” her mother answered.

      “Hi, Mom. It’s me. I’m just checking in. How are you?” she asked.

      “I’m good. What have you been up to?”

      Abby debated telling her mother about her project, but she already knew what she’d say. Instead, she focused on meeting somebody. At least her mother would be happy for her. She always complained that Abby stayed home too often and had forgotten about her friends. “I got asked on a date today.”

      Her mother perked up. “Really? That’s wonderful, Abs. Tell me more.”

      It was nice to hear her mother’s positive response. She was usually a bucket of negativity. “I said yes.”

      “Oh, I’m so glad. You don’t go out enough. I hate how you isolate yourself so much.”

      Abby nibbled at her bottom lip. “I’m trying to get out more. Anyway, I bumped into him when I was…anyway, he’s a fireman.”

      “A hero!” she gushed.

      “Yeah, I guess. It’s an honorable profession. He’s really handsome and nice.”

      “Tell me more about him,” she said.

      The conversation volleyed back and forth until Abby finally found the courage to tell her mother the real reason she was calling. “So, Mom…I was doing some digging about the barn fire and Dad—”

      Her mother groaned. “Abby, must we do this?”

      “It’s just that…no. Never mind. It’s fine. Another day.” Abby sighed. Her mother refused to discuss it anytime she brought the topic up. She hoped one of these days she’d offer her a nugget of information, something to grab onto, anything that might help her figure out another detail in the case.

      “Ian is coming by for dinner later this week. Why don’t you join him? It’s been a while since I’ve had both of you here at the same time.”

      “Sure, Mom. Let me know when, and I’ll try to make it.” She wouldn’t. Not this week. Her mother would only bring her down. She was like an energy vampire. She wanted to settle in and enjoy the new excitement of her time with Ben.

      She’d catch up with her mother another day. By calling, at least she’d made the effort and didn’t feel like a totally bad daughter. Dinner with her mother and brother was the last thing she wanted to do right now. They’d only get on her case about her research. Once they said their good-byes, she hung up, grateful that their conversation was over.

      While she thought of it and with her phone handy, she made a quick call to the vet’s office. Shadow was due for his yearly shots. Abby scheduled an appointment with Dr. Keller for the following week. If she was one thing, it was a responsible dog owner.

      It was easy enough to go into town. The office wasn’t far from that bridal shop. Wasn’t it for sale a while back? She wondered what became of it. Funny, she hadn’t noticed last time she was over that way.

      Abby paced through the kitchen. She opened cabinets and closed them, scanned the fridge, then closed it. She wasn’t hungry. It was avoidance more than anything. She thought better of it, but then dialed her mother back.

      “Hello?”

      Abby was direct and dove in head first. “It’s me, Mom. We need to talk.”

      Her mother let out a dramatic sigh. “I hate when you say it like that. What now?”

      “It’s about Dad, and please don’t push this off. Every time I bring him up, you change the conversation or shut down. I need you to discuss it with me. It’s important.”

      “What’s got you all worked up in a lather?” she asked.

      “I still don’t understand why Dad was over by the barn on the Anderson property. Dad didn’t drive. Did you drop him off? What was he doing there? And what business did Dad have at a barn? None of this makes sense. I’m trying to investigate new information, but there’s not a lot to go on.”

      Abby’s mother mumbled and moaned in disappointment. “Why do you have such a difficult time letting this go? Abby, it’s in the past. Nothing is going to bring him back. I miss him as much as you do, but it won’t change things.”

      “This isn’t about changing things. It’s about finding answers,” she stated firmly, trying to keep her emotions in check.

      “What if there isn’t one? It’s not healthy for you to keep going on about this,” her mother said.

      “Mom, please. Do you know anything that might help me?” she asked. “Please. You refuse to talk about this, but I need to know more.”

      She huffed into the phone, her aggravation obvious. “Fine, Abby. I brought him over there. Okay? He wanted to speak with Mr. Anderson and asked me to drop him off. Are you happy now? Don’t you think I already have enough guilt as it is? Now you want to drag our family dirt out for the world to see in some kind of book. Really, Abby, haven’t we gone through enough?”

      Abby gasped. “You drove him there?”

      “Yes,” she said flatly. “That’s all I know about that night, other than the fact that he never came home, and I lost my husband. Every time you bring this up, it’s like ripping a scab off a wound that’s trying to heal.”

      “Why did he go, Mom? Why did he want to talk to Mr. Anderson?” she asked, hanging on to her mother’s every word.

      “I don’t know. He didn’t say. He asked me to drop him off, then told me to head home and he’d see me later. I assumed he was getting a ride back, because he didn’t ask me to stick around and wait.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me this?” Abby asked, perplexed. She shook her head. If she’d had this small piece of information, what else might she have gleaned?

      “What would it do? Cause some sort of speculation? It’s better not to get involved in these kinds of things,” she said. “You may not agree with my choices, but I had no idea what would happen to your father. Nobody could know.”

      “Did he give you any indication of what he wanted to talk to Mr. Anderson about? Anything?” She pleaded for any tiny fragment of further information.

      “No. Look, I’ve told you everything I know. I never wanted you to connect me to this, because I worried that you’d blame me for your father’s death. You’d already lost your dad, and you needed somebody to lean on. I’m sorry I lied to you, but it was for the best. I needed to make a decision and stick with it, which is what I’ve done. Now, we’re finished discussing this. I have nothing left to say, and do not tell your brother what I’ve just told you. He doesn’t need to know. He’s worked through his emotions with all of this. I think it’s time for you to put this behind you as well. Let it go, Abby. Do that for me?”

      Abby’s voice softened. “I wish I could, Mom. I’m sorry. I need to know what happened.”

      She could hear her mother’s disappointment.

      “Thank you, Mom. I appreciate you finally telling me the truth. I’m going to go. I’ll talk to you later.”

      Abby’s mind reeled with the news. Would it have made a difference if she’d known years ago? Her mother took him to the property. It was like her mind exploded into tiny shards. Why hadn’t she known? She tried to understand her mother’s point of view, but it was difficult having been the one who was lied to.

      Now she’d need to figure out why her father wanted to be dropped off, other than the obvious reason that was stated. He wanted to speak with Mr. Anderson—but why? She must have repeated that question a dozen times, but there was never an answer.

      There was only one way to truly find out. She’d need to go speak with the man herself. Mr. Anderson was the only other person that would know. She dreaded facing him, after he’d made a fuss last time they were there, but if she didn’t at least try, what good would it do?

      Abby’s rehashed the earlier conversation with her mother. It made her blood boil. Why had her mother held out that information for so long? It’s not like she committed the crime.

      She clenched her fists and drew a deep breath to calm herself. Shadow came up beside her and leaned into her leg. She closed her eyes and counted to ten. With her anger in check, she slowly opened her eyes.

      “I’m okay, boy. Thanks for being here for me. I just don’t get it. All this time…every time I tried to ask, to bring it up, and she acted like she didn’t know anything. Why? She knew this was important to me. How could she keep lying about it? It’s been two years!”

      Shadow didn’t answer, but he stayed by her side.

      “First thing tomorrow, I’m going to head back over to the Andersons’ house. Do you think we should tell Ben about it?” It would be nice to see him again, but maybe it was smarter to go it alone. After all, he admitted he’d gone looking for Mr. Anderson when she’d left earlier, and that didn’t go so well.
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      The following morning, Ben decided to check in with Abby to see what she was doing. He’d spent the night thinking about her and looking forward to a date. He’d finally decided to keep things simple. Instead of planning something over the top, dinner and a walk after for Shadow seemed like a good first step. If things went well, they could plan something a little more adventurous.

      He was happy to have bumped into her on the trail. It was a nice surprise. He glanced at his watch. He’d call her a little bit later. No need to smother her with an early morning call. He didn’t want to appear overly anxious. With time to spare while under suspension, he decided to go over to the Redwood Cove Nursing and Rehabilitation Center. His grandmother was recovering from surgery and could probably do with some extra cheering up. He didn’t think he’d get to visit with his work schedule, but now that it had cleared up, nothing was stopping him.

      It was a nice facility and well thought out with shade trees and flower gardens for the residents. Being trapped inside all day didn’t help a patient’s disposition, but fresh air and company was always a win.

      Ben went out to his truck. His stomach grumbled, reminding him he’d skipped his early morning meal. He’d grab a breakfast sandwich and a good dose of caffeine at a local café, then be on his way.

      Ben slipped into the small café and ordered a bacon and egg sandwich which was piled onto a toasted bagel. It was exactly what he needed. He grabbed a couple of ketchup packets on the way to his truck. Once seated, he unwrapped his sandwich and ate it faster than anticipated. He was hungrier than he thought. He’d opted for an extra-large coffee which worked well to wash down the sandwich. Finally satiated, he was ready to take on the day.

      It didn’t take him long to get there. He parked his truck and went inside, stopping by the front desk. “Hi, my grandmother is here recovering from surgery. I’m not sure which room she’s in.”

      After speaking with the admissions desk and another quick pitstop, he turned down the hallway and made his way to her room. He peeked around the corner, making sure she was awake, so he didn’t disturb her.

      Her face lit up upon seeing him. “Benjamin!”

      “Gram, it’s good to see you. How are you feeling?” He held out a bouquet of fresh-cut flowers he’d picked up at the gift shop that sat next to the admissions office.

      “Oh, those are so pretty and colorful. Thank you,” she said.

      “You’re welcome. Are you in pain, or are the pain meds keeping you comfortable?”

      “I’m doing okay, and I will be as long as they stay on top of my dosage. I slept most of yesterday, and so far, I’m feeling good today. Your mother was here after the surgery. Tell me, shouldn’t you be at work? Your mother said your schedule was full.”

      “I have a little bit of time off. I’m glad. It gives me the chance to visit,” he answered.

      “Well, it’s a wonderful surprise to see you. Have a seat,” she said. “Tell me what’s going on in your life. I haven’t seen you for a bit.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry about that. I was putting in a lot of extra hours at the firehouse, trying to rack up some overtime. I’m finally saving up to buy a house.”

      “That’s wonderful, Ben. What other exciting things are going on?” she asked.

      He sat and placed his hands on his thighs. “I met a girl.”

      Her eyebrows went up. “You did? It’s been a while since you’ve dated, according to your mother.”

      Ben laughed. “You were gossiping about me?”

      “If there was any gossip, I’d be thrilled. Sounds like you’ve been working a lot. No fun makes for a dull boy,” she teased.

      He flashed her a school boy grin. “Well, there you go. Now you’ve got something to gossip with my mom about. She doesn’t know yet. You can scoop her.”

      “Ooh, I get to hear about her first. What’s her name?”

      “Abby. She’s a writer. She’s sweet and gentle, and she has a service dog named Shadow. I met her when she came into the firehouse looking for some information. She’s got a beautiful creamy complexion with a couple of freckles that dot across her cheeks. She’s really cute.”

      “Oh? A writer? What kind of writing does she do? And what kind of information was she looking for?”

      Ben laughed. “That’s a lot of questions.”

      “It’s so dull in here. Fill me in with the latest gossip!”

      Ben answered. “Well, Gram, she’s writing a book about a fire that happened a couple of years ago. She came to the fire house looking for a copy of the report. Turns out, her father was involved in the arson. Not as the person who set it, but as a victim. His remains were found at the scene, inside the burned down barn. Now that time has passed, she’s trying to gather as much new information as she can. She wants to figure out what exactly happened that night.”

      “Ooh, that sounds fascinating. A barn fire? Hmm, that sounds familiar. Wasn’t there a big fire a couple years ago, where was that…?”

      “The Andersons’ property,” he reminded her. “I was there. I didn’t think much about it until she showed up asking questions. It stirred up the memory of the incident and I remembered being there.”

      “Oh, I do think I remember that. When I heard the news story, I was relieved that all the animals made it out safely. I don’t remember much more. There was a man?”

      He nodded. “Abby’s father. She doesn’t know why he was there or what business he had at the barn. He died in the fire and she doesn’t understand what exactly happened. Apparently, he didn’t drive so even getting there was a question she was hoping to clarify. Did he take a cab? Did somebody drop him off? It’s been sitting on her mind all this time. I think underneath it all, she’s hoping for closure.”

      “I love a mystery. If you find the answers, let me know,” she said. “I’m sorry about your friend’s father. That is quite sad. So, is it serious between you and this girl?”

      “We only just met, but we’ve hit it off. I’m helping her look for new clues. Otherwise, we’re going to go on a date hopefully over the weekend. We’ll see where it goes from there.”

      “Where are you going on your date?” she asked, happy to have an interesting topic to discuss.

      “I’m not sure. Probably out for dinner. I didn’t want to do anything too big. Also, Shadow is always with her, so I need to keep that in mind. I don’t think Shadow would be up for kayaking, though you never know,” he teased.

      “Well, he’d make you do all the paddling,” she said with a chuckle.

      “How long do you have to stay here until they spring you from this place?” he asked.

      “Two more days. Normally, I’d go home sooner, but because of my medical history, they’re keeping me a little bit longer.”

      “Anything I should be concerned about?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s standard procedure. They dot their i’s and cross their t’s, so they don’t end up with liability issues. You know how it is. After that, there will be some physical therapy, but they’ll send a traveling nurse or therapist to my home which is nice.”

      They chatted a bit longer. Ben finally excused himself. His grandmother looked ready to nap. “I’m going to head out and let you get some rest. It was nice to see you. I’ll check in on you when you get home.”

      “I’m so glad you came by,” she said. “It was such a nice treat. And I’ve got the scoop on your new girl before your mother. I can’t wait to tell her about it. I can, right?”

      “Of course. Go at it,” he said, then leaned over and kissed his grandmother’s forehead. “Love you, Gram.”

      Ben headed down the hallway on his way back outside. A thought came to him. What if…?

      He’d give Abby a call and see what she thought.
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        * * *

      

      Ben sat in his truck and dialed her number. When she answered, his heart fluttered unexpectedly. He smiled when hearing her voice. He was more drawn to her than he realized. It wasn’t until hearing her speak that it hit him. He was going to be wrapped around her finger if he wasn’t careful!

      “Hey, it’s Ben. I hope it’s okay that I called. I just had a thought and wanted to get your input.”

      She sounded excited to hear from him. “Neat, what is it?”

      “Well, what if…okay, so I was thinking what if we go to the library and see if there are any old newspapers about the fire. I know they have some of their content online, but I’m not sure if older newspapers are. Maybe we can find a shred of info that’s been overlooked. Maybe a witness’s name or something will pop up.”

      “That’s so sweet of you to be thinking about this. It is a great idea, but I’ve actually followed through on that angle. I have copies of them. I went and picked through them when I first started researching for my story. I figured the archives were a good place to start.”

      “Oh, so much for my good idea,” he said.

      “No, it was a smart one. I appreciate that you’re taking time out of your day and even thinking about this stuff. It’s not on you to consider the library and archives, but it was really sweet.”

      “Speaking of your day, what are you doing this afternoon?” he asked. Was it too forward? He kind of wanted to see her again and waiting felt like forever.

      Abby sighed, not sure whether to admit to what she’d planned. “Well, to be honest, I’m thinking about going over and speaking with Mr. Anderson. I wasn’t sure whether to say anything to you about it or not.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      “Given what happened…anyway, it sounded like he wasn’t thrilled you were asking more questions by how he reacted. I thought maybe if I went alone, it would be better. I’m hoping I’m less of a threat to him in some small manner.”

      “Yeah, maybe you being a girl will have his guard down. I doubt he’d act hostile toward a woman. He’s pretty old school. Can I ask why you’re going back?”

      “Yeah. I’m still trying to absorb the latest news I got. I’m still reeling. I’ve been lied to for years, and I’m trying to control my emotions over what I learned last night. All this time, my mother had information, but she never shared it with me. I guess I should be happy she finally did, but all I can think about is how much time was wasted. What if I’d known sooner?”

      “Known what?” he nudged. He had no idea what she was talking about.

      “Oh, right. Sorry. I know how my father ended up at the Anderson’s that day. Turns out my mother dropped him off. It doesn’t explain why, but it at least tells me how he got there. She said he wanted to talk to Mr. Anderson about something, but she didn’t know what for. When I asked for more information, she refused to go into more detail. I guess I should be happy to even get that much from her, but I’m left with a lot of mixed feelings. It’s been two years. How could she have held that from me for so long? She said she was protecting me, while protecting herself. She was afraid I’d blame her for my father’s death, but that me being angry with her wouldn’t have helped the situation, since I needed to rely on her for grieving. I’m hurt she held out so long, and curious as to the real reason why. Does she know more than she’s saying? And if so, why is she clamming up? Things just don’t add up, you know?”

      “Interesting. So, she was the one that brought him there, but she doesn’t know why he wanted to go? Or you think she might know more, but isn’t willing to talk about it?”

      “Right. She wasn’t happy I was pushing to know more, but every time I bring the topic up, she changes direction and refused to talk about things. Now I’m left wondering why she chose the way she did.”

      “Guilt?” he asked.

      “Yeah, I think so. But what does she have to be guilty for? If all she did was drive him there, she couldn’t know how things would end. Right? I could have handled the truth years ago. Why lie?”

      Neither of them said anything. Silence hung in the air.

      Ben cleared his throat. “Now what?”

      “Now I see if I can get Mr. Anderson to talk about what he knows about my father’s visit to their farm. I don’t mean to badger, but they seem like a key piece of the puzzle. And the tunnel…that was just…odd.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

      “I think it’s better if I do this alone. Do you want to meet for ice cream or something after, so I can tell you what I learned?”

      That was his in. He grabbed it. “Hot fudge sundaes for the win!”

      Abby laughed. “That sounds amazing. I was thinking more like a small twist cone, less calories, but I have to admit a sundae sounds good.”

      “Forget the calories. You look great. No need to deny yourself!”

      She whispered a small thank you. He could almost hear her blush.
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      Abby’s stomach knotted the closer she got to the Anderson’s property. What secrets did it hold? What happened with her father? A piece of her felt betrayed. Why hadn’t her mother told her sooner? What purpose did her father have there?

      Her mother said not to mention it to Ian, but what if he had his own secrets? He deserved to know the truth about his father. There had to be a logical answer somewhere. She debated calling her brother but held off until after she spoke with Mr. Anderson. Would he even talk to her? It was hard enough getting her own mother to say anything. What made her think Mr. Anderson would warmly welcome her after he’d already kicked them off his property?

      He wasn’t happy when they confronted him in the stables. Maybe she should stop pressing for more information. Yet, how could she? Her father’s death would go unspoken for. Somebody knew more than what they were admitting to. Her father deserved justice.

      A chill went up her spine. There might be more her mother wasn’t telling her. Anger throttled her throat. Should she coddle her just to see what else she could find out? She rubbed the back of her neck. Manipulation wasn’t the right way to do this.

      As she inched closer to the Andersons’ property, her chest tightened. He wouldn’t be happy to see her. She drew a deep breath, hit her turn signal, then pulled into the long driveway. Ben said he had six children. Maybe he’d understand her plight if she begged for any scraps that he’d be willing to offer. Was it possible he’d take mercy on her?

      She knew she was probably deluding herself, but if she gave up hope, what would she have left? Abby parked her car and went around back to get Shadow. “Okay, let’s do this.”

      Shadow hopped out of the back of the SUV and joined her. Together, they walked toward the house. She stood on the porch and hesitated. Her fingers trembled as she reached for the doorbell. She counted to ten and tried to steady her nerves. Finally, she pushed the button and waited.

      Mrs. Anderson scowled when she opened the door and saw her standing there. She shook her head in disgust. “Young lady, there’s nothing for you here. Why did you come back?”

      “Mrs. Anderson, please, I’m desperate. Can I speak with you or your husband? I don’t know where else to go. I lost my father in the fire, and all I’m trying to do is find closure. I think your husband knows more than he’s saying.”

      “If you’re looking to collect some type of insurance, it was listed as an accident whether the paper called it an arson or not. There is no money to collect. There was enough to rebuild the barn, that’s all.”

      “This has nothing to do with money,” she said, surprised that was even mentioned. “I don’t want your money.”

      Mrs. Anderson’s shoulders relaxed. “You don’t?”

      “No. Why would I want money from you? I don’t blame you for what happened. Besides, it won’t bring my father back. I just want to understand why he was here. What business did he have? He didn’t work; he couldn’t drive. None of it makes sense, and I want to put these answers to rest finally.

      I understand there was an accident. Maybe he was in the wrong place at the wrong time, but why was he here? I didn’t know he had an association with your family. Apparently, in what’s new information to me, I found out that he’d asked to be dropped off. He wanted to talk to your husband. If I could learn why, it might help me. I’ve struggled with his loss for two years, and I don’t know what else to do. Please? Can you help me?” Her bottom lip quivered as she held back the tears that wanted to burst out. She reached down to pet Shadow.

      Mrs. Anderson sighed. “My husband doesn’t want me talking about these things. He says that it’s bad news to bring up the past. Too much time has gone by, young lady. Anything we’ve had to say, we’ve already said to the investigators and insurance companies. You do understand? It was a tragic time in our lives, too. I don’t want to dig up the past.”

      “And I can understand that,” Abby said. “Truly, I can. It’s just that I have no where else to turn. There’s no other information, and your husband is the last chance I have for closure.”

      Mrs. Anderson closed her eyes. She slowly opened them again and said, “He’s out at the barn in the stables, but I can’t promise that he’ll speak with you. He wants this in the past, where it belongs.”

      “Thank you. I’ll be quick, and I won’t bother you again. Thank you.” Abby scrambled toward the stables before the woman changed her mind. Once at the barn, she looked this way and that, hoping to spot him.

      A farmhand was stacking bales of hay. “Excuse me, is Mr. Anderson here?”

      The helper pointed toward one of the far stalls in the stable. “He’s checking in on the horses.”

      “Thank you.” Abby and Shadow slowly passed each stall hoping to find him. It was a large barn with slots on both sides. She finally found him near the end.

      Mr. Anderson cooed to the pregnant mare before him. “How are you feeling, Mama?”

      Abby cleared her throat to get his attention. “Mr. Anderson?”

      He looked over at Abby and shook his head. “What are you doing here?”

      “She’s pregnant,” Abby noted, pointing to the horse.

      “Yeah, due to give birth soon enough,” he said. “Another month or so.”

      “Mr. Anderson, I’m sorry to bother you again—”

      “Then don’t.”

      “Please, sir. I’m desperate to put some of this to rest. I just learned that my father came here to speak with you. Can I ask you what it was about?”

      Mr. Anderson grunted. “Your family’s dirty business is of no interest to me.”

      Abby arched a brow. “Dirty business? Your wife was worried I was looking for a payout. I can assure you I have no interest in money.”

      “Maybe you should be asking your mother these things, instead of me.”

      “What does that mean?” She cocked her head to the side. It was like he was speaking in code.

      He shook his head. “Your father came to speak with me, but I couldn’t help him. It wasn’t my help he needed.”

      “What kind of help?”

      He shook his head. “I’ve already said too much. You’d be smart to put this to bed. The less it’s talked about, the better for everyone. What’s done is done. I’m sorry you lost your father, but I can’t help you. Your mother can tell you more than I can. She’s the one he was trying to help.”

      “What?” She was stunned and stood silently, trying to absorb what he’d just told her.

      “I’ll ask you not to come back, or I’ll have to call the police. Do we understand each other? You show up, and I’ll consider it harassment. Are we clear? I’ve had just about enough of this.”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      Her entire world collapsed as she walked back to her car. Dad was trying to help Mom? How? And what did a barn have to do with anything? Her chest heaved as she forced the tears back. What was going on? And why did nobody want to talk about it?

      She knew exactly where she was heading next. It was time to have a face to face with her mother, and she wouldn’t leave until the truth was out. No more beating around the bush. No more changing the conversation. She refused to take no for an answer.

      There was only one person that could answer her questions now. It was time for her mother to spill the rest of her secrets.

      Before she could pull away, Abby looked across the street. If she left, she’d never have another chance to look at the cavern and tunnel. She’d need to be fast, before they realized she was lingering. If not now, when? She had to do it this instant. There was no other choice.

      Her heart pounded deep in her chest as she quickly dodged across the street to the other side of the property. Shadow was steadily by her side. “I know, I shouldn’t be doing this.”

      Shadow didn’t judge. He simply kept pace.

      “Just a peek,” she said as they made their way to the place they’d recently found.

      The board they’d pulled aside was still pushed off, but the cellar-type door was closed. She cautiously pulled them open and cringed when they squeaked. She glanced at Shadow and told him to stay put. “I’ll be right back. Stay.”

      Abby carefully climbed down the ladder to the cavern. With only natural light coming in, it would be hard to see in the crevices. She tripped on the last rung of the ladder and fell to the ground. The hard earth didn’t cushion her fall. Her ankle twisted. “Ouch!”

      Shadow barked.

      She called up to him. “I’m okay, shh. You need to be quiet.”

      Abby stood and hobbled on her sore ankle, bearing most of her weight on her other foot and leaning into the structure to make standing easier. She put pressure on it, delicately testing her ankle. After a few tense moments, she worked out the discomfort the best she was able.

      She dug out her phone and turned on the flashlight mode to help her check hard-to-see areas. It wasn’t large, but definitely had plenty of shelving for storage. She squatted and tried to see behind the shelves, hoping to get a clue of what had been there in the past.

      Abby turned toward the tunnel opening and glanced around, double checking that it was sturdy. She inched forward and followed it until it closed from the collapse like Ben had mentioned. It was important to see it for herself.

      The odd thing was that it reminded her of a drug tunnel they’d shown on the news that people used when they smuggled drugs from Mexico into the United States. It had that same sort of feel. Yet, that was ridiculous. Why would you smuggle drugs thirty feet from a barn! The tunnel was probably there for convenience more than anything, but why? To stay out of the rain? To keep grain dry?

      Shadow’s sharp bark caught her attention. He growled and barked aggressively.

      Slam!

      The heavy cellar doors closed shut. The noise rang through the space around her. Everything went dark.

      “Shadow?” she called out. Her phone didn’t have a lot of battery left, but at least there was some. The light from her phone would be all she had for now. She felt her way toward the ladder. She needed to get to the top and push open the doors. Shadow continued to bark.

      Abby limped up the ladder, her weak ankle testing her. At least it wasn’t too bad. She still had strength in it. With each step up the ladder, she was closer to the top. She reached up and pressed on the cellar door to open it, but it wouldn’t budge. Her heart lodged in her throat. Suddenly, there seemed to be less oxygen around her. Anxiety started to crowd her like a venomous snake ready to strike.

      “Shadow!” she called out.

      The dog scraped at the cellar door, trying to reach her. She could hear him whimpering from the other side.

      In a panic, she banged on the door, but nothing happened. She pressed again. It was too heavy to move. Anxiety continued to creep up her spine. Her usual help was outside of the cavern, though if she dug through her purse, she could take something to calm her nerves. She rooted through her purse, leaning into the ladder, and pulled out her prescription bottle. She shook it out of habit, but it didn’t rattle.

      Abby’s lungs tightened. She’d forgotten to switch the bottle out with the refills. They were sitting on her counter at home. The world was closing in on her. She tried to remain calm, breathing deeply, but the panic tightened its grip.

      Think. Think clearly. It was hard to focus. She could only think about being trapped. Use, common sense, come on. What to do?

      Her phone. Her phone was in her hand. Okay. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled slowly. There was only one person that knew where the tunnel was. She flipped through her contacts and clicked on Ben’s name. She barely had a signal, but there was enough to get through. She held the phone as close to the surface of the opening as possible.

      “Hey,” Ben answered. “I was wondering how things went.”

      She wanted to talk but started to hyperventilate. In between breaths, she pleaded with him, “I need help.”

      “Abby? Where are you? I want you to breathe with me. Come on, slow inhale, and hold it for a minute.”

      “Tunnel. I’m trapped.”

      “I’m on my way,” he said. “Don’t hang up. Keep breathing with me. Come on, inhale, hold it, and now exhale. Slow and steady. Come on, you can do this. Where’s Shadow?”

      “Outside. I’m scared.”

      “It’s okay. I’ll be there shortly. Just stay with me, okay?”

      She was trying to calm herself, but for every deep breath she drew, she burst out with six or seven shallow breaths. “Please hurry.”

      “I’ll be there as fast as I can. I’m putting you on speaker. I’m in my truck. Give me ten minutes and I’ll be by your side. How did you get trapped?”

      She heaved and sobbed. “I don’t know. Somebody closed me inside. The only one who knew I was here was Mr. Anderson.”

      “Keep talking to me. I’m going to be there shortly. You’re going to be okay.”

      Abby’s heaves turned to crying. “I don’t want to die like my father did.”

      “No, hon, you won’t die. I’m almost there. You’re okay. Shadow is there to guard you. I’m going to get you out…tell me about Shadow. What was he like as a puppy?”

      Abby tried to collect herself. She stifled her tears the best she was able. “We went through a lot of training together.”

      “Tell me about that,” he said.

      The distraction was helping. It didn’t take long for him to arrive. He turned off the roadway and instead of parking, he drove onto the property and over to the cavern site.

      Shadow was loyally guarding the entrance. Nobody else was around. Ben jumped out of his truck and ran for the doors. A thick piece of a branch was wedged between the handles. He yanked it out and pulled the doors open.

      Abby looked up at her saving grace.

      “Come on. Let’s go.” He reached his hand down to help her out. Once fully removed from the underground room, she threw herself into Ben’s arms, and clung to him for dear life.

      He wrapped his arms around her. “Shh, it’s okay.”

      She trembled in his grip. “I was so afraid. What if I didn’t have my phone? I would have been stuck.”

      “Don’t think like that. You’re safe.” He held her close, trying to soothe her frazzled and frayed nerves.

      “If it weren’t for you…” she started to shudder. Tears of relief trickled down her cheeks. “Thank you for saving me.”

      He rocked her gently in his arms. Shadow was like glue to the side of her leg, not wanting to be an inch away. The pressure of her dog leaning against her leg was another welcome relief. She reached down and stroked his thick fur. “You’re such a good boy.”

      “I think it’s time I go have a talk with Mr. Anderson. This has gone too far. You could have been hurt.”

      She pulled back and looked at him. “Do you think…?”

      “I don’t know, but who else is there?”

      She nodded cautiously. “Maybe we pushed too hard?”

      “He doesn’t know pressure yet. There’s no way I’m letting him get away with this,” Ben promised.

      “You’re a natural-born hero.” Her cheeks lit up as she looked into his eyes.

      He looked away. “Hardly. If you were there…I told you about my past. I’ll never forget that day. Just outside of the bank, the alley by Sugar Hill Road…I wasn’t a hero that day. It will forever haunt me.” He couldn’t continue.

      Abby’s shoulders stiffened. She cocked her head to the side. “The bank? Sugar Hill Road?”

      “Yeah. I wish I’d been a hero that day.”

      Her stomach churned. Nausea moved about like a ship in a storm. “Ben? Sugar Hill Road?”

      “Yeah, why?”

      “Was it just past dusk?”

      He nodded. “How did you know?”

      Abby flung herself away from him and got sick. She coughed and gagged after vomiting. Her entire world came unhinged.

      “Abby?”

      She recited the date.

      “No!” He stared at her, dumbfounded. “Not you?”

      Her entire body trembled. Her lip quivered as she tried to get out the words. “You’re the witness who took off? The one that could have saved me, but instead left me in the hands of a savage?”

      He buckled over, pressing his hands to his knees. It couldn’t be true. It was too much to bear. He’d hated himself for years, but now this?
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      Abby stepped back. Her eyes went hollow as she stared right through him.

      Ben went to reach for her, but she shifted, turning from him. Everything moved in slow motion.

      Before they could register the twist in events, a shotgun blew off behind them. The sound echoed loudly.

      “Get off my property,” Mr. Anderson yelled.

      Ben grabbed Abby’s hand. “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      Abby shook out of her daze. They jumped into Ben’s truck with Shadow in tow. Ben spun his tires, kicking up a dust storm, then jerked the steering wheel toward the road. Thankfully, it was only a warning shot, but it didn’t stop him from doing it again.

      Mr. Anderson pointed his shotgun straight up in the air, before he racked it and pulled the trigger again.

      Ben laid on the horn as he sped past the irate farmer. His heart hammered in his chest, pounding hard and fast. Once on the pavement, he peeled out and tore down the road. “We’ll come back for your car. I don’t want to stop while he’s still got his gun.”

      Abby nodded, not sure what else to do. Between being locked in the cavern, learning about Ben’s location at the time of her assault, and now Mr. Anderson threatening them with his shotgun, she could barely think, let alone breathe. She dug her fingers into Shadow’s coat, afraid to let go. Shadow burrowed his head against her, as he sat between them on the truck’s bench seat.

      She could barely look over at Ben. “We need to go to the police.”

      “I guess.”

      “You guess? The man trapped me in the cavern and shot a gun at us.”

      “Right. Here’s the thing. You were trespassing, and technically he shot the gun up in the air to scare us. It was never pointed at you or me. Did he do bad stuff? Yes. Did he have a right? I don’t know. Was he going to call the police, and have you arrested for trespassing? Is that why he closed it, so you couldn’t get away? What if it all looks innocent when he speaks with them. And then we’ll be the ones that look like we were stirring up trouble.”

      “You sure are good at running from trouble,” she spat out. The moment the words were out, Abby regretted them. “I’m sorry. That was uncalled for.”

      Ben said nothing. He pulled over in front of the Gold Coast Elementary School. “I’ll go back and get your car. Let’s switch places. You drive my truck, give me your keys, and I’ll jump out and drive your car out of there. We can meet back here. I don’t want you getting hurt. You’ll be safer in the truck.”

      Abby didn’t know what to say. She was trapped between frustration and wanting to thank him. Yet, how could she thank the man that destroyed her life? Okay, so the attacker was the real predator, but Ben walked away. He knew something was going down, and he walked away. He could have helped. He could have saved her.

      The bitterness caught in her throat. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.”

      They switched places. While Abby adjusted the seat and mirrors, Ben buckled into the passenger side of the truck.

      Abby gently pulled away from the curb and turned the truck back toward the farm.

      “That day,” he started. “If I could do it over again, I would. There was a gun pointed at my head. I panicked. I didn’t know what to do.”

      “I don’t want to talk about it,” she said, shutting him down.

      “So, that means you get the final say? Why is that? Look, I can’t go back and change things. You think that it doesn’t cross my mind? It does all the time. I was angry and disappointed with myself. I should have done something different, but nobody knows how they’ll react until a gun is pointing at them. I’m sorry you were hurt, but I wasn’t the one who attacked you.”

      “No. You were the one that could have stopped it.” Abby shuddered. She pulled over to the side of the road to let other cars pass. She turned and glared at him. “Do you know how long I’ve struggled with that day? I was a different person. I had confidence and was independent. Now I’m afraid of my own shadow half the time. I’m a freak, because I can’t control myself. I break down over stupid stuff. I’ll never be who I used to be.”

      He cautiously reached out and placed his hand over hers. “Abby, I’m truly sorry you were hurt. The thought that our worlds collided that day…and here we are now. Maybe it’s a chance to undo the heartache from the fall out. I’ve suffered in my own ways. I know you won’t see it that way, but it made me question everything I knew about who I am. My chief accused me of having a death wish the day I was suspended. He may be right, because I live with this disappointment and am desperately trying to redeem myself.”

      “Ben, I don’t know what to think right now, but I need space.” She pulled her hand out from under his, then guided his truck back onto the road. “Let’s go get my car.”

      “You’re going to shut me out, aren’t you?”

      “I don’t know.” She refused to look over.

      Ben stroked Shadow, who sat quietly between them. He leaned in and whispered, “Take good care of her.”

      When they arrived back at the Andersons’ property, Mr. Anderson was nowhere to be found.

      Abby started to get out of the truck.

      “Wait,” Ben said. “Let me.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Her shoulder’s fell, as she climbed down and waited for Shadow to follow. There was nothing left to say. She wanted to go home. She needed time alone.
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      Abby turned the radio off and drove in silence. She was numb. There were no feelings to sort through, no thoughts to fight with. She was trapped in a daze as she followed the familiar roads back to her house on auto-pilot.

      Once inside, she gave Shadow a biscuit, then dropped onto the sofa. It was like a bombshell went off within. It was bad enough to go through the earlier events at the farm, but nothing could compare to the kick in the gut she got on learning that Ben was the witness who took off running. Of all the people in the world, why did it have to be him?

      It was like the universe was laughing at her. For a moment in time, she was on the road to a happier future, maybe one with a love interest. Instead, she was shoved under the fridge like a dust bunny to be forgotten about.

      Still no closer to answers about her father, her book wasn’t getting written either. It wasn’t like she could write his story if she didn’t know what happened. Giving up would be the easy way out. Let go, no need to keep digging, let the secrets and skeletons of the past stay there, and get on with her life. No more talking with cops and firemen over the issues and find another path. There were dozens of things she could work on. Why had this one been so important? It didn’t feel very important now.

      “Sorry, Dad. I don’t know if I can keep going,” she said, hoping he was out there in spirit and could hear her. Her faith in humankind was being tested in ways she didn’t know how to cope with. Her father was killed, her mother apparently had some secret, and Ben wasn’t the hero she thought he was.

      At least there was Shadow. The one true and faithful companion she could always rely on.

      Abby’s heart was heavy. She curled up on the sofa and pulled a blanket down from the back and spread it over her. The depression crowded her on the furniture, pressing in tighter like an elephant sitting on her chest. She closed her eyes to shut out the world, but it refused to go away.

      She drifted back to when she’d jumped into Ben’s arms. For a fleeting moment, he was her hero…then like a swift kick to the back side, like a rug being pulled out from under her, the entire world shifted on its axis and dumped her on the ground.

      Shadow sat beside the sofa and rested his head on her leg. She reached out for him, petting him almost without thinking. “You’re a good friend.”

      She had no idea what tomorrow would hold, but today she’d mentally checked out. She had nothing left. She was depleted, completely empty, a shell of her former self.
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      Ben flicked his thumb nail. The day had gone in too many directions to know how to feel. Anger bubbled to the surface when it came to Mr. Anderson. He wasn’t through with the man—not after what happened.

      Then there was the shame and disappointment. A single look from Abby and the entire world fell to his feet. There was no undoing the damage. She’d never see him as a hero again, let alone boyfriend material. There was nothing left to say.

      The rush of adrenaline from earlier faded away, leaving him scattered and worn. There was still time to kill. If he could throw himself into work to distract himself, it might be easier, but that was obviously out of the question.

      What if he could find answers where Abby couldn’t? What if he could at least offer a shred of hope? Ben closed his eyes and sighed. He wouldn’t even know where to start. They’d already worked the one angle that was relevant, and any more encounters wouldn’t go so well.

      He had no idea where to go from there. Lost, he cocked his head back and stared at the ceiling.

      Why was Mr. Anderson so hostile and abrasive? It didn’t make sense for him to react so strongly and be defensive if he did nothing wrong. He’d always taken him for an honest man, but now he wasn’t so sure. His actions proved otherwise.

      Could he get anywhere if he went through his son? He’d gone to school with one of the Anderson boys, though they’d lost contact when he left the area. What if he went back to the property under the cover of darkness? Could he learn something new?

      He’d already been in the tunnel and cavern. What if he could find the other side, in the barn, where it had collapsed? Would it show them anything different? Ben shook his head. Let it go. She wants nothing to do with you.

      It was hard to keep faith when the one thing he wanted had just sifted through his hands like sand in an hourglass.

      He’d been looking forward to their date; looking forward to gently running his fingers through her soft and silky hair. He wanted to taste her sweet lips. She brought out a tenderness in him that he hadn’t felt in ages. Not only did he want to help her, he wanted to protect her, give her comfort, and bring her joy. Instead, he’d destroyed her faith in him. Her expression was vacant when he looked into her eyes. The spark that was once there was gone.

      Was there any way to get it back?

      He couldn’t stop thinking about Abby. He loved the way her hair glistened in the sun, and the way she laughed. He adored how tender she was with Shadow and seeing their connection. Her drive and determination to find answers was inspiring. And somehow or other, in such a short time, she’d stolen his heart. He thought they were heading down a path of companionship, of boyfriend and girlfriend, the start of something beautiful. Instead, it was a dead end. It didn’t matter what he wanted, because she’d done an about-face and was gone.

      He racked his brain, desperate to find a way back into her life. If he could just get his foot in the door, maybe she’d find a way to forgive him. He had to try. Ever since that fateful day, he’d lived in fear of messing up again. He couldn’t give up. He was a fighter now. He had something to prove—to them both.

      When darkness fell, Ben knew what he had to do. He’d come up with a plan, even if it wasn’t a solid one. At least it was a start. He stopped at a local sporting goods store before heading out. With two no-glow cellular game trail cameras in his arsenal, he’d set one up at either side of the barn to see comings and goings. If something shady was happening, at least he’d have evidence to back it up.

      Ben crept up to the property and turned off his headlights before he got too close. He’d need to travel the rest of the way on foot if he wanted to go unnoticed. He threw a camouflaged backpack over his shoulder and moved quietly. His aim was to be stealthy, or as close to it as possible.

      Once he was in range of the barn, he studied the pattern of trees around the structure to see where the best place to secure the cameras out of view would be. Maybe inside the barn entrance would offer a better opportunity.

      As he approached the barn, watching over his shoulder, the biting sting of something sharp hit his neck. Everything went blurry. He stumbled, trying to keep his balance. There were shadows…then nothing.

      Ben reached for his head as he slowly came to. He rubbed his eyes, trying to make sense of where he was. He wasn’t near the barn. What happened? Slowly, his vision cleared.

      A man dressed in all black sat beside him and shook his head. “I see you’ve decided to join us. Do you realize that stupid stunt of yours could have cost us our operation?”

      “Where am I?” he asked, not sure if the man was on the good side of the law or the bad. He pulled back defensively. “Who are you?”

      “DEA. You’re safe. We’ll fill you in later. Thanks to you, I’m stuck sitting here instead of out there in the field on the mission.”

      “Attitude much?”

      The man glared at him. He had black smudged beneath his eyes, but his hat was pulled up, no longer covering his face. He didn’t respond.

      “DEA? Like, for real?”

      “You’ll need somebody to pick you up later. We towed your truck.”

      “My truck? Don’t you want to know what I was doing there?”

      “We searched your backpack and wallet. We’re aware of your intentions. We checked our database. You’re clear. Listen, you were in over your head. You’re lucky we pulled you out of there. Local police may have some interest in your activities of trespassing on private property, but the DEA doesn’t want you. Figure out who can come to get you. When the task force wraps up, you’ll be given an all clear to go. Until they finish the sweep, you’re stuck here with me.”

      “I’m one of the good guys,” Ben said, trying to make inroads.

      “You’re one of the guys that almost threw our mission out into the open.”

      “I didn’t know.”

      “I don’t know what you’re into, but I’d stay far away from that farm,” the agent finally said, warming up a bit.

      Ben bent over and dropped his head in his hands. “A friend…her father’s remains were found on the property after a fire that was originally reported as arson. Records have been changed. Something’s not right. Then we found something…DEA? Drugs?”

      The agent nodded. “Sorry to hear about your friend’s father. We’re familiar with the case, but I can’t discuss details with you.”

      “My ride is that very friend, Abby Donovan. Her father died here.”

      “I’ve already said too much.” He got up and paced. “We’ll get you out of here soon enough.”

      “If you know something, you’ve got to tell her. Nobody’s been straight with her about what happened to her father.”

      “Not my responsibility. Enough talking.” He sat back down.

      Ben groaned. So close, yet so far.

      The man’s phone lit up with a message.

      “Okay, you’re clear. Call your ride. The phone’s right there,” he pointed to an old landline on the wall. Dial 9, then the number you want to reach.

      “Where are my things? I need my phone. It’s got my contacts in it.”

      The man leaned to his side and scooped up Ben’s backpack. “Look up the contact. Make the call on our phone. You’ll be recorded.”

      Ben stood up. “Where do I tell her to get me?”

      “At the Redwood Cove Police Department. We’re at an outpost, but I’ll be dropping you there shortly.”

      Ben scrolled through his phone for Abby’s number. She probably didn’t want to hear from him, but she was the one that needed to know what was going on. What if she refused to pick him up? Maybe he’d be safer calling somebody else.

      Ben stopped at her contact information, the went to the landline phone on the wall. He dialed 9 first, then her number. It was late. He hoped she answered her phone.
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      Abby fumbled for her phone. Who was calling her at this hour? She squinted and tried to focus on the number. She didn’t recognize it. She put the phone back down and rolled over. Stupid caller woke her up.

      The phone rang again. Fine. She’d have to tell them they had a wrong number. They obviously weren’t taking a hint. She rolled back over, grabbed her phone, and answered. “You have a wrong number!”

      “Abby, it’s Ben.”

      Silence.

      “Can you hear me? It’s Ben. I need a favor.”

      Confused, she tried to connect the dots. It was Ben, but she didn’t see his caller ID. It simply said “unknown.” And of all the people in the world to ask for a favor? “Not interested. Bye—”

      Before she could hang up, he shot out, “It’s about your father.”

      Abby sat bolt upright in bed. That got her attention.

      “I can’t talk about it right now, but I need you to come get me. I’ll explain when I see you. Please, can you do me this one favor? I won’t ask for anything else, but this is important.”

      She sighed. “Where are you?”

      “I’ll be at the Redwood Cove Police Department.”

      “What?” She was perplexed. None of this made sense. She grumbled, then finally said she’d get him. “Fine.”

      “If you get there before me, wait. Long story, but I’m about to be moved there from another undisclosed location.”

      “Great. What did you get into now?” she asked.

      “I’ve got to go.”

      “Fine.” She hung up the phone. Shadow was snoring on the carpet beside her bed. “Hey Shadow, we need to go out for a little bit.”

      Shadow opened an eye, stretched a leg, then closed his eye again.

      “Shadow,” she tried again. “Time to get up.”

      It took a few moments, but he finally moved from his sprawled position to sitting up.

      “I’m sorry, boy. We need to get moving.” Abby climbed out of bed, dug through her clothes, and pulled out a baggy sweatshirt. She pulled it over the T-shirt she’d been sleeping in. She felt around for shorts after pulling a drawer open. Finally, she reached for a lamp and clicked it on. She squinted as her eyes adjusted to the light. “I know, I know. I’m not thrilled either. You’re being a good sport about all of this.”

      Shadow yawned, then stretched. She reached over to pat him on the head. A simple wag of his tail told her he was ready when she was.

      Ben was the last person she wanted to see, but he mentioned something about her dad. What could he be talking about?

      She slipped Shadow’s vest and leash on, then out the door they went.

      Once they got to the car, she groaned. It was way too late to be awake. At least there was a reason, but of all the people to call her so late, she hadn’t expected it to be Ben. And what was he up to? And the police department? She shook her head, frustrated by the not knowing.

      The drive didn’t take long, especially with the lack of traffic on the road. Nobody wanted to be awake at that hour. She pulled into the Redwood Cove Police Department’s parking lot and went inside.

      The officer behind the desk looked bored.

      “Quiet night?” Abby asked.

      “It’s hit or miss. How can I help you?”

      “I’m here to pick somebody up.”

      “Name?” the young officer asked.

      “Ben Foster,” she said.

      “Oh, right. Okay, one second. He’s the one they left in the breakroom. I’ll go get him.”

      Nothing made sense. What exactly was going on? She was less than amused at being disturbed at this time of night, but curiosity was getting the best of her.

      Ben came through a door that led to the back. “Thanks for coming to pick me up.”

      “Yeah.” She wasn’t sure what else to say. She wanted details, but not right there. She’d at least wait until they got to her car.

      She opened the back of the SUV, so Shadow could jump inside. Once they were seated and buckled in, she turned toward Ben. “Why are you at the police station? And what does this have to do with my father?”

      “I’m not even sure where to start.”

      Abby glared at him. “How about the beginning?”

      “Right. I decided that I’d do a little extra investigating. Something didn’t strike me right after what we’d been through. I knew I wouldn’t have Mr. Anderson’s permission, but if I could put some trail cameras up on his property after hours—”

      “You’ve got to be kidding me…” Abby groaned. “You can’t just—”

      “Wait, it gets better.”

      “Or worse, depending on how you look at it?”

      “Fair enough,” he said. “Okay, so I picked up a couple of cellular trail cameras. I wanted to keep track of comings and goings. I was scoping out the barn and trees around it to find the best vantage point. Before I could get that far…this is going to sound like something out of a James Bond movie. Seriously, it’s a little wild. I took a dart to my neck.”

      “Wait. You took a dart to your neck? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Yeah, okay. I’m getting geared up talking about it. I need to slow down, so I don’t mess up the details. An agent hit me in the neck with a tranquilizer dart. I didn’t know at the time. I felt this sharp sting, but before I could figure things out, I was knocked out.”

      “You’re trying to tell me you were shot with a blowdart? I’m supposed to believe that? Why are you doing this? The cops don’t blow-dart people, Ben.” She started her car, annoyed with his exaggeration.

      “No. Abby, seriously. This is the truth. And it wasn’t the cops…it was the DEA.” He paused, letting the information sink in. “And I don’t know if it was a blowdart, or if it was shot from a special pistol for those things.”

      “The DEA? As in…”

      “Yep.”

      She scrunched up her nose and furrowed her brow. “What was the DEA doing there? That doesn’t make sense.”

      “Okay, so here’s what I know so far. They could only give me bits and pieces obviously. I wasn’t in on what they were doing. In fact, I almost messed up their operation. I had no idea they’d be there. The guy they had babysitting me was less than thrilled. He wanted to be out in the field. Anyway, turns out they’d been working on a drug sting for almost two years.”

      “Two years?”

      “Exactly. Your father contacted them with enough information that they could open a case. That was before he disappeared.”

      “My dad?” Her jaw dropped.

      “Apparently, but I couldn’t learn much more. They weren’t talking, and the only reason I learned that was because I mentioned being out at the property because of my friend and her father and the arson. One thing led to another.”

      “I wanted to talk to my mom, but I got sidetracked. I think she knows more than she was saying. I’m just not sure how the pieces fit together. Mr. Anderson made a point to mention my mom being a part of this. I’m not sure how or why. I was about to confront her when…” She stopped.

      “Me.”

      “Yeah. You.”

      “I’m so sorry.”

      “I need time, Ben. It came as a shock. I’m not saying I’ll never forgive you, I’m simply saying that I need time.”

      His shoulders drooped. “I understand.”

      “I appreciate that you did this tonight, thinking you’d help find answers, but I think your part in all of this has come to an end.”

      He begrudgingly nodded.

      “Where’s your truck?”

      “Can you drop me at home? I can’t get my truck until the morning. I’ll have a friend bring me over. I won’t bother you again.”

      The drove the rest of the way in silence.

      When Abby pulled up to Ben’s place, he turned to face her. “I’m not sure I know how to let go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You’re always on my mind. The more I’m around you, the more I want to be. Everything that came out…anyway, if you ever find a way to let me back into your life…”

      Abby closed her eyes and held fast to the steering wheel. “I’m not sure how to go forward. I want to be better than this, but I can’t help but feel a grudge.”

      He nodded. “I get it. I do. I was ashamed of my response. I thought I was more of a man.”

      “Stop right there,” she started. “What happened doesn’t make you less of a man. Anybody would have fled with a gun pointed in their face. Your natural instinct was to survive. I don’t blame you in that aspect. Things could have turned out worse. We both could have wound up dead. But the fact that you were there messed with my head. I was desperate for somebody to save me because I couldn’t save myself.”

      He reached out for her hand.

      She shook her head. “Don’t.”

      Ben turned and looked out the window. “I want so much more for us.”

      “I did, too,” she admitted. “Unfortunately, life has other plans.”

      “It doesn’t have to be this way…”

      She grumbled at his response. “Maybe not for you. For me, I can’t forget that moment. It’s ingrained in my memory and lives there. The pain is too deep for me to wipe it away like it never happened. You’re a reminder of the day that forever changed me.”

      Ben reached for the door handle. “Great. The girl I’m falling in love with wants nothing to do with me. Just another failure in my life. Take care.”

      Abby growled. “Don’t say it like that.”

      “What would you have me say?”

      She looked away without an answer. “You should go.”

      Ben swallowed hard. “You have my number.”

      Abby didn’t respond as he got out of her car. When the door clicked shut, hot tears slid down her cheeks. She had to move forward, not back, and Ben would forever be tied to the past.
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      Abby drove home and climbed back into bed. She pulled the covers up over her head. Shadow found a comfortable spot, circled a few times, then dropped to the floor. She’d bought him a nice bed with memory foam, but it sat untouched. He much preferred his favorite spot beside her.

      Abby tossed and turned. Why did he say that? He was falling in love with her? Why did it have to be complicated?

      She thought of the dozens of questions she wanted to ask her mother to take her mind off Ben. Only it seemed to steer back to him of its own accord. Torn between anger and desire, confusion settled in. She wanted to hate him. She wanted to blame her bitter existence on him. Yet, he was a victim in his own right. He didn’t assault her. And who was to say if he’d done something differently it wouldn’t have turned out worse? Maybe the attacker would have been triggered and used the gun.

      And yet, she couldn’t very well forgive his actions either. He saw someone in trouble and walked away. A single word, yelling, calling for help might have helped with a different outcome. She’d lost a piece of herself that day. A piece she’d never regain. But he owed her nothing. How could she blame him for trying to save his own life? The blame game bounced around her thoughts like a ping-pong ball. There were no right answers. She knew that, but now that she had a face to place on the stranger it felt oddly personal.

      He was the kind of man to run into burning buildings. He was a hero. But in her instance, he was anything but.

      Still, there he was sitting at the police station for her. Okay, not directly, but indirectly. He didn’t have to install cameras to get more information. It wasn’t his responsibility, and yet he wanted to help. He risked himself to find her answers.

      Why did he have to be likeable? Sweet? And on the forefront of her mind? She huffed and grumbled, then rolled over again. Sleep eventually came, but it took longer than she would have liked.

      On waking, his words played in her head. The girl I’m falling in love with…

      Abby rolled out of bed and led Shadow to the back door. She put him outside and went to take a shower. Morning came too quickly after her late night. Once dried off and dressed, she opened the door for Shadow and scooped his meal from the large dog food bag.

      Shadow’s tail wagged as she filled his bowl. She topped off his water bowl, then went to make her own breakfast. A bowl of oatmeal with cinnamon and a cup of tea would do nicely. Abby sat at the table and flipped through her phone, glancing at the latest photos on her Reel Life stream while waiting on the water to boil. She snapped a quick picture of Shadow to add to her own files. If she didn’t add enough pictures, Carol mentioned it to her. She loved how involved Carol was in keeping up with all the goldens she’d bred. Truthfully, Abby liked seeing all the updated pictures, too.

      After breakfast, she’d head over and talk to her mother. Something had to give. There was information to be had. Now with the news of drugs coming out of the Anderson farm, she was even more curious. Had her mom known that Abby’s father was the reason the investigation was triggered? Did she know what he was getting involved in when he headed over there that day? And why did Mr. Anderson make the comment about her mother in the first place?

      Abby pulled up to her childhood home. A row of rosebushes used to line the front of the house, but her mother had since had them all pulled out. She was no longer able to keep up with the task of pruning and such. She used to adore gardening, but her depression had killed off any desire to keep up with plant life. The once lush landscape was now barren.

      Together, she and Shadow headed up the walkway toward the front door. She opened the door with her key, then let herself in. “Mom?”

      Abby walked down the hallway toward the family room where her mom usually sat watching TV all day. It was sad how much her mother’s life had changed. She used to be vibrant and active, but now she was simply a lump on the sofa staring off into the distance or at the television watching some game show.

      “Abby! I didn’t know you were coming over,” her mother greeted her.

      “I hope it’s okay. There’s been some stuff going on, and I needed to talk to you.”

      “About?”

      Abby closed her eyes. “You’re not going to be happy, but it’s time to answer some questions about Dad.”

      Her mother turned away and looked out the window. “You know I don’t like to discuss these things.”

      “Mom, it’s time. Some stuff has happened, and I need answers.” Abby sat down at the edge of the sectional sofa. “Dad. Drugs. The Andersons. Mr. Anderson was arrested last night, and before that, he suggested if I wanted answers, I needed to start by talking to you.”

      Her mother sighed heavily with her usual dramatic flair.

      Abby continued. “He said that Dad was there because of you.”

      She looked through Abby and blinked a few times, then nodded slowly. “Yes, he was.”

      “Why, Mom? What was it all about?”

      “When you love somebody, you’ll do anything to help,” she said.

      Abby cocked her head. “What does that mean, exactly?”

      “Sacrifice,” she said with a long, slow breath. “When you love somebody…sometimes you do things that don’t make sense to others.”

      “Mom, please,” Abby begged. “Tell me what happened and why. Don’t I deserve to know the truth?”

      Her mother reached up and wiped a tear away. “I can only do this once. One time. Do you understand? It’s too painful. One time. After this, we don’t bring the topic up again.”

      Abby nodded, holding on to her mother’s every word.

      “Yes, your father was there because of me. It started before that, though.”

      She wanted to nudge her mother to keep going, faster, quickly filling her in, but she’d have to do it her mom’s way…even if it meant a drawn-out process.

      Abby’s mother closed her eyes. “Your brother had gotten into trouble. He was always getting into trouble, but this time it was bigger. He’d fallen into the wrong situation and didn’t know how to get out of it. The drugs were only part of it, there was a lot of money involved as well. He finally came to me and revealed what was happening. He was scared.”

      She knew her brother used to be involved in stuff, but after her father’s passing, he’d changed. She didn’t know the details of her brother’s past, because her parents always protected her from learning too much about it.

      “I didn’t want to worry your father, so I told Ian I’d handle things. It was bad, and I wasn’t sure what to do, but decided I would figure it out.” She stopped for a moment and clasped her hands together. She glanced back over at Abby. “I went to speak with Mr. Anderson, because I was told that’s where the source of the problem was located. They were moving drugs through his barn and livestock.”

      Abby’s eyes went wide.

      “Your brother stole from him when he found out about it, quite by accident. He’d overheard something he shouldn’t have. Anyway, they threatened his life. I went to offer my own in place of Ian’s. I told them to let me work off the amount that was owed, and I’d help them move their product. That’s the short version of it. I’m not getting into how it was all dealt with, but let’s just say it took a lot of doing, and a few threats of my own.”

      “Wow,” was all she could say. Abby couldn’t look away and hung onto every word.

      “When I got in too deep, because…well, I got in too deep. I turned to your father for help.”

      “Dad.”

      “Yeah.” She let her gaze fall to the floor. “Your father was a good man. He did for me, what I was trying to do for your brother. He took the weight of the issue on his shoulders. He went to the authorities first in case something happened to him. He intended on confronting Mr. Anderson about the entire thing and putting an end to our involvement. I’m not sure how, but he said he’d handle it. I was scared, and I let him. I didn’t know he’d sacrifice himself by giving his life. I couldn’t know.”

      Abby’s jaw dropped.

      Her mother broke down sobbing. “I dropped him off. He wanted to talk to Mr. Anderson, man to man. To find an alternative way to fix things. That was the night of the fire. I’m assuming your father told him what he knew and maybe threatened him. I’ll never know exactly what was said. He died because of me.”

      “And the guilt…that’s why Ian turned his life around?”

      Her mother nodded.

      “And your depression. It’s guilt, not based solely from the loss. Remorse?”

      Her mother wrapped her arms tightly around herself.

      Abby couldn’t find it within her to hug her mother and comfort her. Not yet. She was still reeling from everything she’d learned. Her father sacrificed himself for her mother, who’d sacrificed herself for Ian. While humbled, she was also angry. If her brother had gotten his life together, none of this would have happened. If her mother hadn’t driven her father to the Anderson’s that night…if… Abby shuddered.

      Shadow drew up closer to her, recognizing the change in her demeanor. She quietly reached for him and pushed her hand through her dog’s soft coat. She closed her eyes and practiced breathing deeply, to stop the desire to curl up in a ball and turn off the world.

      “I’m sorry, Abby,” her mother finally said.

      Abby caught her breathing before it raced out of control. She stood, walked over to her mother, then leaned down and hugged her. “That’s a lot of stuff to carry around inside of you.”

      “Do you hate me?”

      Abby shook her head. “No. I understand it all better. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was trying to shield you from the pain.”

      “Knowing is easier than not knowing,” she said quietly. “Not knowing has been torture.”

      “I’m sorry I didn’t talk about it sooner. It’s so hard to discuss. The guilt rushes at me like a tsunami each and every time. I’m not sure how to compartmentalize it.”

      “Maybe it’s time to get help. Go talk to somebody.”

      “I can’t. It’s too personal. I don’t need to be judged for choices we all made. When you love somebody, you do what you can to help them. Sometimes it doesn’t seem to make sense to people on the outside looking in.”
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      “How are you doing?” her mother asked.

      Abby shrugged. “A lot has happened lately. I’m not sure how to resolve it.”

      “Have you checked in with your friends lately? It seems to me that you’re isolating again. You know that’s not good for you.”

      Abby nodded. “Yeah, I know. It’s hard for me to get out sometimes.”

      “I ran into Jeanette at the convenience store the other day. She said she’s worried about you. You’ve made excuses and canceled plans more than once with her. I assured her it had nothing to do with her. It doesn’t, does it?”

      Abby looked away. “No. It’s me. I go through cycles. I was doing better for a while, and even perked up a bit with Ben around…err, well, yeah. So much for that. I’ve managed to chase him off too.”

      “Ben? Is this the new guy you were speaking of?”

      Abby mumbled. “Yeah.”

      “I know you went through some scary things, like the assault, then losing your father, but you don’t want to dig yourself a hole that you can’t climb out of. Don’t end up like me.”

      She wasn’t sure what to say.

      “I’ll tell you what,” her mother continued. “I’ll get help if you get help.”

      She had the option of saying no, but she couldn’t see her mother wasting her life away. All she needed was to talk through her pain, to get to the other side, and see that there was still life waiting for her.

      “Well? What do you say? You always tell me I need to go to therapy. I’ll go if you’ll get your life back together.”

      Abby rocked in place, then quietly whispered, “Okay.”

      “I’m scared, too,” her mother admitted. “I don’t know how to function most days. I’ve let myself get too comfortable, hiding away at home.”

      “I know that feeling,” Abby said. “It’s safe.”

      “It’s time to break free of our comfort zone. We can do it together.”

      “Mom, I love you.”

      “I love you, too, Abby. So, tell me about this Ben guy you spoke of earlier. Weren’t you supposed to go on a date?”

      “Yeah, but that’s not happening.”

      “Oh? Why not?”

      Abby stood and paced. Shadow watched as she walked back and forth across the family room carpeting. “It’s messy. Things didn’t align right is all.”

      Her mother didn’t say anything. She knew her daughter well enough. If she waited, Abby would continue.

      “It’s not going to work. I thought I liked the guy, but I got ahead of myself. It happens.” She shoved her hands in her pockets and shook her head, looking down.

      “Are you trying to convince me or you?” her mother asked.

      Abby turned toward her mom. “Why do you say it like that?”

      “What changed?”

      She sighed, then admitted, “He was there. I couldn’t have known. It came out as a matter of coincidence. I mean, the timing. None of it makes sense, but it is what it is. I have a hard time getting past that.”

      “He was there? Where? What are you talking about, Abs?”

      Abby stopped pacing. She looked at her mother, her expression vacant. “The assault. He was the witness that took off running.”

      “How could you possibly know that? Are you sure?”

      “He was telling me something and mentioned a location by the bank, the road…and a gun. I was stunned. When I heard the time and date…” Abby’s voice hitched. She took a moment to collect herself. “How can I move forward? How do I forgive him for abandoning me?”

      Her mother lifted a hand over her mouth. “Oh, dear.”

      “Right. I only just learned about it. It shook me up, obviously. I was crushed, and I’m not sure how to separate the two things, him as a man whom I like, and him as the witness who left me standing there alone.”

      She nodded in agreement. “I see your point. That would be difficult to hear. I’m sorry it was one in the same. I was happy when you said you’d met somebody—relieved, actually. I worry about you being alone all the time, isolating yourself from your friends, and you even avoid coming here more and more. I thought you’d finally let light back into your life.”

      “I don’t know what else to do.”

      “Have you tried to pray? It sounds so simplistic, but when we need bigger shoulders than our own, He is always there,” she gently reminded her.

      Abby glanced at the floor. She was embarrassed to admit that she hadn’t prayed enough lately. She’d let go of the faith that used to help stabilize her. It was hard to believe in a good God when she’d been let down and attacked. How could He let something that big happen in her life? Why didn’t He stop it? Save her from the monster? Why did He abandon her, just like Ben did that day? She’d never felt more alone. On occasion she prayed out of habit, but they felt like empty words.

      “It can’t hurt,” her mother said softly.

      “I should go.” Abby slowly folded into herself. She was ready to head back home, to the comfort and safety of the blankets on her bed. She was finished talking. She lied. “I’ve got a few things to do.”

      Her mother knew. “Okay. Give me a call later, so that I know that you’re okay.”

      “Yep.” Shadow followed her as she headed toward the door.
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      Ben wasn’t sure how to reach Abby. She asked for space and time. He wanted to respect her wishes, but he felt pulled to be around her. He understood her disappointment and he’d give anything to change it, but the past was the past. There was no going back.

      It was like hitting his head on a wall. Nothing changed, but he was beating himself up. He’d never been so driven, so desperate to prove himself. Abby was unlike anybody he’d met before, and the thought of her disappearing from his life was too much.

      In the short time he’d known her, she’d already weakened his resolve. He couldn’t stop thinking about her and looked forward to their date because he knew it would lead to a long relationship. And now, without that opening…without their date…he was left scrambling to find a way to reach out again.

      She didn’t want to see him. It tore at his heart. The way she jumped into his arms after he freed her from the cavern—it was everything he’d hoped for. It drew them closer, it was immediate, no thinking involved. The moment was spontaneous, natural, and spoke for itself. She longed for him the same way he longed for her.

      And now, she’d shut him down. Turned away. Said a final good-bye. He didn’t want to say good-bye, and he knew deep down she still cared for him. She froze up, was scared, hurt, and angry, but nobody shuts their emotions off like a faucet. It was a façade. She was saving face, trying to absorb the news, but there still had to be a spark…right?

      Ben desperately wanted to visit her. He wanted to see her gorgeous face, look into her eyes, and let his gaze fall to her pouty lips. He wanted to run his fingers through her hair and press his mouth to hers. He wanted to tell her she’d brightened his lonely life. Sure, he had work, but there’d been nobody special. She was special…his special.

      He could take care of her, keep her safe, protect her from harm. He could chase away the monsters that lived under her bed or in her closet, or even in her mind. He knew he could, but she wouldn’t give him that chance. Yes. He’d been a coward. The moment happened. He couldn’t take it back, but he’d faced his fears and pushed himself into a new way of living.

      He tried to shut her out of his mind, but it was too soon. The wound was still fresh. Her words cut into him, and still he would give his right arm to make it up to her. Just one date. It was all he needed. She would see, they were meant to be together. She already knew that. They both did. You couldn’t hide from the kind of connection they’d built in such a short time.

      Sure, it seemed fast, rushed even, but the circumstances threw them together. They worked as a team, bonded, and now because of them there were consequences that Mr. Anderson and others would face. Her father would get justice. She’d be able to sleep at night.

      What he wouldn’t give to sleep. He’d tossed and turned the night before. She sat on his mind, like a fog that refused to lift.
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      Abby turned her car toward the Cliff Walk trail. The exercise would do both her and Shadow good. Fresh air would clear her mind, and it would be nice to stretch her legs. She was certain Shadow would feel the same. After parking, she grabbed her water bottle and Shadow’s collapsible bowl.

      A breeze from the ocean cooled the path. At least it wasn’t muggy. She hated when the humidity left sweat sticking to her skin. She’d only meant to walk a mile, but she ended up going farther than usual.

      She settled onto a bench with Shadow for a bit. The walk was exactly what she needed. She poured some water into his bowl. When he finished, they started the return path. A large object caught her eye. She spun just in time to see a whale breaching. Nature at its best. It never got old. She loved that they were around most of the year. It was always a treat to get a glimpse of the magnificent creatures.

      “Did you see that, boy?” Abby patted Shadow’s head. He wagged his tail in response. “Okay, let’s get moving.”

      Ben was on her mind. How could he not be? She closed her eyes and shook her head, hoping to knock his image from it. Why did it have to be complicated?

      She didn’t mean to go over, but something called to her. After leaving the trail, Abby drove to Ben’s place. She turned back toward Shadow. “What do you think? Is this a mistake?”

      His red pickup truck was there, so she knew he’d be home. She hesitated, then finally found the courage to go up to the door.

      She rang the bell and waited.

      Ben opened the door. “Abby?”

      “May we come in? I was hoping we could talk.”

      He opened the door wider. “This is a nice surprise.”

      She hadn’t planned what she’d say; she simply wanted to see him. Abby swallowed hard, then turned back toward Ben. “I was a little rough on you. I’m sorry about that.”

      “You had good reason.”

      “It’s not your fault.” She glanced down at the floor, avoiding eye contact. “You were there, but you’re not the one who hurt me.”

      “I wish I’d done more,” he admitted.

      “We were both changed that evening. Each in our own way.”

      “Abby, I…”

      She finally looked up at him.

      He met her gaze. “I can’t stop thinking about you.”

      “I don’t know how to move forward, but I’d like to try.”

      Ben knelt and scratched Shadow’s ears. “I’ve missed you too, boy.”

      “I want to put it in the past, but I’m not sure how. I’ve been stuck, unable to change my outlook. Yet, after what happened with my family, things aren’t always what they seem to be. It’s got me thinking about how we sometimes only see what we want to. Maybe I need to change my perspective.”

      He moved in closer. “If you’d give me a chance…”

      “I forgive you, Ben. That’s what I’ve come to say. You were scared. Most people would have done the same.”

      He reached out for her, but Abby stiffened. “I’m not sure I can be who you need me to be.”

      “Maybe it was fate, pulling us back together. Maybe we’re supposed to help each other heal.”

      “I think that’s a leap too far,” she said quietly.

      “All I know is that the moment we came face-to-face, I knew I wanted to be around you. I still do.”

      She reached down and pushed her hand through Shadow’s coat. “I wanted there to be something there, something between us, but I think we both have too many things to work through on our own.”

      “Why not together?” he asked. “We connected. There’s something there. I know you feel it, too, or you wouldn’t be here.”

      She met his gaze again and got lost in his eyes. She did want to be there, to be around him, and yet something held her back.

      He reached out for her, trying once again. Ben tenderly cupped her face in his hand. “Give us another chance. Please.”

      The pull was strong, the desire dragging her closer like a magnet. She closed her eyes and parted her lips.

      Ben leaned in close, inches away, and whispered softly, “Can I kiss you?”

      She nodded.

      His lips pressed into hers, soft and gentle, like butterfly kisses.

      Abby’s heart raced like a thoroughbred. Her mind twisted like a tornado, moving so quickly, she thought she’d lose balance. His mouth against hers was pure perfection. He was tender, didn’t press, and didn’t ask for more.

      She fluttered her eyes, opening them, and looked at Ben. A small smile spread across her lips. “That was nice.”

      He grinned back at her. The moment was magic.
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        * * *

      

      Ben’s heart exploded. There was never any doubt in his mind that Abby was the one for him. He’d never been so drawn to a woman. The moment she entered the firehouse and sat beside him, the attraction was immediate.

      He wanted to be around her. Needed to be.

      They’d bonded over the oddities of the Anderson property, but he wanted to take her on a date. A real date. One where they could get to know each other better. He already knew she was strong, independent, a survivor, and so much more, but there was so much he didn’t know. He wanted to know the intimate details of her life. What was her favorite dessert? Her favorite movie? What did she dream of as a child? Where was she happiest? And was there some place she’d wanted to visit but never had the chance? Did she like sleeping in or waking early?

      He carefully worded the question, almost afraid of rejection, even though she’d kissed him back. “Do you think I could take you out? Or we could hang out here? Another walk? Dinner? There’s a vineyard not far from here, or if you prefer something like an amusement area? I’d love to spend more time with you.”

      Abby pressed her lips together. “I’d like that. I can’t make any promises, but I’ll do my best.”

      “It’s all I can ask for.”

      “Have you talked to your chief?” she asked.

      “Yeah, but I’m still not allowed to return early. It’s protocol and his hands are tied.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Ben looked down, embarrassed. “It’s the right call. I put myself and others at risk. It’s time for me to get that under control. Fighting fires is no place for a daredevil.”

      She fidgeted awkwardly.

      “Why don’t you sit down and stay a little while?” he asked.

      “Another day,” she answered quietly. “I have some things to take care of. I’d like to start jotting down notes and dictating pieces for my book. I’ve got a lot to do, and the sooner I start, the better.”

      “What’s the weekend look like? Do you want to try for Sunday?”

      She nodded. “Sunday is fine.”

      “How about I pick you up around four? We can go out and do something, then get a bite to eat.”

      “Four o’clock,” she repeated back to him.

      They said their good-byes. As Ben closed the door behind Abby, he couldn’t wipe the smile from his face. He didn’t expect her to give him another chance, but fate stepped in after all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      Abby’s heart felt lighter. She somehow found the capacity for forgiveness. Maybe. She hoped. When she’d first heard that he’d been there, all she could do was shut down. The pain seared and clawed at her, making her wonder if the outcome would have been different. But truth be told, it might have been worse. They could have both been killed. She didn’t know Ben that day, but she knew him today. The Ben she knew cared about people, risked his life to help others, and went out of his way to make a change in hers.

      That he ended up at the police station, because he’d hoped to find answers about her father…he went above and beyond.

      Her mother’s words rang in her ears. Have you tried to pray?

      She hadn’t. Lately, her faith was that of a moving target. Some days, she felt a connection to Him, other days, she felt abandoned and alone. Abby wasn’t sure how to right that ship, but a little one-on-one time praying couldn’t hurt.

      She finally understood her brother’s return to the church. It was guilt that sent him back. He knew that he’d caused a chain reaction. That was when he changed his ways, after they lost their father. Everything seemed so clear.

      What wasn’t clear was what the future held for her and Ben. There was obviously an attraction, but would it be enough to pull them over the hurdle of their awkward past?

      She was willing to try, which is more than she’d anticipated. It was as much of a surprise to her as it was to him. She hadn’t planned on stopping by to see him, but the heart wants what the heart wants.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The weekend rolled up quickly. Abby stared into her closet, convinced she had nothing to wear. She tore her drawers open, hoping to find better choices. It was like she’d become another person. She never put this much effort into a style. Did she even have a style? Fashion was never her strong point. When she’d seen Ben before, she barely even paid attention to what she was wearing, so why did she suddenly need to make a better impression? He was already interested in her.

      She finally chose a purple blouse and paired it with dark jeans. No. That wouldn’t do. She peeled off the jeans and opted for something softer. A skirt? Slacks? Well, if she wore a skirt, the purple blouse wouldn’t match, and slacks, were they too business casual? Ugh!

      Safe? Flirty? Abby finally selected a gauzy-blue maxi dress and nude-beige sandals. A lightweight, white cardigan topped the look. Shadow watched as she flung clothes onto her bed until she’d found the right outfit.

      “Don’t judge me,” she teased him. “I’m a little nervous. Do you blame me? It’s been a while since I’ve been on a date.”

      She did a double take in the mirror and was happy with her final choice. She decided to keep her hair down and twisted a few pieces around a curling iron to create soft waves.

      “You’ll have to wear your vest and be on your best behavior, since we’re going to a restaurant,” she said, knowing full well that Shadow was always well-behaved. If only he didn’t have a love of chasing squirrels. Otherwise, he was well-behaved. He did have that one weakness, but she had a weakness for chocolate-chocolate-chip ice cream, so there was that.

      Abby was grateful that Ben understood Shadow’s presence in her life. Where she went, Shadow went. He seemed to take a liking to Shadow, so that helped matters. Once they were ready, they went to the kitchen to wait. She wanted to sit down and casually relax like a normal person, but that wasn’t a reality. Instead, she paced across the kitchen floor until she practically made a groove in the tile.

      When the doorbell rang, she drew a deep breath and waited a moment. She didn’t want to appear over anxious. She pasted on her best smile, then opened the door.

      Her brother stood at the door. “We need to talk. I probably should have called first.”

      “Ian? Yes, you should have. I’m about to go out.”

      “It’s about Mom. This can’t wait.”

      Abby closed her eyes, blew out a breath between pursed lips as she tried to find balance, then nodded. “Come in.”

      Not a few moments later, the door bell rang again.

      “I need to get that. I’ll be there in a minute.” She turned to answer the door. “Ben. I’m so sorry about this…”

      Ben cocked his head to the side. “What’s the matter? You look gorgeous, by the way.”

      “Thank you. My brother just showed up. He needs to talk…apparently, now.”

      “Oh.”

      “Can we postpone things?” she asked, hoping he didn’t take it the wrong way.

      “Oh…”

      “I wouldn’t do this if…look, I’m not bailing on our date. The timing just—”

      Ian showed up behind her. “Hey, sorry about this. I’ve got a situation. Can I borrow my sister for a short while?”

      “Sure, of course.” Ben politely agreed but couldn’t hide the disappointment in his voice. “We can do this another day.”

      “No! I don’t need to push it off completely. Could you maybe give me half an hour?”

      Relief slid across his face. “Do you want me to take Shadow for a walk?”

      “Actually, that would be great. Shadow would love that.”

      “Okay, then a walk it is.”

      “Thank you for this,” she whispered.

      Ben nodded, took Shadow’s leash, and together they headed out.

      Abby turned toward her brother. “What’s going on?”

      “Mom’s freaking out. She’s been acting really weird the last few days. Then this afternoon, she calls me and starts talking cryptically. I’m worried about her. I think she’s teetering on the edge. I went over, but she wouldn’t let me in. She changed the locks.”

      “What? My key worked earlier this week.”

      “I think she just did it. I don’t know what’s going on, but something’s wrong. Can you try talking to her?”

      Abby nodded, grabbed her phone and dialed her mother. Nobody answered. “Do you really think something is wrong?”

      “I don’t know, but her depression keeps getting worse, and then the lock change…” Ian added.

      “When did you last talk to her?”

      “This afternoon. I asked her if she was okay, then she hung up on me.”

      “She hung up on you?”

      “Yeah, not even a good-bye. It was like she cut me off, but when I tried to call back, she didn’t pick up.”

      Abby sighed. “We better get over there. If she doesn’t answer, I’ll break a window and go in. I’m not taking any chances.”

      “I’m coming with you.”

      She nodded. “As soon as Ben gets back with Shadow, we can leave. Do you want to start over now?”

      “Sure. I’ll wait for you to get there before we try to enter. I’ll see if she’ll open the door for me.”

      When Ben returned from walking Shadow, Abby filled him in on what was going on.

      “I’ll drive you over,” Ben said. “Come on.”

      “You don’t mind? You don’t have to do this.”

      “If it involves you, I want to be a part of it. I’m here for you Abby, through thick and thin.”

      “Thank you, that means a lot.”

      Abby twisted her fingers together and stared out the window as Ben drove. What was her mother up to now? Why would she hang up on Ian? And why change the locks? Something wasn’t right.

      Ian was waiting by the front of the house. Ben and Abby joined him.

      She asked, “Did you ring the bell?”

      “Yeah. No answer, but her car is here.”

      “Could she have gone out with a friend?” Abby asked.

      “What friend? She barely talks to anybody anymore.”

      “True.”

      “Okay, let’s try again.” Abby banged on the door. “Mom, it’s me. Are you there?”

      They waited, but there was no answer. What if she’d fallen and was stuck?

      “I’m going to break a window and go in. We’ll board it up and fix it as soon as we can, but what if something’s wrong?”

      Ian nodded. “Let’s do this.”

      Abby wrapped her sweater around her hand, but Ian stopped her.

      “Let me. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “Whatever.”

      Ian picked up a rock and smashed the window by the door. He took his shirt off, wrapped it around his hand, and brushed away the broken glass. As he twisted his arm through the window to reach in and unlock the door, a shadow appeared in the hallway.

      “Don’t move. I’ve got a gun,” a booming male voice called out.

      Ian jerked back. “Who’s there?”

      “The police are on the way,” the voice called out.

      They heard their mother’s voice behind him. “Go away.”

      “Mom, it’s Ian. Are you okay?” he yelled.

      “Ian?” She groaned, then walked over and opened the door. His mother was half-dressed, wearing a button-down man’s shirt.

      “Mom?”

      She glared at her son. “What are you doing?”

      He cautiously looked at the man with the gun. “Is he holding you hostage?”

      Her face dropped as she let out a sigh. She turned to look over her shoulder. “Put the gun down, Butch. It’s my children.”

      The bare-chested man nodded and put the safety back on.

      “Mom?” Abby said, looking between her mother and the strange man.

      Her mother shrugged. “I met somebody. I didn’t want you to meet him this way.”

      “You met someone?” Ian shook his head, not sure whether to laugh or cry. “We were worried about you. You changed the locks. You hung up on me…”

      “Well…oh, you must be Ben, the fireman.” She quickly greeted him. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m sorry it’s under these circumstances.”

      “Same,” he greeted.

      “Come inside. Give me a minute to cover up better. I’ll meet you in the family room in a few minutes. Butch, come with me,” she said, grabbing his arm so he could cover up as well.

      A few minutes later Butch and their mother joined them. “Kids, this is Butch. Butch, this is Ian, Abby, and her friend Ben. Shadow is Abby’s dog.”

      He was flustered but offered his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Mom?”

      “This all seems so silly,” she started.

      “You changed the locks,” Ian started.

      “When Abby came over the other day and let herself in, I realized how awkward that would have been if she’d walked in on…” She glanced over at Butch. “I wasn’t ready to tell you I’d met somebody.”

      Butch placed his arm over her shoulder.

      “There’s not a car in the driveway. We didn’t know you weren’t alone.”

      “He parks across the street. I guess I was paranoid. The plumbing truck you passed is his. I had a problem, he came and fixed it a couple of weeks ago. We hit it off, have been seeing each other, and the rest is history.”

      “Oh, boy,” Abby said. “All a big misunderstanding. Wow. This is embarrassing. It’s just that, well, you haven’t been yourself.”

      “I know but having Butch around has helped me so much. We only met a short while ago, and I guess I wanted to keep that information to myself. I was a little embarrassed to be moving so quickly, to be honest. And I wasn’t sure how you’d feel about me dating again.”

      “Why did you hang up on me?” Ian asked.

      “Right, sorry about that. He’d been yelling something from the other room, and I panicked. I worried you’d hear him and didn’t know what to do. It was more of an involuntary reaction. I wasn’t ready to admit I was dating again.”

      “So, you’re okay?” Abby asked.

      “Better than I’ve been in a while,” her mother admitted.

      “That’s good news, but I wish I’d known so we didn’t have to go through all of this. Why do you always keep things from me?” she asked.

      Her mother stepped over and placed a hand on her cheek. “You’re fragile. I always worry about how you’ll handle something.”

      Abby glanced down. “I’m not that fragile.”

      Nobody said anything.

      “Fine, so I’m a little fragile. Either way, I wish you’d be more open with me.”

      “Maybe we should go,” Ben suggested.

      “I think that’s a good idea,” Abby agreed. “Love you, Mom. Nice to meet you, Butch. Ian. Come on, Shadow.”

      “It was nice to meet you, Ben.”

      He nodded, not sure what else to say.
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      Ben took Abby’s hand as they walked back to his truck. “That was an interesting turn of events.”

      “Yeah, I’d say.”

      “About that date of ours?”

      Abby sighed. “Do you want to reschedule it?”

      “No! Not at all. I was going to ask if we could start our portion of the evening now.”

      Abby laughed. “I’m more than ready.”

      Shadow jumped up into Ben’s truck and sat between them.

      “Is this the first time your mother has dated since…”

      Abby nodded. “Yeah. It’s kind of weird, but it’s nice to see her smile.”

      “And your brother?”

      “He’s fine. I’ll leave him to sort out what he needs to with her, but my family’s time is cutting into my date. I’m finished talking about them for now.”

      Ben smiled. “Then it’s all Abby and Ben from this point on.”

      “That sounds amazing,” she cooed.

      “When I was out walking Shadow earlier, he mentioned I might want to tell you again how pretty you look, since we were interrupted.”

      “Thanks, Shadow.”

      “Wait, don’t I get any credit?” Ben teased.

      She shrugged and teased him. “You clean up pretty nicely yourself. Where are we headed?”

      “I thought it might be fun to go to a hibachi place. It’s always entertaining and the food is really good. There’s a place I know that does it right,” he said.

      “Sounds fun. I haven’t gone to a hibachi place in ages,” she added. “In fact, I think the last time I was probably a kid. They have one at Disney World, in Epcot.”

      Ben leaned in and turned the radio louder. “I like this song.”

      Abby liked the acoustic rock sound. It had a coffee house feel. “Butch, huh?”

      “I thought your family was off-limits tonight,” he said.

      “You’re right. I’m just kind of surprised. It took me off-guard. I didn’t really think about my mother dating again. It’s been a while, so it’s not that it bothers me, it’s weird is all. I’ve never seen her with anyone other than my father. It was weird to think of her being part of a couple again, and you know, only being partially dressed. I’m not sure what I think about that part. It seems kind of fast.”

      “I can imagine that would be odd to take in, seeing your mother with somebody else.”

      “Yeah, it really is. I mean, if it makes her happier, I’m all for it. I just wish it hadn’t happened the way it did, you know, us breaking in, her in an awkward situation. The gun was an uncomfortable experience.”

      “Yeah, I hadn’t expected that.”

      Their talk drifted to current events, and then to trivial things. Nothing heavy, which suited Abby fine. Once she’d agreed to their date, it’s like a weight fell off her shoulders and she decided to enjoy it. Their past was that, their past. She planned on starting over, just like her mother.

      Ben pulled up in front of the restaurant, Bonsai. Together, they made their way inside. Shadow followed along between them.

      Once at their table, they politely greeted the others that were there before them. It was a group table where approximately eight people sat around a large, rectangle grill. The other couples had already been seated. When the table was filled, the chef came out to prepare their orders.

      The chef told small jokes as he diced and sliced the food. He tossed cooked shrimp to a few people to try to catch in their mouth. The group laughed and applauded the chef’s talent. It was both fun and delicious. Everything was cooked to perfection. As he turned off the grill after each member was served, he bowed and accepted another round of applause.

      Abby leaned into Ben. “That was awesome. I wish I could wield a knife like that! I can barely be trusted with a spoon.”

      “Yeah, he’s so talented.” The chef had since left the table and headed back to the kitchen area of the restaurant.

      “The steak is cooked perfectly,” she said. “I’ll need to save a piece of Shadow for being so well-behaved.”

      “He really blends in,” he added.

      “Yeah, it was a learning process as we both trained together. I got some help obviously, but a lot of it was time and repetition while rewarding the positives. You’ve met my family. Tell me more about yours.”

      “I wish I had something interesting to tell you, but we’re pretty boring overall. Mom’s a lawyer, Dad’s an accountant. I have a brother, but we’re not especially close. We used to be, but he moved to the other side of the country to be with a girl, and we don’t talk a lot. We’re sort of night and day when it comes to interests. He’s into aviation and fishing. I think he’s been with his girlfriend now for a couple of years. I suspect they’ll get married at one point.”

      “And what about this other character, Ben? What else does he like to do on his days off?”

      He reached over and placed his hand over hers. “I’ve got this new thing. I’ve become an explorer, discovering tunnels and things of that nature. There’s a girl I’ve fallen for, and she’s added all sorts of different layers to my life.”

      She grinned. “Has she?”

      “Definitely made my days brighter,” he added.

      After dinner, they drove to the dog park.

      Ben parked his truck. “On our earlier walk, Shadow suggested I should include him on the date as well. He thought the dog park would be a nice addition.”

      Abby laughed. “He was quite talkative.”

      “He was. He mentioned one other thing,” he said as he took her hand and they walked down the path to the park.

      “What was that?”

      “This.” He turned toward her, placed his hand on her cheek and gently brushed his lips to hers.

      Abby’s heart fluttered. His kiss was tender and warm.

      Ben pulled back to look at her. “I hope that was okay.”

      She nodded as heat crept over her cheeks. “It was nice.”

      Shadow barked at them as they stood on the path.

      “Okay, okay,” she said. “We’re on our way.”

      The couple sat down in the sand and watched Shadow bounce around, playing at the edge of the water.

      “I didn’t think this through very well,” he said with a laugh. “We’re going to have a wet dog between us in the truck.”

      She cautiously reached for his hand. “It’s okay by me.”

      Ben liked the feel of her hand in his. Their fingers intertwined. Shadow danced in the water, then chased a pug who had joined him. The dogs played and frolicked in the surf. With it being low tide, it wasn’t rough.

      “I’d like to see you again,” Ben started. “In fact, I’m hoping it becomes a new habit.”

      “I have to admit, I do like being around you,” Abby said. “There’s something about a handsome, strong fireman wooing me that I find very appealing.”

      “Do you now?” He couldn’t hide his smile. “Is there something about a fireman kissing you?”

      “Oh, most certainly. I especially like that.”

      He held her gaze. A slow sizzle smoldered between them. Ben leaned in to kiss Abby, but just as he did, Shadow ran up, barked and shook off. Wet droplets sprayed everywhere. The couple laughed and groaned. Ben got up and chased Shadow to the water, while Abby watched them dodge in and around each other. It was the happiest she remembered being in way too long.

      After Shadow got more playtime in, they walked back to Ben’s truck hand-in-hand.

      Ben turned to open Abby’s door. “I hope this isn’t too forward, but can I see you again? I’m off for a little bit longer with work. Once I start back up, my time will be more limited. I’d like to take advantage of the time off.”

      “I’d enjoy that. I do have to get some writing done, but I’ve got a lot of flexibility in my schedule.”

      “Can I take you out for lunch tomorrow?” he asked.

      “Why don’t I make lunch? You can come over and I’ll cook on the grill. I make a mean burger.”

      “You had me at burger!”

      “Great, let’s say around one or two? Is that too late? That gives me the morning to get some work done, then I’ll be free during the afternoon.”

      “Sounds perfect. What can I bring?” he asked.

      “Yourself. I’ve got everything we need.”

      He closed the door behind her, once both she and Shadow were in the truck. Ben walked around the truck and climbed into the driver’s side, wearing a big grin.

      On arriving back at Abby’s house, they parked, then walked up to her door.

      “I had a nice night,” she said, suddenly feeling more nervous than she’d expected. He’d already kissed her. But standing there, the expectations, the end of the date…it felt bigger.

      Ben reached for her hand. “I’m glad we went out. You’re something special. You hooked me in from the moment I met you.”

      “I’m not that special,” she said shyly.

      “Don’t close down on me now.” With his other hand, he tipped her chin up so she was looking at him. “Can I kiss you?”

      She giggled nervously. “I wish you would.”

      He drew his thumb along her bottom lip with such tenderness that it gave her chills. She couldn’t look away from him. The way his gaze locked on her sent her heart racing out of control. It was a new kind of anxiety, not a scary one. It was a rush of adrenaline, a shot of enthusiasm. She dared to drink him in, to taste his kiss. With her guard down, she slowly parted her lips.

      Ben leaned in and closed his eyes, greeting her mouth with his. The suppleness of her lips, the sweetness of her mouth…he wrapped his arm around her waist and pulled her closer. What had been only a momentary kiss earlier was deeper this time, hungrier, more passionate. He turned her the slightest bit and pressed her to the door.

      With one hand behind her back, the other came to rest on her collarbone.

      In a split-second reaction, Abby panicked and jerked her knee up and connected to his lower torso.

      Ben yelled out and doubled over. “What was that for?”

      Realizing what she’d done, Abby’s eyes flew open wide. “I’m so sorry.”

      He shook his head, backing up. “You’re crazy. Certifiably insane. You know that?”

      Her jaw dropped, and her shoulders slumped. All color drained from her face.

      Ben was cautiously trying to stand back up fully but was in pain. “I didn’t mean—”

      “You should go. I’m sorry I hurt you,” she said.

      “Abby, wait. What happened? What I said…”

      She shook. The memory of being pressed to the wall triggered her, and before she could control it, she reacted, trying to stop the assault. She’d flashed back, his hand on her collarbone, being slammed against a brick wall, unable to move, afraid… “I can’t do this, Ben.”

      She turned away and went inside. Ben tried to talk to her, but she closed the door. Once inside, she collapsed against the door and slid to the floor. Shadow buried his head against her, helping her through the moment. Ben was right. She was crazy. That was never going to change. Hearing him say the words, though, felt like a dagger through her heart. He’d never see her as whole.
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      Ben was dumbfounded. He knocked on the door, but she wouldn’t answer. After trying multiple times, he gave up and went to his truck. What had gone from an otherwise healthy and happy date, well, all that was left of it were the ashes scattered on the ground.

      He’d been foolish to say those things. He knew it hurt her. He didn’t mean for them to slip out…they were simply expressions to most people. Obviously to her, the words were more painful, like somebody slicing off a piece of her heart.

      On the other hand, she’d reacted strongly by kneeing him. So strongly, that he’d been doubled over in pain. How was that okay? Her physical response was too much. Was it something he’d said or done? They’d kissed each other earlier in the night without a problem. Then at the house, they kissed again. It wasn’t until he’d pressed her to the… His shoulders dropped.

      He’d pressed her to the door. She felt trapped. Just like the night he’d walked away. She’d been assaulted in an alley, pressed to the building, unable to escape. Why didn’t he put it together earlier? Ben shook his head. He had to make things right. There was no driving away until this was resolved. He’d try again…he had to try again. She needed to know he wouldn’t cause her harm. She was safe with him, safe in his arms. He’d forgive her for the momentary response, as much as it smarted.

      He’d need to be more careful, to understand her triggers. Would it be worth it? Or would he always be on edge, worried that that he’d set her off? Maybe it was too much for him to handle?

      He gripped the steering wheel and grunted with frustration. There was no easy answer, but then again, he wasn’t looking for easy. He was looking for happily ever after and was convinced Abby was the one he wanted. If he left, it would be harder to undo the damage.

      Ben got out of his truck and went back to Abby’s front door. He rang the doorbell and knocked. “Abby, it’s me. Can we talk?”

      It took a few minutes, but she finally opened the door. Her face was tear-stained. “Abby?”

      “What do you want?”

      “Can I come inside?”

      “Just say what you need to say.” Shadow sat by her side.

      “This,” he said, pointing between the two of them, “this can work. I messed up. I didn’t think. It didn’t hit me until I was sitting in my truck thinking about what happened.”

      “I didn’t mean to knee you like that.” She avoided eye contact. “I’m going to be honest. It’s not going to work.”

      “Do you want it to?” he asked, now not so sure.

      She looked up at him. The sadness in her eyes haunted him.

      “I shouldn’t have said—”

      “It’s the truth,” she answered.

      “No.” He cautiously lifted his hand to her face. “You’re beautiful, and I don’t mean only on the outside.”

      “I’m broken. PTSD doesn’t fade away and stop existing. I’m flawed.”

      “You’re perfect. And Shadow is a great friend to you.”

      When Shadow first barked, they thought maybe it was due to hearing his name, but in the next minute he bolted through the open door and went after a squirrel.

      “Shadow, wait!”

      Ben turned to run after him, but he was moving fast and heading straight for the road. Ben saw the car coming out of the corner of his eye. He pushed himself and sprinted as hard as he could. He got to Shadow in the nick of time, pushing him to safety. The screeching tires left a trail on the pavement, but there wasn’t enough time to brake completely.

      The sickening thud sent the fireman flying up over the hood of the car. When the car finally came to a complete stop, Ben’s limp body rolled from the hood.

      Everything moved in slow motion. Abby screamed. At first, she thought Shadow was about to be hit, then it was Ben. The impact, the entire thing played out second by second in excruciatingly slow detail. The sound of the collision…

      Shadow ran to Ben’s side and sat beside him. He was dazed and confused. Abby’s phone was in her hand. She was talking to a dispatcher and giving them details. As soon as she got to his side, she knelt next to him.

      “Ben, talk to me,” she pleaded.

      His voice was low, but he was coming around. “I’m here. I’m okay.”

      “There’s an ambulance on the way.”

      The man was panic-stricken. “I didn’t see him until it was too late. The dog, then the guy, then the…”

      Abby nodded, but her only concern was Ben. When the sirens cut through the air, relief washed over her, knowing they’d be there momentarily.

      She scolded Shadow and sent him to go wait by their door. The dog slunk back to the house with his tail between his legs.

      “Ben, you have to be okay,” Abby whispered. “I’m here. I’m not leaving your side. It’s going to be okay.”

      He half smiled, though she could tell he was in pain. “See, I’ll do just about anything to keep you by my side.”

      Abby stroked his cheek. “Oh, here they are.”

      Paramedics rolled up and came over to access the situation. One of the EMTs ran to get a backboard. After they finished, the medics loaded him onto a gurney and headed for the local hospital. Abby had told Ben she’d meet him at the Gold Coast General Hospital. She’d get there just as soon as she could.

      Abby was relieved Shadow was okay, but angry that he’d taken off like that. Ben ended up getting hurt, and Shadow usually listened better. “You’re going to need to stay home. I need to go out without you this time. It would do you good to think about what you’ve done.”

      Shadow seemed apologetic, but it didn’t change the fact that Ben was now headed to the hospital in an ambulance. She grabbed her purse and keys. She put her hand on the doorknob and turned to her dog. “You be good. I’ll be back later.”

      She rarely went out without him. It felt weird, almost lonely this way, but Shadow had caused the accident. What was it with squirrels? He didn’t chase after cats, birds, or other small critters. Even chipmunks didn’t get his attention the same way. Maybe it was the way they flicked their tails or were more daring and got closer. Either way, she’d need to correct that habit out of him before something bad happened again.

      When she arrived at the hospital, she ran into the emergency room area. “Ben Foster was just brought in.”

      “Let me check,” the woman said looking at the new admission. “Let me see if he can have visitors.”

      She dialed back to the triage area, asked, then nodded. “Okay. I’ll let her know.”

      Abby waited as patiently as she could.

      “You’ll be able to go back in about fifteen minutes. They just took him to x-ray to make sure nothing is broken.”

      “Okay, thank you.” She twisted her hands together and went to find a seat in the waiting area. She glanced up at the television. Headline news sprawled across the screen, though the sound was muted. Fifteen minutes. She could wait that long. Fifteen minutes felt like forever. She already missed him.

      With a final okay, she was escorted back to patient area of the emergency room. A nurse pointed to a curtained off section where Ben had been returned to.

      She peeked around the curtain. “Ben?”

      “Abby,” he said with a small smile.

      “Is it okay that I’m here?”

      “Very okay.”

      “How are you doing?” she asked hesitantly.

      He flinched. “I’m sore, but I didn’t break any bones. I feel like I’ve been tackled by an entire football team. There’s some bone bruising and stuff, but rest should fix me up. Where’s Shadow?”

      She glanced away. “I left him at home.”

      “Are you okay?”

      “I’ll be fine. I was angry with him. If he hadn’t—”

      “He’s a dog. Let him off the hook.”

      “Look at you,” she moved closer, then sat down beside him. “You’re all banged up. This is our fault, not yours.”

      “Nonsense. I’m alive and Shadow is okay. Let’s call it a lucky win.”

      A few minutes later, Ben’s mother appeared. “Ben? Oh, thank goodness you’re okay. The hospital called me as your emergency contact. Dad is on his way.”

      “That’s not necessary, Mom. Don’t panic. I’m fine.”

      “You don’t look fine.” Ben’s mother glanced over at Abby. “And you are?”

      Abby wished she had Shadow beside her. Her social anxiety was creeping up her spine. “I’m Abby, a friend of Ben’s.”

      “Mom, this is the woman I was telling you about.”

      “The one with the dog?” she asked.

      “Yeah. I’d love to introduce her as my girlfriend, but I haven’t asked her yet.”

      Abby’s face turned fifteen shades of crimson red.

      “Is that so?” Ben’s mother turned to size up Abby. “It’s nice to meet you. I’m guessing I’ll get the chance to know you better soon.”

      “I hope so,” she whispered, not sure what else to say. She wanted to crawl out of there and wait in her car. Being there with Ben was one thing but being on the spot with his mother left her feeling uncomfortable. Her stomach twisted. Was it suddenly hot in there?

      “Dad doesn’t have to rush over. There’s no reason. I’ll be released soon enough.”

      “He’ll want to see you’re okay for himself. What happened? I just heard there was an accident.”

      Ben glanced over at Abby. “I wasn’t paying attention. I stepped into the road, and a car was coming.”

      Abby cocked her head to the side. Why was he doing that? That’s not what happened. “Ben?”

      “Anyway, do you want to go check on Shadow? I’ll give you a call a little bit later?” he said. “And about that earlier comment, I’m hoping you’ll consider it.”

      Abby froze. She wasn’t sure what to say. He obviously wasn’t going to mention Shadow running into the road. She reached over and squeezed his hand. “Call me when you get home safely?”

      “I will. I need to let my mom coddle me a bit,” he teased.

      Ben’s mother shrugged. “I don’t get to coddle you much these days, though I wish it wasn’t under these circumstances.”

      “Mrs. Foster, it was nice to meet you, even though the circumstances weren’t ideal.”

      “And you. I hope you’ll come around sometime so we can get to know you better.”

      She nodded but didn’t directly answer. “I should go.”

      She wanted to stay, to sit by his side, to keep checking that he was okay.  She finally turned to leave. She mouthed the words, “Call me.”

      Ben nodded. With that, Abby slipped out from behind the curtain and made her way down the sterile and bleached hallways that smelled of disinfectant. The hospital always had such a distinct scent.
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      Time moved quickly. Ben was back to himself, and back to work. The days they had together before he had to return were spent investing in as much detail as they could about one another.

      “There was this one time,” he started, “when I was new to the fire station. Man, my adrenaline shot up when we went on my first call, but then there was this inferno of a blaze. I’d summoned up as much of my courage as I could, but suddenly I was face-to-face with my mortality. It was mind-boggling. I wanted to push forward and needed to prove something, but my mind and body were in two different modes.”

      “I can’t imagine running into a fire. I’d be running out.” Abby was curled up against him on the sofa. Shadow was on the floor in front of the sofa.

      “I need to get going. Tomorrow, dinner with my folks?” he asked, double-checking.

      She nodded. “They’re okay with me bringing Shadow?”

      “Yep, no need to worry.”

      “Honestly, I’m a little nervous. Your family is nice, but I still always worry I’ll stand out like a sore thumb.”

      “I adore you, that’s all that matters. In fact, one might call it love.”

      Abby’s eyes shot open. “Ben?”

      “What? I said it…” he said with a grin.

      She smiled and nudged his arm. “The feeling is mutual.”

      “That’s the best news I’ve heard all day.” He leaned in to give her a quick kiss before standing up. “I better get going. I’ll pick you up at five?”

      “Perfect. That gives me time to get writing done and panic all day that I’ll do something foolish to embarrass myself.”

      “You’re precious,” he teased. “They already think you’re sweet. No need to get yourself balled up in anxiety.”

      “At least I got to meet your mother fully clothed in the hospital. Where as you got to meet Mom and Butch, Well…”

      Ben laughed. “I like Butch. He seems like a nice guy.”

      “I sort of do, too. It’s just weird that she’s dating. I mean, I’m fine with it, it’s just different.”

      “I can picture that. Okay, I’m stalling. I need to leave, or I’ll be late,” he said before excusing himself.

      She chased him to the door. “One more small kiss?”

      He spun around. “I’ll always make time for that.”

      Ben pulled Abby into his arms. He reached up and brushed a strand of hair from her face. “Do you realize how beautiful you are?”

      She blushed at the compliment. “If you keep talking to me like that, I’m bound to get an ego.”

      He ran his thumb slowly across her lip. She was desperate for a taste of his sweetness. Abby parted her lips slightly and leaned closer.

      Ben moved in and pressed his mouth to hers. He squeezed her tightly, pulling her softness closer.

      Abby sighed against his lips. She closed her eyes and let the happiness bathe over her. Being in his arms meant everything. She never dreamed that they’d be sharing moments like this, but each one was perfect.

      Ben pulled back. “I need to head out. I can’t be late.”

      “Have a good night,” she called out behind him as he turned toward the door. He’d been put back on the schedule, but he had to do a few weeks of nights before he was allowed back on his regular dayshift. It was part of the situation and protocol. Time off, a bit of counseling, then he’d be allowed back to his usual shift. Tonight, a final visit with his counselor was the last piece of the puzzle.

      Ben was confident that his dare devil days were behind him. Abby had forgiven him, and he understood what drove him into the poor decisions he’d been making. In his guilt, he’d dangled on a wire, trying to make up for a perceived wrong. Thankfully, fate intervened and brought them together. He’d spend the rest of his life keeping her safe in his arms.
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      “I’m still gob-smacked about everything that happened,” Abby said. She shook her head, thinking back on all that they’d learned. It started with an itch to find more answers about her father’s death and the fire. Had she known where it would all lead… Maybe she wouldn’t have had the courage to dig into the details after all.

      Of course, having Ben in her life made everything worth it. The moment she saw him at the firehouse, she couldn’t help but be attracted to him. He was easily the most handsome man she’d ever seen, and their connection felt almost automatic. Even with her anxiety, there was something about him that helped her feel safer. Their path was twisted and bumpy, but thankfully they worked through the issues.

      Ben poured another glass of sweet tea. “Do you want something while I’m up?”

      “I’m good, thanks. And all this time, right here in our own little corner of the world. It doesn’t seem real. Time has passed, but I still linger on the details and can’t understand. What exactly happened? I mean, I know, but how did it all fall into place? It’s just odd. The thought that there was a trail of illegal drugs and some farmer who’s been a part of our area was a big piece of it is mind boggling. Don’t you think? The tunnel and the fire…sometimes it feels like a movie script and not reality.”

      He put his glass down and stood behind Abby. Working out tension in her shoulders, he massaged them gently. “It’s going to take more time passing before it will all sink in. I think it took the entire community by surprise. Nobody anticipated anything like this. Thankfully, now that he’s been arrested that span of illegal activity will be squashed.”

      “Probably. The fact that Mr. Anderson confessed to killing my father at least offers me closure. I know that he’ll spend the rest of his life in prison, so my father will get some justice in the end. The part that seems like it’s out of a movie is the drug tunnel. They shipped in bags of heroin with the animals? Who does that? I guess the horse trailers went by unnoticed. Nobody suspected that. It’s the kind of weird story you read in a paper, but never think it could happen in your neighborhood.”

      Ben chimed in. “Yeah, apparently they had an entire network. Ship the stuff in and store it in the cavern. It was never seen since they went through the tunnel that led from the barn, then ship it out through the other side in the dead of night. And yet, the opening was only some thirty feet away. How did it go undetected all that time? I guess when you don’t want to believe something, you look the other way.”

      Abby sunk back against the chair cushion. “Mm, that massage feels good. Thanks.”

      “Sure, babe. You know what gets me the most? It’s not even all of that, but the lengths that they went to all to cover up another crime. I doubt when Mr. Anderson first got involved in the racket, he thought he’d end up killing somebody. And yet, it was a choice he made while following a bad path. Things got out of control. Don’t get me wrong, he gets no sympathy from me, but it’s like one thing leads to another and before you know what happened, it spirals out of control. What’s freaky is that Mrs. Anderson was completely oblivious to what was going on right under her nose. That must be such a weird feeling to be married to somebody, then hear about his arrest and being blindsided. You think you know somebody all of your life…”

      Abby agreed. “At first, I wasn’t sure about Mrs. Anderson after the big arrest, but it sounds like she really didn’t have anything to do with it, or even know what her husband was up to. The bad path thing, I think that’s what happened to my brother. He got in too deep. What if my father had never got to the authorities? Nobody would be the wiser. Mr. Anderson would have gotten away with his murder, and he’d still be moving drugs.”

      “I’m glad they busted the drug ring after his arrest. I guess that’s why they had to sit on the information for a while. That way they’d get the supplier along with the distributors. Your dad made the difference by going to the authorities. Hey, did you hear about that guy who was implanting bags of liquid heroin in puppies? He was a vet or something and stitched the bags into the stomach of the puppies. I can’t even fathom what went into doing all of that. It’s hard for me to wrap my head around. And yet, there it was in the news in black and white.”

      Abby nodded. “I did read that article. It made me angry for the poor puppies, and grateful that they’d caught and sentenced the guy. I hate drugs and what they do to this country. And it’s not just the drug users, it’s the people that sell their souls for extra cash. It’s sad what people are willing to do for money.”

      Ben added, “Honestly, I don’t think we would have learned the things we did if Mr. Anderson hadn’t had gone for a plea deal to take the death penalty off the table. The worker who set the barn on fire, who knows if they’ll ever find him. He took off with the drugs as payment for getting rid of any evidence, then disappeared into the night. Mr. Anderson threw him under the bus to try to save himself, but how many others did they at least get off the street because of the bargain.”

      Abby leaned back and looked at Ben. “The only thing I’m happy about is that at least Mr. Anderson got the animals to safety. I’m still trying to work out the logistics of the entire night in my mind. Anyway, it would have been needless for them to suffer for his stupidity. Remind me again why I brought this up?”

      Ben sighed. “The more you discuss it, the less shock value it has on your life. Get it out while it’s on your mind. There will come a point where it doesn’t push your buttons every day. Give it time, babe. In the scheme of things, not that much time has passed. Sure, we got to put it to rest, but it’s all still fresh on your mind. It was your father. There’s a reason it’s so personal.”

      “You’re right. I’m sorry I keep talking about it, though.”

      “Don’t be. I’m here for you no matter what you want to talk about. You know that. I love you, Abby. I’ll support you in any way that I can,” Ben reminded.

      “How did I get so lucky? I landed the sexiest fireman ever. Not only is he sweet, but he’s an incredible person.”

      Ben walked around the chair and took Abby’s hands. He pulled her to her feet. Shadow was sprawled out on the floor. Ben wrapped his arms around her, then gave her a kiss. “Come sit next to me on the sofa.”

      She was more than happy to oblige. There was nothing better than curling into the crook of his arm and being close to Ben. “I’m glad it’s behind us. I’ve got plenty of notes, but I’m not sure I’m ready to work on this after all. I want to, but I’m feeling a little raw now that I know all of the details.”

      “You do what feels right. Nobody says you need to write the book. I know it was important to you, but I’m guessing you weren’t expecting some of the answers you found.”

      “That’s so true. At least I found what I set out to find. Either way, I’ll think on it for a while before I make a decision.” Every last bit of the situation was so much more than she’d ever thought it would be.
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      Time passed, the holidays neared, and soon the season was changing back to warmer temperatures. Almost a year had gone by.

      Abby’s mother had fallen into a comfortable relationship with her plumber, Butch. Ian was focused on work, and Abby plucked away at words. She hoped to wrap up her book by the end of the summer. It didn’t quite turn out the way she’d planned. While she’d intended to write the story of her father’s journey, somehow it turned into a love story about two people finding themselves with the last person they expected.

      She’d meant to write about her father, but it crowded her with too much stress. One word turned into another, and before she knew what she was doing Abby she was knee-deep in a romance novel. Not quite what she’d intended, but the words flowed, nonetheless, and she ran with it.

      In all honesty, once she learned what had happened, the drive wasn’t the same. The answers had been solved, stories were coming out, and producing the book would have caused her family too much heartache. Did she really want to air her family’s dirty laundry? After talking the situation over with Ben, she concluded she’d made the right choice.

      Abby glanced at her watch. She had a meeting at three o’clock with a rescue group. Ben had spoken about getting another dog, but they wanted to make sure their new addition was a good match for Shadow.

      Ben was swinging by to pick her up, and together the three of them would head to the foster home where the mixed breed was staying. From what they’d gathered, they knew he was a beagle mix, but they weren’t positive what the beagle was mixed with at this point! He was a stray that had found his way to a shelter. A no-kill rescue group saved him from the sad possibilities and was looking to place him in a forever home.

      Abby hoped they’d be his forever home.

      They’d heard about the dog on the Good Morning Gold Coast show. They’d recently been showcasing more pets for adoption, trying to get the word out for those in need.

      When Ben arrived, Abby was giddy with delight. The idea of adding a second dog to her household left her as happy as a clam. It would do Shadow good to have a playmate. There was more than enough love to go around.

      “Are you ready?” he asked, when she ran out to the truck before he could even climb out and ring the bell.

      She laughed. “Am I too…anxious? Is it obvious?”

      “I think it’s sweet. I do have to make one pitstop before we head over, but I should only be a minute.”

      “Okay, sure.” She buckled in after Shadow jumped into his truck. “Are you ready to go meet your new friend, Shadow? I hope you like him. It would do you good to have some company.”

      Ben ruffled Shadow’s ears. “Don’t worry, boy, you’ll still be my number one.”

      They drove in the general direction of their meeting. They were on their way to the connecting highway. Ben turned off before they could get there and steered his truck toward the park.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      “I wanted to show you something,” he said. “I hope you don’t mind. It will only take a second.”

      She shrugged. “Okay. We won’t be late, will we?”

      “No, we’ll be there in plenty of time. Don’t worry.” Ben parked his truck, then led Abby out of the parking lot toward the trail at Cliff Walk.

      “Do you think we should be doing this now? Maybe you should show me whatever it is after we go meet our new buddy?” She glanced at her watch nervously.

      “We’ll be quick,” he answered.

      They walked just past the entrance of the trail, not far from where they’d parked. He stopped in front of a new bench that sat in a semi-shaded area. “What do you think?”

      Abby turned to look at the bench. Why would he want to show her a bench? And now? They had other things to do. “A new bench?”

      He nodded with a grin.

      Her eyes shot open wide when she read what was engraved on the back panel of the bench. Abby’s hand shot up over her mouth as a small gasp escaped.

      She turned around. Ben was down on one knee. In his hands was a small jewelry box.

      “Ben?” Everything happened in slow motion the moment she realized what was happening.

      “Abby, you’ve changed my life for the better in so many ways. I’d be honored if you’d be my wife. I can’t imagine what life would be like without you. Will you marry me?” he asked, a slight tremble in his voice gave away his nervousness.

      She started to laugh, then cry…she nodded quickly. “Yes! Really? Yes!”

      Ben opened the box. Relief washed over his face. A diamond solitaire sparkled against the blue velvet of the box. He fidgeted as he wiggled it from the container. He tenderly placed the ring on her finger. He beamed with pride.

      “It’s so beautiful.”

      “You like it?”

      “It’s perfect. It’s so pretty. And that?” She spun and pointed toward the bench.

      “If you didn’t approve the message, we can change it. The person who carved it for me is aware we might need to adjust it.”

      “You’re kidding me, right? It’s amazing exactly as it is.” She couldn’t speak. It was overwhelming. Her emotions flooded through her like a mighty river. She jumped into his arms.

      “I’m stunned. I mean…the ring, the bench…what you’ve done...” She tried to slow down her thoughts. “I guess you’re glad I said yes, huh?”

      He squeezed her hand. “You have no idea!”

      The bench read: In memory of Jack Donovan. With love from Abigail Foster and Ben Foster.

      She didn’t know what to say. The memorial bench on Cliff Trail was something she’d never have thought of. That Ben went out of his way to do that for her was another token of how special he was in her life. He always put her first. She’d never been more certain of anything in her life. Ben was her future. Abigail Foster. She liked the sound of her future name.
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      Ben, Abby, Shadow, and Duke walked the trail. After their jaunt, they made it a habit to stop at their bench and enjoy the moment. They’d sent away a swab of Duke’s saliva and found that his part beagle was mixed with part Labrador. It was perfect having another retriever in the family.

      Abby leaned against Ben and placed her hand on his leg. They’d since added a wedding band to the engagement band. The sun glinted off the precious metal. In another hour, the bench would be covered by shade, but the sun still peeked through in some spots.

      “When is your brother leaving?” Abby asked.

      “He heads back East next week. It’s been nice having him here. He’s been staying at Mom and Dad’s but moved over to the Redwood Cove Inn when his girlfriend arrived in town. She feels horrible she missed the wedding, but her father was going through surgery.”

      “Oh, there’s no reason for her to be upset. I’m so happy her father ended up being okay,” she said. “We’ll see them in a few months anyway for their wedding. Her father got so lucky he didn’t hit his head when he fell.”

      “Yeah, that was a scare, and so close. Oh, by the way, I was at work yesterday and the chief asked when we’ll be having kids! I told him not to rush us. After all, we just got married.”

      “Eventually. I’m certainly in on hurry. I figure nature will help us decide. Oh, and I’m so excited to get away for a while. What about you?” The beach called to Abby. While she enjoyed the trail at Cliff Walk and the dog park, she was ready to go to Southern California for a change of pace.

      “Yeah. I would have booked our honeymoon for directly after the wedding, but with my brother being in town…I hope you don’t mind.”

      “I have you. That’s all that matters. Besides, in two weeks I’ll be off on a wild adventure with you. Nothing could make me happier. The boys will love it,” she added. She reached down and stroked Shadow’s shoulders.

      Ben reached down to pet Duke’s head. “Shadow will show you the ropes. You didn’t know you’d be joining a family that went on adventures, did you?”

      “San Diego and Coronado Beach. I can’t wait!” She leaned toward Shadow. “Don’t worry, North Beach is dog-friendly. You’ll enjoy our time away as much as we will. It was such a great idea to find a dog-friendly rental.”

      Shadow wagged his tail.

      Abby knew she’d live happily ever after with Ben, Shadow, and Duke by her side. One day they’d add children to the mix, but they were in no hurry. They had their entire lives in front of them.
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        * * *

      

      One year later.

      Abby wrapped her hands under her stomach. They didn’t plan her pregnancy, but it was a blessing, nonetheless. With a couple months left to go, she couldn’t imagine her belly swelling any bigger.

      Ben called out over his shoulder. He was standing in the kitchen. “I was thinking—”

      “That’s always dangerous,” she teased.

      “Ha, ha. You’re a riot. Seriously, have you narrowed down your list of names yet? I’ve been working on mine, but I only came up with one.” He opened the refrigerator and pulled out the jug of sweet tea.

      “Let me guess. Ben, Jr?”

      “I was thinking more along the lines of Jack,” he answered with a shrug.

      Her eyes opened wide. “Really? You would be okay with that? Jack? I didn’t want to press.”

      “I think it would be the perfect name for our son. Don’t you?”

      Abby stood and waddled over to Ben and gave him a hug. “I love you, Mr. Foster.”

      “I love you too, Mrs. Foster.”

      She glanced at the floor, then admitted. “I was secretly hoping you’d consider it, but I would have understood you wanting a Ben Jr, too. Why don’t we combine them? Jack Benjamin Foster? That way he can have both my father’s name and yours.”

      He nodded. “It does have a nice ring to it.”

      “Right, so I have one more question.” Abby leaned against the counter.

      “What’s that?” he asked.

      “What are we going to name his sister?” Abby rubbed her hands across her stomach. The idea that she was pregnant was a surprise as it was, but twins added an entire new level of surprise.

      Ben sighed. “Twins. They really said twins? I’m so sorry I missed the appointment. I got caught at that house fire longer than I expected. I was so excited to go to the ultrasound with you. Two little heartbeats! Amazing. I wish I could have seen it.”

      “Don’t ever apologize for being a hero,” she said softly. “Besides, we have the video and images, though I guess it’s not quite the same.”

      Ben looked into his wife’s eyes. “You are the best thing that ever happened to me. Do you know that?”

      She turned to Duke and Shadow and teased. “Yeah, I kind of do? Hear that boys? I’m the best. Try not to be jealous!”

      Shadow wagged his tail. Duke barked in response.

      “Okay, so girl names…”

      THE END
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        Read the first chapter of SAVING SARAH, book 1 of the Gold Coast Retrievers…

      

      

      Sarah let go of her patient’s hand and watched as it settled back on the rumpled hospital blanket. Just yesterday Mr. Hinkley had regaled her with stories of his youthful heroics, of his time spent serving their country in Korea, and of the big, loving family that came after.

      For more than eighty years he’d lived life as best as he could figure out how… and now?

      He’d died alone in a nursing home, attended only by a nurse and her faithful therapy dog.

      Her Golden Retriever whined and nudged the old man’s hand one final time before looking to Sarah for guidance.

      “Good job, Lucky,” she whispered to the dog while pulling herself slowly to her feet. Sometimes she cried when residents left them. Other days she just felt numb. Whatever the particular case, saying that final goodbye never got any easier.

      Not for Sarah, and certainly not for Lucky.

      “Let’s go for a walk,” she told the dog as they click-clacked down the hall.

      Lucky wagged his tail weakly. They both needed the warm California sun on their faces to coax the life back into them. It was part of their routine—treat, comfort, move on. If they mourned too long, then they wouldn’t be on their best game for the other patients who needed them.

      And so many needed them.

      Each new person who passed through this facility offered Sarah a new life to try on, a new person to become. Outside of her work, her life had been rather unremarkable. She’d always done what was expected when it was expected. She’d gone to school, received straight A’s, stayed out of trouble, and treated others with as much kindness as she could muster. Sarah was a good person, but not the kind anyone would remember when she herself passed.

      She’d been working at the Redwood Cove Rest Home for the past four years now, and more than three of them with Lucky at her side. Of course, Sarah hadn’t originally planned to turn her pet into a colleague, but now she couldn’t imagine herself getting through the day without the big yellow fur ball with her every step of the way.

      When she’d first approached Carol Graves about adopting one of her famous Golden Retriever puppies, Sarah had only wanted a companion. Once she had secured a degree, a job, and a home, adding a dog to the mix seemed the natural next step. And because Sarah always did her best in all things, she naturally chose the most respected breeder in the entire state.

      Carol Graves only bred one litter per year—and only Golden Retrievers. She’d devoted her life to the breed when one such dog had saved her from drowning as a little girl decades before Sarah had even been born.

      Most of Carol’s dogs went on to work in service, rescue, or even entertainment. In fact, when Sarah had first met the wriggling litter of two-month-old pups, she’d been immediately drawn to a frisky little female who was later named Star. Star now served as a co-host for the local cable morning show. Both Sarah and Lucky enjoyed watching her each day as they ate their breakfast.

      But while Sarah had been drawn to Star, Lucky only had eyes for Sarah. Of course, the erstwhile breeder insisted the two were meant to belong to each other—and that was that. Lucky actually came with his name, too. Carol had named him on the day after he was born. She hadn’t expected the tiny runt of the litter to survive the night, but he’d surprised her and earned his name in the process.

      Lucky had grown into a big, strong adult. No one would ever have guessed he nearly died the same day he was born. Maybe it was that near brush that made him so good with the hospice patients now. He’d been where they were going. He understood and wanted to help.

      Which he did. Sometimes Sarah felt as if Lucky was the real medical wonder and that she was merely his assistant.

      The Golden Retriever had a knack for knowing which residents were nearing the end, and he made sure they were never without cuddles in their final days. Once they passed on, he switched his attention to Sarah, who felt each loss deeply, no matter how hard she tried to toughen up.

      Each death meant losing a patient, a friend, and a life she had tried on while enjoying all the stories and memories—temporarily adopting them as her own.

      It was easier that way. Easier than finding her own life and making sure she lived it perfectly.

      Just as the breeder Carol Graves had chosen her profession to celebrate a life saved, Sarah Campbell became a hospice nurse to honor the life she’d failed to rescue.

      It had been her job to keep her grandmother company that summer day, to help her with anything she needed, and to keep her safe. Sarah had only been fourteen then—far more interested in talking with the attractive twin guys next door than in hearing another of her grandma’s rambling stories for the millionth time.

      Sarah’s selfishness had meant she wasn’t there when her grandmother needed help remembering whether she had taken her medication or not. In search of her wayward granddaughter, she’d slipped out of the house and down the front stairs. The ice-slicked steps led to a terrible fall she was just too weak to recover from.

      Sarah still remembered the scream. It hadn’t been loud and earth-shattering like you’d imagine, but rather meek—a tiny bird letting out a small, shaky chirp as it fell from its nest and crashed to the ground below.

      That was the end of one life for Sarah and the start of many others. Yet no matter how many she helped in their final days, she could never quite find a way to forgive herself for letting her grandmother down, for killing the old woman she’d love with her negligence. Even moving clear across the country, to a place where the winter months remained bright and sunny, hadn’t alleviated her guilt. The only relief she had was in doing her best, giving her full attention to those who were left.

      Just as she and Lucky had done for poor Mr. Hinkley. They’d done everything by the book. And still… still, she couldn’t shake the enormous feeling of disappointment.

      As she passed through the automatic doors and headed outside into the facility gardens, Sarah wondered if she would ever have great stories of her own to tell, if her life would ever become more than a vehicle for her heavy guilt, if a change was coming… and if she would welcome it when it arrived.
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        * * *

      

      Finch Jameson had nothing left—no family, no job prospects, and not too much money, either.

      Had it really only been five years since he’d been named one of the top thirty business tycoons under thirty?

      Yes—five long years.

      He’d made that list exactly one time before he bought into his own hype and ruined everything. Now, instead of being among the top thirty brightest young minds in the country, he’d become the number one failure, the poster boy for wasted potential.

      Growing up, all he had wanted was to take beautiful pictures with his endless parade of yellow disposable cameras. He’d once aspired to be a nature photographer—to see his name in big bold letters plastered across National Geographic magazine. Once he hit his teen years, his passion shifted to fashion photography and all the gorgeous models such a career path would bring trotting through his bedroom.

      Then, in his second year of college, a stroke of genius took hold of him and refused to let go. With a huge vision and an even more massive team of helpers, Finch brought his big idea to life.

      Reel Life.

      His fledgling social media network quickly overtook the flashing gifs of MySpace to become the go to place for people to share their lives with the world. Reel Life Finch watched as MySpace Tom sold big and went on to enjoy a relatively anonymous and carefree life.

      And he wanted that for himself.

      He’d had his time in the spotlight and was ready to travel the world, taking pictures and enjoying every single moment of every day.

      He eagerly agreed to sell Reel Life to the first person who asked.

      As it turned out, he sold far too soon and for far too little. Seemingly overnight he went from “the one to watch” to the laughingstock of the free world. Luckily, neither of his parents had lived long enough to see his fall from grace. Still, Finch could have benefited from their love and support at the time when all the rest of his friends—and girlfriends—had abandoned him.

      With nothing left, he abandoned LA to settle in the small coastal town of Redwood Cove. The money went fast, mostly due to a string of poor investments and bad advice.

      “Why don’t you just come up with another idea?” everyone asked.

      But Finch was fresh out of brilliant inventions. Reel Life had been the pinnacle, and now at thirty-one years old, his life was already on the decline. His blazing passion for photography dulled to the tiniest of sparks buried within a giant mountain of dying embers.

      It was all just too painful, too much of a reminder of what he’d not only lost but willingly given away.

      Somewhere in the midst of yet another day whittling away at the time between waking up and going back to sleep, a letter arrived.

      Not an email, but an old-fashion letter scrawled carefully in large looping cursive.

      
        
        Dear Finch, it read, I’m your great aunt Eleanor, and I’m dying. There’s something very important I need to tell you before I go. Please come see me at the Redwood Cove Rest Home. I pray this letter finds you well… and before it’s too late to set things right.

        

        Regards,

        Eleanor Barton

        

      

      Finch read the letter three times over before folding it back up and slipping it into the torn envelope. A great aunt? No, that was impossible. His mother loved celebrating what little family they had. She wouldn’t have let them grow estranged from one of the few surviving relatives.

      He’d never once heard of the Bartons. Why would this sickly old woman reach out to him? How could she have gotten her wires so badly crossed? Made such a huge mistake?

      He had half a mind to crumple the letter and toss it in the trash. This clearly wasn’t his problem. But then again…

      His imagination conjured a withered old waif of a woman staring forlornly out the window waiting for her lost nephew to return to her side. Could he really let her die thinking her attempt to mend fences had been met with cold refusal?

      He didn’t owe this woman anything, but he also couldn’t live with yet another burden on his conscience. It was bad enough he’d tossed his own life in the crapper. The least he could do is help this sweet old lady find her family.

      One good deed for the day, then he could return to his lackluster life.
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      What's our Sweet Promise? It's to deliver the heartwarming, entertaining, clean, and wholesome reads you love with every single book.

      

      From contemporary to historical romances to suspense and even cozy mysteries, all of our books are guaranteed to put a song in your heart and a smile on your face. That's our promise to you, and we can't wait to deliver upon it...

      

      We release one new book per week, which means the flow of sweet, relatable reads coming your way never ends. Make sure to save some space on your eReader!
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        Six special Golden Retrievers help their humans solve mysteries, save lives, and even find love...
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        Saving Sarah by Melissa Storm

      

      

      Sarah Campbell loves living vicariously through the residents at the Redwood Cove Rest Home. But when a surly patient insists she can’t die before “setting things right,” Sarah finds she may end up taking on far more than she ever bargained for… especially since all signs point to murder. Have she and her therapy dog Lucky stumbled upon the key to solving the most famous cold case in Gold Coast history?

      Despite creating the world’s most popular social network, Finch Jameson lives a life of ashamed solitude. The last thing he wants is to draw attention to himself, but that’s exactly what happens when a distant relative delivers an earth-shattering confession in her dying days. Soon he finds himself more intrigued by the shy and beautiful nurse who’s committed to helping him solve his great-aunt Eleanor’s mystery than in the mystery itself. But will she ever let her guard down long enough to let him in?

      Can Finch and Sarah work together to solve Eleanor’s big mystery before time runs out? And might redeeming Eleanor’s legacy somehow save them both in the process?
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            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Rescuing Riley by S.B. Alexander

      

      

      Riley Lewis may plan weddings for a living, but it doesn’t mean she believes in love. However, love may be just what she gets when she lays eyes on the disabled veteran running the bed and breakfast that will serve as her home during a much-needed visit with her best friend.

      Joshua Bandon wanted one thing when he was discharged from the military—peace and quiet. But when his service dog, Charlie, falls hard for a beautiful woman staying at their inn, he just may end up following suit.

      When Riley’s best friend disappears without warning, Josh and Charlie may be the only ones who can help… Especially when Riley goes missing too.
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        Guarding Grace by Ann Omasta

      

      

      Grace Wilson loves the wonderful life she has created with her daughter in picturesque Redwood Cove, California––even if she is a bit lonely. To add to their family, mom and daughter adopt a sweet “Golden Wetweevuh” puppy. And they’re not the only ones who think Star is, well, a star. A television show casts the pup for a role, but it’s the co-host that has Grace’s heart doing tricks.

      Dash Diamond is a local celebrity with a megawatt smile. He is less than thrilled when his show’s producers inform him that a puppy has been cast in a new role. But his new co-star comes with an owner who makes Dash see stars when he looks at her.

      When Star is puppy-napped and held for ransom, all attention goes to her rescue. Grace and Dash can’t act on their undeniable romantic spark of attraction while the pup is possibly in danger. Star is the missing piece. Will they find her in time to complete their puzzle?
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        Protecting Peyton by Becky Muth

      

      

      Peyton McIntyre's brother is missing. Local police claim they're looking into it, but hope dwindles as the days continue to pass without any answers. Worse still, her only chance of finding him may depend on a rookie officer who sends her temper flaring and her heart quivering.

      Kurt Collins is a fourth-generation police officer, but so far he hasn’t been able to live up to his family’s long legacy of service. When the infuriating and beautiful Peyton asks for his help, he wonders if she might hold the key to the recognition he craves. Last time they met, her dog, Gilda, saved his life. This time she just might be able save his reputation.

      As they begin their search it appears that Peyton’s brother may not want to be found. Unfortunately, failing to complete this assignment could risk both Kurt’s career and any chance he has at winning Peyton's heart. Is a happy ending even possible, or will Peyton and Kurt both lose everything before they’re through?
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        Finding Felicity by P. Creeden

      

      

      Despite a difficult childhood, Felicity Stilton never gave up on her dreams. Now, as an adult, she and her Golden Retriever, JJ, help special needs children pave the way for their own futures. Everything is perfect, until she gets the one call she never expected to receive.

      Officer Darren Willis hates that it falls to him to tell the beautiful and inspiring Felicity her birth mother has taken her own life. Although the case appears to be open-and-shut, the grieving daughter insists something foul is afoot. Will he be brave enough to follow dark clues into the past along side the one woman with whom he just might want to make a future?

      Only Darren believes Felicity’s suspicions and is willing to help investigate what really happened to her long-lost mother. When the signs begin to point to murder, Darren worries Felicity might be next… But should he abandon the case to protect her even if it means losing the woman he loves forever?
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        Helping Hanna by Emmie Lyn

      

      

      For Hanna Moss, love has always come with danger. From the incessant stalking by an ex to nearly losing her life in a hit and run accident, she vows to remain alone--and safe. So when her golden retriever, Bella, welcomes a handsome private investigator into their lives Hanna is surprised to find herself willing to open up despite the tremendous risks that have always come with letting others in.

      Blake Bowman returns to Redwood Cove with a shattered heart. All he wants is to enjoy a much-needed quiet vacation far from his ex-girlfriend. At least, that was the plan until he meets Hanna—beautiful and with an injury that is more than skin deep. He'll need to stay focused, though, because it looks like what happened to her was no accident.

      Blake desperately wants to help Hanna in every way possible, even if that means putting love on hold. Hanna is terrified of the feelings she's rapidly developing for Blake and refuses to repeat her past mistakes... Is Hanna safer on her own, or will trusting Blake finally allow her to heal?

      Find out if Bella can help these two humans understand that trust is a two-way street, that the heart can be repaired, and that love can bloom again. This sweet romance is sure to shine the light of love into your life… Order your copy and start reading today!
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      Kim Koby is a Jersey girl with a sense of humor. She loves to combine happily ever after with sweet, fun mom humor. She’s happily married and has two grown boys in their twenties. Weaving together stories is a dream come true. Kim is always brimming with fresh, new ideas and spends her days playing with words.

      Her two co-pilots both weigh under twenty-five pounds and keep her company in her writing endeavors. Jack and Toby are an important part of Kim's life. She’s been around animals since she could crawl. In her fifties, that means that a lot of time has passed! Cats and dogs have always made a house a home in her world. 
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