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      There’s just something fascinating about a man wearing an emblem of authority. The way the light gleams off that shiny star on his badge makes us stare with respect. Couple that with a uniform hugging his body in just the right way, confidence, and mission to save and protect, it’s no wonder we want to know what lies underneath.

      Yes, what echoes deep inside those beating hearts is inspiring. Certainly appealing. Definitely enticing. Although those ripped muscles and strong shoulders can make a woman’s heart skip a beat—or two—it takes a strong, confident person to choose to love someone who risks it all every day. Anyone willing to become part of a lawkeeper’s world might have a story of their own to tell.

      The undeniable charisma lawmen possess make all of us pause and take note. It’s probably why there are so many movies and TV shows themed around the justice system. We’re captivated by their ability to save babies, help strangers, and rescue damsels in distress. We’re captivated by their ability to protect and save, defend the innocent, risk their lives, and face danger without hesitation. Of course, we expect our heroes to stay solid when we’re in a mess. We count on them for safety, security, and peace of mind. From yesterday to today, that truth remains constant.

      Their valor inspires us, their integrity comforts, and their courage melts our hearts—irresistibly. But there’s far more to them than their courageous efforts. How do they deal with the difficulties they face? Can they balance work and life? And how do they find time for love outside their life of service?

      We want to invite you on a journey—come with us as we explore the complex lives of the men and women who serve and protect us every day. Join us in a fast-paced world of adventure. Walk into our tight-knit world of close friendships, extended family, and danger—as our super heroes navigate the most treacherous path of all—the road to love.

      The Lawkeepers.

      Historical and modern-day super heroes; men and women of bravery and valor, taking love and law seriously. A multi-author series, sure to lock up your attention and take your heart into custody.
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      Melanie Strow was supposed to be returning from the trip of a lifetime. It was a girl’s outing. A last fling before school started back in session and the three teachers dedicated themselves once again to caring for others. It was supposed to be a purely selfish trip, one that was to be full of entertainment and adventure. Bahamas, Nassau, Curacao, Brazil…a hopper cruise, going from port to port with excursions at every stop. She’d never done anything like this before in her life and they’d teased her into it. Her nickname among the other teachers was ‘old woman’. At twenty-five, she was far from being old, even if she loved the timelessness of another era. She couldn’t help it. Melanie loved the peace that came with reading, baking, cleaning, crocheting and quilting. She loved creating with her hands and using her mind to make something from nothing.

      Maybe it was the trip of a lifetime for the other girls, but for Melanie? It was physically exhausting and not what she would have chosen. She felt lost and out of her routine, agreeing to leave her books and stitching at home. She craved them as a crutch when the first bout of sickness hit her.

      She’d never been so ill in all her life, so quickly.

      The first night she’d emptied her body of all contaminants and the sweating began. Dehydrated, dizzy, nauseated on the cruise, she managed to limp her way to the infirmary only to find out that the nurse on the ship had left for the land excursions just like everyone else. Crawling onto the gurney in the empty room, she fell asleep waiting for them to return much later. After several bags of IV fluid and potassium, she was able to stop the bodily cramps and just exist through the fever that wracked her.

      The fever that lasted the rest of the trip.

      Cruises were something that she’d never chance again without some promise of nausea medicine, antibiotics or a strict guarantee of a refund due to incident. All of which was not happening on this trip, she thought dejectedly as she stood in line at customs. It had seemed like a great idea to escape for a bit, but now she realized that she was stuck in the middle of nowhere feeling awful. She wanted to sleep in her own bed.

      Her savings was gone and she had nothing to show for it other than she’d lost twelve pounds of water weight in the last four days. She couldn’t even say that she’d gained camaraderie with the other girls, as she’d not really hung out with them much. They’d texted  and she’d texted back, saying that she was dying from some rogue intestinal parasite that she’d named Stan. They’d laughed, but she’d been serious. Maybe she’d write a children’s novel and develop Stan as a character, she mused silently. She was certain he had elongated canines that chewed on her large intestine. Perhaps Stan the Parasite had bristles on his skin to scratch his way down through the dredges of her guts.

      Smiling wanly at herself and her macabre humor, she waved to Melissa and Joan as they cleared through customs inspection. They’d been ahead of her in line because she had to visit the porcelain throne yet again. She’d promised to meet up with them at a later date to share colored corrugated paper borders, construction paper and supplies necessary for the decoration of their classrooms. The ladies had been assigned rooms near each other and thankfully they got along fairly well, even if they called her an old woman. It helped tremendously on her wallet, especially when she had to go buy stuff to decorate her classroom on her own.

      “Those your friends?” she heard a deep voice behind her. Nodding tiredly, she smiled politely. He seemed very nice, nothing overly aggressive or suave. The man looked the part of a middle-aged dad, complete with a receding hairline and rounded tummy. His nose was sunburned and starting to peel, indicating that he’d also been traveling to a sunny location. Melanie was far from sunburnt. Her normally fair skin had a sallow look to it. She was extremely pale as she’d not seen the light of day for the last several days.

      “Yes.”

      “How come they are up there and you are back here?”

      “I’ve been sick,” she admitted, watching the custom’s officers walk the length of the airport slowly. They were extremely intimidating. Tall, quite robust and armed to the teeth. Even the dogs with them on tethers looked like they could do some serious damage. One of them was the size of a small bear that she’d seen at the zoo last fall. The man looked quite handsome but ambivalent to the people around him. Instead, he was focused on walking the dog near the line and standing close by. The other officer was farther down the customs line, doing the exact same thing.

      “Are you contagious?” he man said in alarm and stepped back away from her. She noticed the diaper bag on his shoulder and instantly felt guilty. Last thing she wanted to do was get anyone’s child sick.

      “No, I think I ate something that didn’t agree with me honestly. You’ll be fine. Where’s your baby?” she asked, pointing at the diaper bag with a smile. She’d not seen a carrier, but then again? She’d not paid attention to much other than getting through the next few hours until she got home.

      “Oh, my wife and baby are in the restroom.”

      “A little boy or a girl?”

      “Huh? Oh, it’s a boy,” he said quickly with a fake smile. Instantly, Melanie felt something was off. Her internal radar was going off but being drowned out by the pain in her stomach. Usually parents were quick to whip out photos on their cell phone or something. This guy looked like he honestly didn’t know what kind of child he had or where it was. He looked distracted and almost as uncomfortable as she felt.

      “What’s his name?”

      “George.”

      “That’s a nice name,” she said idly, making small talk. She could feel her stomach clench again as it cramped painfully. She hated to get out of line once more. She wanted to get home, curl up in a ball and go to bed. Maybe her stomach could wait a bit? She had five people ahead of her now and was almost through customs. So very close!

      “I think I need to go see what’s taking my wife so long,” the man behind her told her suddenly just as Melanie was feeling herself break out in a cold sweat again.  Oh no! Her body was not going to allow her to wait. Her stomach was now cramping hard, making her legs ache and tremble. She heard people around her, but it all sounded foggy as she focused on trying to calm her raging intestines.

      “Oh, my word, this is awful.”

      “Miss? You okay?” someone asked from far away. The voice sounded so warm and welcoming, she found herself blindly responding to the spicy timbre that called to her. She turned and met the officer’s stony face, feeling herself weave with nausea.

      “Not really,” she admitted weakly. “I’m going to be ill again.” Grabbing the handle of her roll-around bag, she started to get out of line. It would not be long before she was ill publicly. Her mouth was salivating, her body aching, heart pounding. She needed privacy and a place to hide while her body emptied itself further from any remnants of whatever virus she’d picked up.

      “Miss? You forgot your bag,” he barked out, stopping her immediately in her tracks with that authoritative voice. There was a command in it that brooked no argument from her.

      “I have my things, officer,” she told him faintly and looked back to where she’d once been standing. The diaper bag had been left on the floor as a marker of where she’d once been. The man had left it there? He and his wife would be looking for it, wouldn’t they?

      Horrified, she stared at the bag as she suddenly realized that it had been left on purpose. Deliberately. People backed away from the abandoned back, staring at her in abject fear. Melanie began backing away involuntarily as dread and nausea washed over her. The large dog that looked like a bear was tugging at his leash bodily and growling pointedly at the bag. The struggle was real and to anyone watching them, that dog would have launched himself at the bag if allowed. The leash was so taut that it reminded her of a guitar string tightened to the point it would snap. To the massive German Shepherd, that bag was the enemy to be taken down immediately!

      The other officer that had been farther down the line quickly joined them, yelling for people to calm down as panic began to ensue. Everyone had seen the news and feared the worst. A panicked crowd was a dangerous crowd -and they looked to her as the culprit. She only wanted a bathroom!

      “There a problem?”

      “Sheba’s got one,” the officer standing closest to her responded quickly, grabbing his handheld mic that was clipped to his uniform shirt, speaking quickly and calling for backup.

      “Miss? Miss!” he called out repeatedly, snapping his fingers at her as she stared at the bag in stunned horror. The faces around her were filled with loathing directed towards her. “Is that your bag?”

      “No. I am going to be sick.” Melanie put her hands over her face and wished for a cool glass of water to settle her stomach. The muffling of the sounds around her were symptomatic of her getting ready to collapse or faint. It had happened on the ship and she recognized it. She needed help, relief, simply anything to relieve her. She was flushed and beginning to sweat again just like on the cruise liner. Her legs clenched as she shook with fierce chills.

      “You aren’t going anywhere. Rick, check the bag. I’ve got her.”

      Unzipping it, he looked inside and nodded to the tall officer that was holding back the large dog. Her intestines gave another massive lurch and her body knew there was no waiting any longer. She was about to disgrace herself if she didn’t get in the restroom immediately.

      “Look- can this wait five minutes?” she blurted out and darted into the family restroom, throwing the lock. She heard pounding on the door and intense yelling just on the other side of it. Fists pounded like drums, echoing her rapid heartbeat, but she tuned them out as the room spun around her. The fluorescent lights were making her head hurt something fierce.

      “I’m sick!” she called out again, blindly reaching for anything to keep her from collapsing. She grabbed the somewhat clean handicap bar uncaringly, thankful for the cool metal under her fingertips. “Go away!”

      “You are under arrest for smuggling.”

      “I didn’t do anythi-… ohhh gosh,” she breathed as it finally hit her. She became sick yet again. Her body was aching and cramping something fierce. Her stomach burned with rancid acid, gagging while her body tried desperately to rid itself of Stan the parasite. Virus. Amoeba. Tapeworm? She’d caught something terrible and was certain of it now. Food poisoning never lasted four days and it was ripping through her just as strongly now as it was on day one. She was dying…of embarrassment and from Stan.

      Flushing the toilet, Melanie unlocked the door and barely glanced at the two handsome officers dressed in black waiting for her with guns drawn, the once aggressively hostile dog now stood there on alert between them. The black eyes focused beadily on her as she raised her hands in surrender. Her ears were ringing, and she saw spots in her vision.

      “I need a hospital,” she breathed, and promptly fainted limply at their feet.
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      All Melanie remembered was her body feeling like it was on fire with pain and shame. Shame at how coldly the officers stared at her as they handcuffed her. Thankfully they’d handcuffed her in front and she was able to curl into a fetal position until the stretcher arrived. She was laying on the cold floor of the airport, just outside of the bathroom where she’d collapsed. Melanie vaguely recalled being picked up bodily and placed on the stretcher as the cuffs moved from being placed on both hands, to one hand and the stretcher railing.

      “Did you ingest the coke too?”

      “Do you have it hidden on you?”

      “Is it hidden in a cavity?”

      What? She thought wildly and fainted limply again. Rapid fire questions flew at her and she couldn’t concentrate. Fire, pain, and blessed blackness were swamping her senses. She was barely cognizant of the ride to the hospital. All she knew is that they were giving her medicine again. She’d felt the prick on the back of her hand and the coolness as the fluid entered her heated body. She felt awful. Opening her eyes, she glanced unseeingly around her.

      “The diaper bag wasn’t mine. He left it,” she whispered briefly, horrified at what was happening. She was a good Christian woman, a teacher.

      “We’ll talk after you’ve been examined and seen,” he said from far away. Everything sounded fuzzy to her.  She heard his voice reading her rights to her. She was so tired and hurt so much. Right now, she was filled with regret and shame.

      Regret, that the trip had gone so badly and that she couldn’t have met the handsome officer under different conditions. Shame, that she’d been arrested for possession and was now in the hands of the police. Maybe when she got to feeling better, she could explain her side of the story. Maybe she wouldn’t lose her job with the district for being wrongly convicted of possession of drugs. Perhaps this was all a nightmare that would be washed away when she awoke? That, or maybe she needed a really good attorney.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Waking slowly, she turned her head away from the bright light that caused sharp pangs in her head. Her neck felt so stiff. The want was there but the ability was not yet. Her head felt like it weighed a thousand pounds as she struggled to turn away from the light. She felt so weak and beyond exhausted. The sheets felt like they were sandpaper on her arms and legs. The cotton hospital gown felt like it was too big and rubbed against her. Everything just hurt.

      “How are you feeling?” she heard a rich husky voice ask gently from far away.

      “Like I’ve had someone roto-rooter my entire body. Is that even possible?” she whispered with her eyes shut against the light. She’d never thought of what her innards would normally feel like in her body before, but now she was certain of the outline of her intestines. It was from the bottom of her ribcage to her pelvis, covered in cactus needles. If she opened her eyes against the bright light, she was certain that she looked like a pin cushion from the pain she felt. A large pin cushion just like the tomato she had at home on her sewing desk. She was positive of it.

      “Can we dim the lights? I’m dying over here.”

      “Sure.”

      As the bright fluorescent lights faded blessedly, she cracked open her eyes to see the officer from the airport sitting nearby. He was devastatingly beautiful. Short, cropped brown hair with golden-brown eyes that seemed so kind. No wonder he kept them hidden behind sunglasses when he was at the airport. They’d have made all the ladies want to talk to him and flirt with him. If he was on duty, he couldn’t do that. But now, he was here. Sitting in the hospital room with her, his dark sunglasses propped on his head casually. He looked quite tired, like he’d been there for quite a while.

      “How are you feeling?” He asked again politely.

      “Awful. And I feel like I’ve been arrested for something I didn’t do,” she retorted softly, shutting her eyes as she moved her hand to place it onto her tummy. The IV wiggled, pulling the tape that held it in place, causing a pinching sensation to add to the list of things she was feeling currently.

      “Actually, we’ve dropped the charges.”

      “So, you believe me?”

      “Well, considering your fingerprints weren’t on any of the bricks of cocaine nor the diaper bag? It would be hard to convict you in any court. Plus, the doctor said you were extremely ill with some intestinal parasite… “

      “Stan.” Melanie interrupted immediately, nodding. The movement of her head made her groan in pain. She gingerly moved her hand to her head as if to stop the pain. What was wrong with the man’s breathing? Was he panting at her? Surely not!

      “Excuse me?”

      “I knew I’d caught something vicious and I named him Stan.”

      “You named your infection?” he said chuckling in amusement. “That is a first for me and Sheba.”

      “Who’s Sheba?”

      Just then, as if by command, a large shiny black nose appeared beside where her hand lay. The cold nose nudged her fingers and a warm tongue snaked out to lick her hand, tickling her fingers. Sheba was beautiful when she wasn’t in attack position ready to take down a criminal. Golden, shaggy and huge she was one of the biggest German Shepard’s she’d ever seen in her life. Her large, intelligent, adoring black eyes watched every move, and right now? They started at her and the untouched food tray nearby with distinct fondness.

      “Is she hungry?”

      “She could eat twenty-four hours a day honestly.” She watched as the nose nudged her again and when no food was given, her head dropped down and she resumed her position lying on the floor. She heard faint huffs coming from the dog and nearly smiled at the thought of her being mad at the lack of food, it also explained the heavy breathing from a moment ago.

      “I bet. She’s huge,” she said quietly. “She’s welcome to my tray. I’m not ready to eat anything yet.”

      “You need to try to eat it and get your strength back.” Melanie met his eyes, confused. Why did he care if she ate her meal or got strong again? He’d done his job, actually more than what was required unless he was still investigating her? He’d said that they’d dropped the charges though, so why was he alone here with her?

      “Why are you here if I’m not under arrest?”

      “I felt bad.”

      “Did you feel guilty too?” she asked in a peeved voice. He should feel guilty. After all she was innocent and she’d told him she was sick. Maybe she could press charges on him? I mean, it was kind of cruel to handcuff someone that could potentially lose control of their stomach or bowels at any second. She shook her head at the horrific thought and glanced at him again.

      “No, not in the slightest for doing my job,” he amended firmly, his lips pressed together indicating that there was no debating that issue at all with him. “I felt bad when you were nearly unconscious and started crying uncontrollably. I asked if you had someone you wanted me to call. You said you had no one. And no one should ever be alone when they are deathly ill or hurting.”

      “Was I deathly ill? I knew it was bad,” she whispered, looking at the two IV bags on the stand near the bed. There was a third hanging nearby, ready to be switched out. She didn’t remember much of what had happened since she arrived. She’d done a lot of sleeping, thankfully.

      “Doctor said that if your fever had gotten higher or left untreated, you could have died.” Melanie nodded. Somehow, she’d known that deep inside. Hearing it aloud made it all the more real for her. Scared her.

      “You don’t have to stay.”

      “Do you have someone to call? A husband? A boyfriend? Someone to come sit with you?” he asked kindly. Bless his heart, he was trying to be nice to her and she felt like lashing out. She wasn’t in the mood for company and still hurt, even if he was beautiful to look at. She was certain that she looked nightmarish. I mean, no one ever looked gorgeous in a hospital gown.

      “No, but it’s okay.”

      “If you’d like the company I play a mean game of Words with Friends on my phone,” he teased. Melanie was exhausted and in no mood to play games. Reality was starting to set in for her. She was struggling to get by on her own. Teachers didn’t get paid extravagantly and her stash of cash she’d had set aside was completely gone. Depleted by the idea of having tried to have a fun time before returning back to school. Now, she was sickened by the idea of having to deal with hospital bills or anything else that would come with this. Her car was still at the airport racking up fees, if it wasn’t impounded by now.

      “I’m really not feeling it right now. Did you impound my car too, officer?”

      “No, is it at the airport still?”

      “Yes,” she said with a heavy sigh. “I’m surprised you didn’t gut it either in your mad rush to get me arrested.”

      “We weren’t singling you out. You had a bag that was full of coke.”

      “It wasn’t my bag!” she stressed again, staring at him. “Look at me. I am sick and hardly look like a drug dealer, you know.”

      “How were we supposed to know that?” he countered, crossing his arms over his chest defensively.

      “A little thing called innocent until proven guilty?” she practically shouted and groaned aloud at the sudden sharp pain in her head that it caused. Sheba’s head popped up beside the bed warily at the tone in her voice. Her ears straightened to the point that Melanie would have thought they’d sprouted another inch in height. A deep woof escaped out from under her muzzle and it was obvious that no one talked to her owner like that around the dog.

      “Miss?” she heard called out and turned away from his mulishly stubborn face to look at the nurse at the door. “Do you need to rest?” Melanie glanced back over at where the officer sat.

      “Yes, I am quite tired,” she agreed, looking at him pointedly. “Officer, unless there is something else you need?” She watched as he got up silently, regret briefly flashing in his eyes as he issued a soft command. Sheba padded after him, glancing wistfully at her dinner tray one more time and uttering a faint whine. Melanie found herself fighting back a smile.
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      Late in the afternoon the next day, she found herself being released. It was a mad flurry of paperwork and quite the bustle to get checked out of the most expensive room she’d ever stayed in. She could only imagine how horrible her portion of the copay would be once the bills started rolling in. She found herself repeatedly asking if they had her insurance information. One nightmare at a time, right?

      Antibiotics prescribed and filled, the IV removed from her hand and back in the same clothing she’d arrived in, she was finally free to go. How she would leave, she didn’t know. Her cell phone was completely dead and all the phone numbers of people she knew were saved on there with no access. Nothing seemed to be going right for her.

      This included her surprise visitor when she awoke yesterday, Sheba. As she’d hidden out of sight under the bed, the huffing sounds that Melanie had thought was in aggravation of not getting fed was actually something else altogether. She’d found her purse and chewed the handle thoroughly. Her purse was found in a pool of slobber and the leather handle quite mangled.

      Sighing, she threw the destroyed handbag into the plastic wash bin that they’d given to her to take a sponge bath. She thought that she’d been here only one day, but instead she’d been admitted for four days total. Four expensive and exhausting days. Thankfully her wallet was intact, and her credit card was still stashed behind her driver’s license for emergencies. She’d just get a taxi to the airport and charge the parking fines to her card until she got paid.

      Picking up her things, she saw the nurse waiting by the door with a wheelchair. She’d been told that they would wheel her down, regardless of how she felt, due to hospital policy. As she approached the door, she saw what looked like to be a long brown feather duster near the wheelchair foot pad that awaited her. Stopping, she arched an eyebrow as the fluffy duster suddenly wiggled back and forth. It was a dog.

      Sheba.

      “What now?” she asked flatly before ever coming around the corner of the door of her room. This meant that the handsome police officer had returned yet again. “Can we just get this over with or do I need an attorney?”

      “Hello to you too.”

      Instantly contrite, she saw that he was carrying a small bouquet of flowers. It wasn’t much, just a few gerbera daisies tied with a simple ribbon. A tag that read ‘get well soon’ dangled from the knot. Looking at him, she saw that he wasn’t the cold arrogant officer she’d seen in action, but rather he looked … nice. He wore faded jeans and a simple polo shirt. Worn, faded sneakers made him seem so relaxed, informal.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I knew you needed a ride to your car.”

      “I can call a cab.”

      “Or, you could let me apologize and drive you,” he offered simply, handing her the flowers. He had a look to his face, to his smile, that made her toes curl in delight. She wanted to believe it was genuine, but why would he do this for a perfect stranger?

      “Do you do this for every mistaken felon?” Melanie accepted the flowers and looked up at him as she took her seat in the wheelchair. One eyebrow raised as she asked the question innocently. It wasn’t meant as rude or unwelcome, but simply leapt off the tip of her tongue. There had to be a catch. Handsome men simply didn’t pursue mousey, old-fashioned Melanie, or so she’d dubbed herself.

      “I guess I deserved that,” he admitted quietly, looking at her. He lowered his voice and pointed to the left. “Do you think we could talk away from the Nurses’ station?”

      Melanie glanced over and saw six pairs of eyes watching them. Almost immediately, the women all busied themselves or picked up the phone. Nodding, she took her seat in the wheelchair dutifully. The officer took the handles from the nurse. She lay the flowers in her lap and he slowly pushed the chair to the elevator. He rolled her in and the silver elevator doors closed. Sheba circled around them several times as if she was uncomfortable with the enclosed space moving underneath them.

      “I’m not leaving the building with you,” she said obstinately. “You are a stranger and could be a serial killer for all I know.”

      “My name is Jason Wild, and I’d be happy to let you call in my badge number for proof.”

      “And are you?”

      “Am I what?”

      “Wild? Do I need to worry about you doing some stupid crazy stunts with my wheel chair or peeling out in your squad car recklessly?” Warm, rich laughter burst from his smiling façade.

      “Far from it. I can say that maybe an ancestor of mine earned the name, but I am quite the opposite, Miss ….” he asked expectantly.

      “Miss Strow.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you.”

      “I wish I could have said the same, Officer Wild, but it’s definitely something I will never forget. We’ll leave it as ‘memorable’, for sure.”

      “Did Sheba do that?” he asked suddenly, pointing at her purse with a frown. At hearing her name, Sheba perked up and practically smiled at the Jason. It was obvious that the dog adored him and expected playtime soon. She circled around and took a seat next to him happily, her tail thumping wildly.

      “No, it was me as I was coming down off my rampant coke binge that never happened.”

      “You are a sassy little thing, Miss Strow,” he praised with a wide smile as the door slid open. He slipped the dog a treat and ruffled her ears playfully, patting his leg in a silent order. Sheba bounded forth eagerly as the handsome officer wheeled Melanie forward.

      “That’s good enough,” she stopped him immediately and stood up, heading towards the empty bench near the window. There was a phone there to try to hail a cab.

      “Miss Strow,” he started awkwardly, running his fingers through his hair. She was surprised to see the look of chagrin on his face.

      “It’s not often that we get a chance to make things right sometimes. Look, I know you aren’t happy with me, but you’ve been sick. I’d like to help get you back on the path you were on. Let me take you to your car at the airport. It’s the Christian thing I could do, since…”

      “Since you arrested an innocent woman?”

      “Since I arrested an innocent, beautiful woman that I’d like to get to know a little better,” he amended with a wistful note in his voice. He extended his hand politely towards her and she stared at it warily. Sheba immediately plopped down next to Jason and stuck her paw into the air, ready to shake hands too. Melanie rolled her eyes and grinned. How was she supposed to stay angry when they both were sitting there trying to make peace and both were giving her puppy dog eyes!

      “No funny stuff?” she hedged, hesitantly shaking Sheba’s paw.

      “No funny stuff unless its knock-knock jokes. I adore them.”

      “Maybe I should call the cab after all?”

      “Sheba would be very disappointed,” he teased, using his dog to break the ice between them. His warm golden-brown eyes held hers and sparkled mischievously with merriment. Her stomach fluttered excitedly at the fact that the tall man was flirting with her. She’d always believed in finding her path in the Lord’s plan, but could it be that maybe this had all happened for a reason? How else would she have the chance to meet him?

      “I wouldn’t want to disappoint her, would I?” Melanie extended her hand and placed it in his. His grin widened, causing his eyes to crinkle at the edges. She really liked his smile and the way he looked at her. It was like there was no one else around and she found her stomach flip-flopping in a good, positive way.

      “No funny stuff, wild man,” she warned, wary of the attraction she felt towards him.

      “No ma’am,” he pledged and held up two fingers. “Scouts honor.”

      “Officer and boy scout, huh?”

      “Fuddy-duddy through and through.”

      “You could change your name, Officer Fuddy,” she taunted.

      “But then you couldn’t call me wild man and I think I prefer it much more,” he countered, holding open the door of the cruiser. Sheba leapt inside eagerly, her tongue lolling off to the side happily. Melanie’s heart beat nervously as she sat there alone in the cruiser with Sheba. The dog’s panting echoed the fluttering in her chest.

      She could use the ride to her car and it was extremely flattering to have him looking at her like she was a woman, not as a teacher or another person on the street. There was something so personal in his eyes, the way he looked at her, that made her change her mind. Any doubts she had about accepting a ride from him, disappeared the moment he sat down and smiled at her.

      “Buckle up.”

      Nodding, she did as he bid and stared straight ahead. She was nervous and felt like a young girl on her first date. It took everything she had not to get a mirror out and check her braces for any remnants of food or a pimple on her forehead.

      “Relax.”

      “I am.”

      “Your hands are clenched.”

      “Are you on duty? You’re not in your uniform.”

      “Are you worried about me?”

      “Worried that Officer Wild is supposed to be focusing his time on serving and protecting the people of this town.”

      “I’m off duty now and escorting you to your car. So, you could consider it serving and protecting a citizen.” Melanie didn’t say anything; she just sat there nervously. She was fully aware of the close quarters of the car combined with the dog warm breath steaming up the back of her head. Sheba was panting directly down on her from the back seat of the car.

      As they pulled in to the airport parking lot, she gave him directions to her green Kia that looked almost abandoned in the corner under the lamp post. One of her tires was low. It was the driver side front tire that had been giving her problems the last few weeks. She’d picked up a nail and had it plugged, but every time she turned around it was low on air. Today was the same.

      “Why don’t I drive you home?” he offered politely. Melanie wouldn’t hear of it. She already had quite a fine from the airport parking garage. She’d not leave it here for one more day; that wouldn’t change the condition of the tire.

      “The car will still have a flat. It’s fine. I’ve got an air pump in the back of my car,” she explained. Inwardly, she wondered how long it would take to fill it with air. She was still fairly worn out from the whole debacle.

      “Look, let me put the spare on so you don’t have to worry.”

      “It’s no problem, honestly.”

      “Good, then you’ll let me do it,” he said obstinately with a grin. Sighing, Melanie shook her head and shrugged her shoulders. If he wanted to put the spare on her car, so be it. It would keep her from having to do it herself when the tire actually went flat on its own again. She watched as he jacked up the car quickly and had the tire off in no time. The fact that he had returned, given her a ride and was here to change her flat tire was a true blessing. She realized it and recognized it, even if she didn’t want to admit it.

      “You are pretty quiet over there,” he said suddenly, interrupting her thoughts. He had the wrench and was tightening the lugs on the spare tire on her car in no time.

      “I’m thinking you’ve done this before.”

      “Yep, and I have to admit that I prefer parking lots rather than the side of the highway.”

      “I can only imagine.”

      “What else is on your mind? Are you tired?”

      “No,” she hesitated, not wanting to admit it as he got to his feet and dusted his hands off on his pants.

      “There!” he said with finality. “Start it up and let’s make sure that the battery hasn’t died. I’ve had that happen to me before when it’s been a couple of days.” Nodding, she turned the key and the little Kia fired right up. She left the car running and stood up near the driver’s door.

      “Thank you so much for the ride and putting on the spare.”

      “It’s no problem.”

      “No, but it’s much appreciated.”

      “I will follow you, if you’d like?”

      “No, I think not. I barely know you and this was testing the limits of trust allowing a stranger to drive me away from the hospital.”

      “And you are smart to think that way. Self-preservation and all, but I promise you that I won’t hurt you,” he told her, walking over towards where she stood. The light wind caused his hair to muss up in the breeze and she felt the urge to smooth it back down.

      “Just potentially arrest me?” she asked breathlessly as she stared back up at his warm expressive eyes that raked over her face as he watched her.

      “If necessary and required by the law,” he admitted and suddenly grew solemn. “I’d rather that you have coffee with me tomorrow afternoon though.”

      “I don’t know…” she hedged at the intensity in his gaze. He reached up and tucked an errant strand behind her ear. It surprised her that he’d reached out and he must have realized it because he froze in place and then put his hand back down by his side. A faint embarrassed smile suddenly emerged on his sheepish face.

      “Maybe we can talk and get to know each other a bit? I’d like to start over, Miss Strow.”

      “Coffee only, no false arrests or looking for me to do some nefarious deed, okay? And my name is Melanie.”

      “Just coffee, Miss Melanie.”

      “I’d like that Officer Wild.”

      “Call me Jason,” he told her with a wide, relieved smile. “It’s very nice to meet you Melanie. Do you want to meet at Starbucks in town? It’s pretty public so you don’t have to worry about nefarious deeds,” he teased, making her feel silly for having brought it up.

      “Two o’clock?”

      “Perfect. Sounds like a date.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Melanie drove home, anxiously looking into the rear view mirror the whole time. She must be insane. He was a cop. A stranger. He’d arrested her. Him and the other cop, but this guy was the only one hanging around – and why? It was terribly sweet of him, and he claimed it was the Christian thing to do, but again – why?

      It just didn’t make sense.

      Officer Jason Wild seemed like quite a mystery. One moment, she was looking at him through feverish eyes at the airport, thinking how cold he seemed, uncaring almost. The next moment, he is smiling at her and actually looking concerned. And, he’d asked her out!

      She had nothing in common with an officer. Her life was solitary and safe. She taught geometry at the high school. The kids were nice; well, most were usually. She could talk to them, handle them when they got out of hand. She believed in talking to them as adults since at fifteen, they were practically there. In her spare time, she didn’t play video games or go shopping. She quilted. In fact, she had an entire bedroom of her house dedicated to her work.

      Tiny squares were pinned in place on a large felt screen that ran from the ceiling down to the floor on one blank wall, so it was easy to step back and place the colored pieces of material. She loved creating and the sense of accomplishment it gave her. She had small pieces that she’d made all over her house. A runner for the table. Placemats that she’d seen in a magazine. A large hanging over the mantle of an unused fireplace. Everything was her touch, her creation, her heart poured into each piece.

      Being a quilter was a different circle she ran in. It wasn’t to hang out, but simply to bounce ideas off of each other or overcome problems. She barely knew the ladies’ names but recognized their faces when she saw them at fabric shops or during quilt hops. Quilt hops were so much fun, racing through the countryside stopping at a variety of stores to get tools, ideas, booklets or fat quarters of fabric. She had so much fabric right now, but there was never enough. There was always something else, some other material that was perfect for an idea. Her scrap bin was monstrous and when it was time to clean it out, she made watercolor quilts.

      In fact, she’d just put the finishing touches on a quilt she was planning on showing soon at a quilt show. She’d entered it on a whim and decided to jazz it up with some beads and sequins. Each stitch was hand-done meticulously. When she was in a hurry, she’d use her sewing machine or borrow a long-arm at the quilt shop she visited often in town. It happened to be near the Starbucks they were going to be meeting at tomorrow.

      As she pulled into the garage, she shut the door behind her and entered the house. Sighing happily, she smelled the faint aroma of apple pie. Her newest candle she’d bought. She loved apples and the warm scent of it. It made it homey, old fashioned, welcoming. Her car had an apple scented air freshener in it. She had a wax warmer in her classroom and here at home? There were a variety of Yankee Candles on the coffee table. Apple pie, apple spice, McIntosh apple, etc. There was something special about coming home and it feeling like a home. That was why she quilted. It needed to feel like it was her home, her nest. You could live anywhere, in any size house, but until it was personalized? It was just four walls and a place to rest your head. This was home. This was her.

      Dropping the mangled purse and items from the hospital on the coffee table, she walked into her quilt room. She smiled and felt peace flow over her as she looked at her entry for the quilt show. It was a quilt she’d made for her second home, St. Mary’s Church. She loved the simplicity, the humble and welcoming feeling she got when she walked into the building. Everyone was always welcomed into their sanctuary and she wanted to show her appreciation. It hit her one day while sitting in the pew. She was looking around and she felt compelled to make this quilt. It was beautiful, and she planned on gifting it to the church.

      Turning off the light to the room, she found herself suddenly exhausted. She took her antibiotics, undressed and crawled into bed. As she lay there on the cool sheets, she found herself thinking of Officer Wild’s gorgeous smile.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early the next morning, she got up and padded around barefoot in the house, moving from room to room. She moved her entry quilt from her quilting room to hang it from a set of clips that she had mounted on her bedroom wall. It was time to start another quilt project and in order to do so, she had to clear her palette.

      Shortly before 2pm, she found herself anxiously awaiting the chance to see Officer Wild again. She had needed a good night’s sleep in her own bed and felt much better today than she had in the last week or two. Classes at the high school resumed on Tuesday and this felt almost like a last-minute treat at being able to meet up with him.

      She was sitting outside in the shade at one of the umbrella tables with a cappuccino, just enjoying the warm breeze, when she saw him. She was glad that she’d selected an outdoor table because Sheba was with him again. It was like the two were connected at the hip, surprising her. He was dressed casually, and it made him look almost approachable when he wasn’t in uniform.

      “Good afternoon,” she said with a warm smile, getting to her feet politely. She’d not realized how he was a few inches taller than her. She liked that.

      “You too,” he said with a grin. He surprised her by taking her hand and kissing the back of her knuckles. “Thank you for coming.”

      “Well, you are laying it on thick, aren’t you?” she teased nervously, pulling back her hand and cradling it to her chest. Her hands shook at the simple old-fashioned gesture. She’d never had anyone kiss her hand politely like that.

      “No ma’am,” he countered as he put a bowl down for Sheba under the table. “I was raised by my grandpa and he always told me that if you want to impress a girl, you treat her like a fine lady. I need to get Sheba some water. I’ll be right back,” he quickly said and darted inside the building, leaving Sheba staring at her. She sat frozen, watching Melanie. It was obvious that she was extremely well disciplined. No threat, more of a curiosity. Her intelligent eyes and her head cocked to the side, the large dog had unspoken questions about her just like she had about her master. Jason was different. He returned a moment later with a bottle of water, and two cups of coffee.

      “I thought you might like a refill since you beat me here. I thought I was early coming here, but you beat me to it hands down. I like that. It gives us more time to get to know each other.”

      “Oh yes, I had a few errands to do around town and I thought I would enjoy the fresh air.”

      “I hope I’m not keeping you from your errands?”

      “Not at all.”

      “Good.”

      They sat silently for a few moments, unsure how to start a conversation. It was a bit awkward. The rasping of Sheba slurping up water noisily under the table and the cars in the street were the only sounds nearby.

      “She’s really thirsty” Melanie began, taking a sip of coffee.

      “She can eat and drink like a horse,” he teased. “I’ve got dog food in the car and bring a bowl with me everywhere.”

      “Does she go everywhere with you?”

      “Yeah, she’s been a life saver. She’s my partner.”

      “I thought that was the other guy at the airport? What do you mean? At work she’s a life saver?” Melanie was confused. She didn’t realize that when you accepted a K-9 animal that the dog became your partner. She just has assumed incorrectly that the dog was another facet of the job, like having a specialist with you when needed.

      “Nah, Rick and I are assigned to the drug unit. Sheba’s just for me. I needed the companionship and she’s man’s best friend, you know? Tell me about yourself,” he suddenly prompted with a bright smile. Too bright. Jason had skeletons in his closet apparently that he didn’t feel like talking about right now. That was okay. She was extremely patient.

      “Well, I teach geometry for a living. Single. No pets. Pretty boring.”

      “I doubt that. You like math?”

      “I like shapes, puzzles. They seem to fit together and piecing them out, measuring, it seems to be a fascination of mine.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well I like to quilt in my spare time.”

      “Really?” he said surprised.

      “What?”

      “Well, I thought that was something… uh… never mind.”

      “Let me guess, you thought old women did quilting? You thought wrong. It’s a fascinating project and I like the feeling of accomplishment that I have made something beautiful. What do you do for fun?”

      “Play dominos with my grandpa at the retirement center.”

      “Now who’s old?”

      “I guess I deserved that,” he joked. “Honestly, my grandpa always said that I was an old soul and that is why we got along so well when I was growing up.” She completely understood. She often found herself thinking that she was born in the wrong time, wrong era. It boggled her mind sometimes at how forward women were and how much of a prude it made her feel. Even on her trip, she’d packed an extremely modest swim suit with a cover-up while the other girls picked out teeny string bikinis. She wished she felt brave enough to wear something fun and exciting like that.

      “You said he raised you?”

      “Yes. My dad died before I was born, and my mom couldn’t handle it. She turned to drugs and alcohol to cope. When I was five, she lost custody to my grandpa. She left town and never returned. I was upset, but it was a relief too. I remember being happy that I was with him because things had gotten really bad.” Jason looked down at the coffee cup in his hand, hiding his expressive eyes. They say that eyes are the windows to the soul, and he was hiding the pain away. Maybe it wasn’t buried as far down as he thought.

      “The memories are fuzzy now, but I remember her yelling and crying. I think that is what drove me into law enforcement. I wanted to do everything I could to keep anyone else from the destruction that drugs can cause to a person, a family.”

      “A noble cause,” she nodded sagely, impressed by his resilience in his character. It took a lot to rise from a bad situation and not everyone could do it. He must be a very strong man in his soul, the very core of him. “I’m sorry to hear that you had to go through that.”

      “It makes you a stronger person for it.”

      “Yes, it does. So, old man,” she teased. “Thank you again for the ride home yesterday.”

      “I preferred it when you called me wild man instead of old man,” he countered with a grin. “Why don’t you tell me about how you grew up, so I can see how best to woo my girl?”

      “Woo? Wow, you are really showing your age,” she laughed happily. Sheba’s tail thumped happily as she glanced up at Jason. He refilled the bowl with some cool water, to which she promptly began drinking happily again. She was an easy-going animal that was dedicated to her career. Melanie was willing to bet that Jason was exactly the same.

      “Woo? Court? Enchant? You choose the word but know this: I am very interested in you.” The earnestness in his face and intense eyes made her stop laughing. The man minced no words at all, laying down all his cards at once. He didn’t beat around the bush, but rather came at you head on. While it made her stop and hesitate, it was only because it was so strange to have someone address her so casually and bluntly.

      “Really?” she whispered in shock, looking at his intense expression. She knew he was trying to read her, gauge how she would react or handle him. It was like being put on the spot; she almost wanted to ask if this was good cop/bad cop and was someone else coming out of the bushes to ask questions.

      “Really. Does the idea of going on a date with me bother you? Because I find you absolutely fascinating.” He dropped his voice intimately, so it was just a discussion between the two of them. His voice reminded her of warm honey. It rolled right over her and touched her ever so sweetly, making her crave more. She was interested in him possibly just as much as he was in her.

      Melanie put her cup of coffee down quickly and her hands in her lap. Her hands were trembling nervously. The idea of being singled out by this handsome man was overwhelming. She wanted to know more about him, for him to keep talking. She could listen happily to his warm voice for hours.

      She wasn’t much for socializing or chatting, but she didn’t want him to stop their conversation.  A cold, wet nose slid easily right under her hand in her lap along with a slobbery tongue. Laughing aloud, she moved her hands away from the rampant tongue and petted the large dog’s head. Apparently, this was an open invitation to her because she suddenly put her front arms on her lap and lay her head down, eagerly waiting to be petted again.

      “Sheba has great taste.”

      “Her sniffer is broken, I have no food on me,” she bantered, trying to play it off. Being around Jason was heady and intoxicating. He was a flirt and seemed to have a way at reaching her on another level.

      “I think it’s working just fine. Say you’ll have dinner with me tomorrow, Melanie.”

      “I think I’d like that,” she found herself saying aloud as she petted Sheba, who began to thump her tail wildly. Suddenly two large paws were in her lap and she was being nudged on the belly by her large muzzle for more attention.

      “Sheba! Get down, girl.” The dog gave Melanie a soulful glance full of wistfulness. Those large black eyes spoke volumes. She liked being petted by her and frankly? She liked petting Sheba, even if she was the size of a small horse.

      “Good. What time can I pick you up?”

      “I don’t have any plans tomorrow.”

      “Then I will pick you up at six, if that’s okay?”

      “Perfect.”

      “I have to head out in a few. I’m on duty tonight with this young lady,” he said, ruffling Sheba’s ears affectionately. “Let me give you my cell number so you can text me your address.”

      Nodding, she dialed his number and hung up in order to save it to her address book on her phone. She appreciated the fact that he wanted to see her again so quickly. It was nice that there seemed to be no struggle on what to talk about or the fact that their coffee date didn’t drag on for hours. Short, simple, easy. It was like they were both testing the waters and he decided to jump in headfirst by asking her out again.

      Jason got to his feet as the alarm on his watch went off. “I gotta go. I have to be at the station in twenty minutes. I’m sorry to make it short but I had to see you.” He quickly leaned over and unexpectedly kissed her cheek. She found herself breathing deeply the scent of his aftershave.

      “Enjoy your afternoon. I can’t wait for tomorrow,” he admitted quietly for her ears alone. Standing, he slapped his hand on his leg, calling the dog to attention. Melanie sat there stunned by the simple affectionate kiss and his words. She couldn’t remember the last time someone told her to enjoy her day, or better yet? The last time someone was excited to spend time with her.

      “C’mon Sheba!” he called out, putting his cup on the dish counter nearby. He rushed out of the fenced courtyard where they sat just outside the building. She raised a hand to wave goodbye, as he waved over his shoulder. She watched as the squad car disappeared from sight over the horizon.

      Suddenly feeling bereft, she picked up her own dishes and left the parking lot heading for her sanctuary: the quilt store nearby. Opening the door, she heard the bell ring above her head as if it was welcoming her home.

      She loved this store. The varying shades of fabric, the quilts on display everywhere, the classes being taught at the back of the building that anyone was welcome to attend. Perusing through the aisles, she was hoping for some sort of inspiration or idea to hit her. Instead, there was nothing. She found herself raiding the scrap fabric bin for some treasures and picked up several fat quarter rolls. Those rolls were wonderful. It was enough to accent squares, make strips and on smaller quilts? You could make thin bindings. A few pieces caught her eye along with a few spools of thread. Perhaps at the quilt show, she’d get inspiration or pick up a pattern. With a heavy sigh, she headed home and for the first time ever? She felt alone.
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      Melanie found herself beyond excited for their date the next day. Jason had texted that he would pick her up promptly at 6pm. She asked where they were going, only to be told that he wanted to surprise her. She’d spent the afternoon trying on different things, wanting to look just right. He’d really given no hints as to where they were going or what. It could have been pizza, a movie or a fancy restaurant.

      She settled on a favorite dress of hers. A simple gown that was pleated at the waist. It reminded her of something from the fifties. The style suited her and she liked the fact that it fell below the knee. The button up neckline worked for her and with a wide belt, it seemed to have a retro flair. It was nice enough for dinner and casual as well.

      Exactly five minutes to six, her doorbell rang. Opening it slowly, she was surprised to see Jason standing there without Sheba. He looked utterly gorgeous. His dark hair was wet and combed to the side. His cleanly shaven jaw revealed a small dimple as he smiled making her want to touch it. He wore a simple white button-up shirt and dress pants- classic and looking like a movie star from a black and white film from years ago. In his hands was a bouquet of flowers, reminding her that she had the other ones sitting in a vase on the mantle just behind her.

      “Where’s Sheba?” she blurted out nervously, feeling her stomach tighten with excitement as she realized she was going to get to spend the next few hours with this incredibly attractive man.

      “With Officer Martin, the other guy from the airport. He’s dog sitting for me. You look breathtaking.” The way he said it, made her feel like her fairy godmother should have been standing there with a wand. There was no doubt about it, he made her feel utterly beautiful in a way she’d never felt before.

      “Thank you. You look pretty incredible yourself,” she admitted shyly.

      “These are for you.”

      “Thank you again,” she repeated, accepting the flowers. “Let me put them in water. Did you want to come in?” Nodding, he stepped just inside the door glancing around. She picked up the vase off the mantle and put the bouquet in with the daisies.

      “You kept them?”

      “Of course,” she answered. How could I not? She thought. She had done nothing but think of him and dream of him since she’d awoken in the hospital. This must be what infatuation is like.

      “I’m glad.” Melanie pinched off a flower and tucked it in a small star shaped pin on the side of her dress. She never wore jewelry, but the star shape was actually a pattern that she loved to sew on her quilts.

      “There.”

      “Perfect,” he agreed.

      “Far from it,” she countered and noticed that he was fidgeting a bit. He was standing there, his eyes searching as he looked around. “Everything okay? You seem a bit nervous.”

      “I am,” he admitted with a smile.

      “Why is that? Do I make you nervous?” she asked, picking up her wallet. Her purse had been beyond saving. She was surprised to see him nod once he thought she wasn’t looking his direction. If only he knew, she had a hard time keeping her eyes off of him. “I’m ready.”

      He held the door open, politely allowing her to step outside first. She locked it behind her and turned to see that Jason already had the truck door held open for her. It wasn’t his squad car, but instead he was driving a classic pickup truck.  He was doing everything he could to impress her and so far, it was working.

      “Wow! What kind of truck is that?”

      “It was my Grandpa’s and I tinker with restoring it sometimes.  It’s a 1953 Ford F-100 pickup truck. We used to work on it together when I was younger. He had it repainted a few years ago before he couldn’t take care of himself. He needs 24-hour care now and I can’t give it to him. I visit as much as I can though.”

      “Oh, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay. He painted it green, saying it matched my grandma’s eyes when she got angry.” he said with a laugh, shaking his head. The truck was a dark, exquisite green that twinkled with hidden glitter in the paint. “Grandma always smiled at me. She never got angry that I knew of, but he remembered that and knew the exact shade.”

      Melanie sat down on the bench seat of the truck and marveled at how beautifully it had been restored. Everything seemed so old, yet so new. The fact that he told her of the paint color made her yearn for a relationship like that. What was it like to be loved by someone that could remember faint details like that? She was touched that Jason was lucky enough to be raised in that environment and wondered if something like that rubbed off on him too? So far, the man had wowed her every time she’d turned around regardless of the fact that he’d arrested her.

      He took his seat and turned the key, causing the truck to roar to life. Melanie couldn’t help but smile. Cars simply didn’t sound like this anymore. She watched fascinated as she realized that the shifter was on the column. He moved it easily from reverse to drive, and then into first and second gear.

      “It takes a little getting used to, but once you’ve got it? It’s a nice drive. I can teach you if you want?”

      “Maybe later,” she quickly declined. Coordination was not her thing; that is why she drove an automatic. She could trip over linoleum and when she tried to learn a stick shift years ago? Every time she let up off the clutch and was supposed to give it gas, the car would die.

      The truck was a bit of a bumpy ride, but it was really nice to drive around in. The looks that they got at the eye-catching truck made her glance over at the beautiful man driving it. His profile seemed so open compared to when she’d first seen him.

      “Where are we heading to?”

      “I thought maybe we’d have the best of both worlds tonight: a nice dinner and some dancing.” Melanie quickly looked down at her ballet flats she’d worn and thanked her lucky stars that she’d decided against trying to wear heels.

      “Sounds nice.”

      “I hope so,” he admitted staring at the road ahead as he drove. “I’ve never been but I heard it was a really a good place to go.”

      “You’ve never been?”

      “No, have you?”

      “I don’t date much,” she murmured. I don’t date ever, she amended mentally. Her last date cancelled on her a few years ago. When he called back, she had never answered.

      “I haven’t either.” Jason pulled into the parking lot easily and found a spot. He opened the door for her and held out his hand, helping her out of the truck. As they walked into the dim building, she felt his hand at her lower back and had to bite back a sigh of happiness.

      The room was filled with wagon wheel chandeliers illuminated faintly with Edison bulbs that flickered, making them resemble gas flames. She knew she was gawking but there was so much to see! Longhorn steer were mounted to the walls, along with jack-a-lopes. Lanterns hung from barn rafters and each table had a mason jar, with a candle inside. A large dancefloor filled the center of the restaurant and it was quite full. This must be the place to go locally, as several couples were dancing cheek to cheek. They were led to a table off to the side and their drink orders taken.

      “Shall we dance?” Jason asked her, interrupting her thoughts. His easy smile made her shiver happily. He held out his hand and she took it, as he escorted her to the floor. Giving her a little twirl, Melanie found herself laughing happily as he pulled her near to dance. She felt like the only woman on earth right now and it was heady.

      “Tell me why you haven’t dated much since you are obviously quite smooth with the ladies,” she teased. Her hand lay on his shoulder and looking up at him, she realized that she understood what his grandpa had meant when he said he knew the exact color of his wife’s angry eyes. Right now, Jason’s eyes were the color of amaretto. A rich, golden brown that had flicks of dark and light highlights in the iris.

      “Well, when women find out you are a widower it changes how they look at you,” he began and then smiled sadly. “See? Right there. Your expression just changed. I don’t want your pity, I want to get to know the real you.”

      “I can’t help it. You seem too nice, too young to have to go through something like that. What happened?”

      “Car accident.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Me too. I was in a really bad place for a while, but you find a way to get through. I found peace in knowing that I had a chance to meet her, to know her. I also knew that there would be someone else when God said I was ready. When I felt like everything was falling apart on me, that is when I found doors opening. I was accepted into the K-9 program and was given Sheba. I needed to not feel alone, and she was there just like a child. It was what I needed to get me through since I’d had no children with Kate.”

      “I can understand that. Do you miss her?”

      “I miss the companionship and having someone to talk to.”

      “Well if you need a friend, you’ve got one.”

      “Did I just get friend-zoned?” he teased warily, looking down on her as they danced. He held her hand against his chest just above his heart in mock horror. “Say it isn’t so!”

      “That is a pretty modern term for an old-fashioned guy,” she smiled, resisting the urge deny the accusation.

      “This old-fashioned guy will do everything he can to keep an enchanting woman from sloughing him off as a just a buddy, including this,” he whispered as he leaned down and kissed her there on the dance floor. A simple, tender, gentle kiss that promised so much more. She looked up at him and realized that there was no way that they’d be just friends when she found herself craving another kiss from him.

      “Consider yourself unfriended,” she whispered, staring at him and blushing wildly as he laughed at her muddied-up words. She meant that he was no longer in the friend zone.

      “I’m wounded, my sweet Melanie. Are we no longer friends?” he teased with a knowing smile as he stared at her lips.

      “You know what I meant.”

      “I do and I’m glad you feel that way too.”

      They danced for a while longer before heading to their table. He was a perfect gentleman at dinner and she was sincerely impressed. He’d casually asked what she wanted for dinner and then ordered once the waiter arrived. It made her feel special when he referred to her as ‘my lady’. He held her hand as they said grace before their meal. After they’d eaten, he asked for coffee and led her to the dancefloor yet again. He’d claimed that he needed to stretch his legs after a wonderful dinner, but she knew he just wanted to hold her again in his arms. Or at least she hoped so, because she wanted to feel his arms around her again.

      “What are you doing tomorrow?” he whispered in her hair as they danced slowly in each other’s arms. She adored whatever cologne he was wearing and the spicy scent made her stomach clench with excitement and passion.

      “Well, I was going to get my classroom ready for the school year to start,” she admitted. “Nothing incredibly fun or eventful, but necessary.”

      “Want to play hooky?”

      “Lawman, are you trying to get me to break the rules?” she teased, glancing up at his face that was so close to hers.

      “I’m trying to ask you out again.”

      “Let me get some work done in the morning and then I’m free all afternoon.”

      He nodded happily and spun her around the floor again. Melanie liked that he liked to make her smile or laugh. He seemed to be incredibly thoughtful and focused on her and only her.

      When he drove her home, she noticed that he kept watching her out of the corner of his eyes. He tried to hold her hand, but the shifter made him have to release it in order to accelerate or decelerate. He pulled into the driveway and hopped out of the truck, opening her door for her.

      “You are going to spoil me,” she admitted with a smile. She stepped out of the truck delicately and liked that he took her hand to help her. He made her feel elegant, prized.

      “I hope so,” he grinned. Jason walked her to the front door of her house politely.

      “I had a nice night,” she admitted, wondering if he would try kissing her again like he had done so on the dance floor.

      “I did too. I will see you tomorrow.”

      Jason stood there for a brief moment and then turned away to return to the truck. Melanie watched him step down off of the porch in surprise that he was going to pass up the chance to kiss her. He suddenly stopped, then turned, and she saw the heat in his eyes in the soft porch light. Without a word, he stepped up, clearing both steps in a single bound, and pulled her into his arms. His lips met hers and she knew now what happiness tasted like. His taste was intoxicating. He broke the kiss and held her tightly, her head against his chest. She could hear his heartbeat thrumming under her cheek.

      “Jason,” she began shyly and pulled away from his arms.

      “I told myself that I would be a gentleman,” he started, “But I’m not sorry. I’d like to kiss you like that again and again.”

      “I think you should probably go for tonight.” Smiling, she nodded in understanding. She’d like to kiss him again as well.

      “I agree” he stood there torn between leaving and kissing her again. She could see it in his eyes.

      “I will see you soon.” She stepped forward braving another kiss, knowing that she was taunting him. Her lips gently brushed his, her tongue wantonly coaxed his lips open. She felt her soul unfurling with the idea of wanting him in her life. She felt him tense up with excitement, his breath caught in surprise at her aggressiveness. Breaking the kiss, she stepped away.

      “Until tomorrow, Wildman.”
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      Brushing back her hair into a pony tail, Melanie frowned as she tried to open the windows to her classroom. It was terribly stuffy in the building, and either the AC had not been turned on yet, or it was out again. Several times last year this happened and thankfully she’d had large windows in her classroom. This time, she did not.

      This year she had small windows that had one handle that leaned the glass inwards about five inches. Enough for a faint breeze to stir papers on her desk. She was glad she’d come in early because it would be unbearable in the late afternoon. She intended to finish up, go home, get a shower and then get ready for her date. If she had time, she might sneak in a nap.

      She’d not slept well thinking about that kiss they’d shared. At first, she was worried what he might think of her, but then the more she played it in her mind? They more she realized that he wanted that kiss and more. The attraction between them was humbling and she thanked the Lord that she’d been put in his path – even if it had gotten her sick and arrested.

      She finished her lesson plans and had fresh worksheets straight off the copier, enough for the first few weeks. Décor was up and frankly, she had nothing left to do but memorize names to faces and learn their personalities.

      Shutting the windows, she turned off her lights and pulled the door closed. Turning, she saw Joan headed her way. Grinning. Whatever was causing her to smile from ear to ear like a Cheshire cat must be some really good gossip. Joan knew everything about everyone in the school district.

      “What’s eating at you?”

      “You have a special little hottie after you, don’t you?”

      “Excuse me?” Melanie gaped. How in the world did she know about their date already? Had someone seen them at the restaurant and called her? No, she would have texted last night because it was too juicy to pass up. Joan could not keep a secret for the life of her, nor could she stand waiting to discuss it with another person. It was a good thing her heart was in the right place or she’d be dangerous.

      “My favorite old lady has a hot boyfriend cop!”

      “Jason is here?”

      “I knew it!” she squealed excitedly, stomping her foot in giddiness. “When he said he was here to see you, I thought there might be some mistake! Melanie, where ever did you meet that scrumptious man? Does he have a brother?”

      “Where’s he at?” she asked quickly, looking over her shoulder.

      “He dropped this off for you at the office and said he’d see you later. You sly dog, you!”

      Joan handed her a big wad of green tissue paper. It looked like a mass of flowers that Miss America would be gifted on stage, except it wasn’t. Inside were plastic flower stems alright, but at the top of each stem was an origami fabric flower. Pieces and pieces of fabric of all shapes and colors were rolled and folded to resemble flowers. Dozens of origami flowers.

      Melanie felt her heart burst with emotion as she looked down at the handmade bouquet. This crazy man had given her flowers every time he saw her, literally. The fabric flowers touched her to the very core of her being. He listened. He was learning what she liked. This was his way of showing acceptance and that she was precious to him. He was wooing her like no other man ever had.

      Wooooooooooooooo with a capital WOOO.

      “Jason?” Melanie called out, clutching the bouquet to her chest. She darted past Joan, her sneakers squeaking wildly on the newly polished floors of the hallway. She heard Joan yelling out behind her in that he’d left already, but she had to try to find him. To tell him thank you.

      “Jason!” she yelped, seeing the cruiser heading out of the parking lot. She bolted uncaringly out the front door of the school and ran into the hot summer sun. Her sneakers hit the pavement at full speed as she saw the brake lights illuminate. She was filthy and pouring sweat from the lack of air conditioning, but it didn’t matter. She needed to tell him how touched she was.

      Jason opened the car door just as she caught up. He got to his feet immediately in almost the same rush that she ran to him. He was in that black uniform with those dark sunglasses on his devastatingly handsome face. How had she ever thought he was cold and unfeeling?

      “Thank you so much! I can’t tell you what this means to me,” she exclaimed happily. Skidding to a stop, she clutched the flowers to her chest. “This is simply amazing!”

      “I’m glad you like them.”

      “I adore them.”

      “Maybe you’ll show me some of your work sometime?” he offered politely.

      “Come with me Saturday- I am putting a quilt I made into a contest, a show.” Melanie stared at him anxiously, her feet and fingers twitching. She wanted to throw her arms around him and kiss his socks right off. She was infatuated with the man and he was blowing her mind over and over again.

      “I’d love to accompany you. I missed you after I dropped you off,” he admitted. “I didn’t want to bother you, but I wanted you to know that I think of you a lot.”

      “Arghhhh,” she groaned frustrated, feeling intensely overwhelmed by emotion. Even her eyes felt like they were about to start watering from the feelings that were bubbling inside of her. He was incredible!

      “I’m really sweaty and filthy!” She couldn’t put it into words, but he knew. Jason understood and laughed, holding out his arms to her. She bolted straight into them and kissed him with everything overflowing in her. She tasted the saltiness of her mouth combined with the decadence that was simply him. His hands cupped her face lovingly as he held her.

      “The AC is out in the school,” she whispered against his lips as an apology. He leaned down and kissed her again several times. Tiny, sweet, tender kisses.

      “I don’t care. If you feel the urge to kiss me, I want you to do it. Everything about you is beautiful, even when you are sweaty.”

      “This is craziness,” she breathed, shutting her eyes against the feelings she felt right now.

      “This is perfection,” he admitted softly, with a chuckle. “Absolute perfection.”

      “I need to go get cleaned up for our date,” she said, apologizing as he kissed her forehead. Jason had not let her go yet.  She liked that he felt the same intense urge to hold her or kiss her. Sheba was in the air-conditioned car waiting impatiently. Her large shiny nose was smearing streaks on the window glass in an effort to say hello.

      “And I’m still on duty, but I had to come by.”

      “I’m so glad you did.”

      “I’m glad I did as well, especially if fabric flowers get that kind of reaction from you. I will call later once I get off of work,” he promised, kissing her again. Melanie heard the radio crackle, alerting her to the fact that he was being called for. While she liked the man a lot, she could only imagine how difficult the job could be. She watched as he drove off with the lights on and glaring. Praying for his safety, she smiled down at the flowers and headed towards her car in order to drive home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours passed and Melanie had cleaned up in order to prepare to go out when Jason got off of work. She had the radio playing in her quilt room. Sorting and selecting different shades of golds, browns and tan fabrics, she imagined a picture in her mind. Ironing the fabric carefully, she hummed to herself until her phone went off. Grabbing it, she swiped the button and set the iron down quickly.

      “Hello?” she asked, surprised at the time. It was well past eight in the evening. She’d lost track of time and it was a good thing. Right now, she felt herself growing slightly on edge thinking that perhaps he was going to bail on her. Maybe the interest had worn off already. It wouldn’t be unusual for a guy to lose interest once they’d gotten to know her. Many guys seemed to want a playful, adventurous girl and that simply wasn’t her. She was a home-body type.

      “Hey there.” His voice sounded so exhausted and worn out. There was an edge to it that immediately keenly struck a nerve. Something was incredibly wrong. This was not flirtatious or outgoing Jason. He sounded like he was lost.

      “Are you alright?”

      “I am,” he said thickly and coughed, like he was choking to say the next words aloud. “But Rick Martin didn’t make it tonight. He took a bullet and died in the ambulance. Do you mind if I cancel tonight?”

      “You shouldn’t be alone,” she ordered. “You need to be with people, other officers or…”

      “I’m not good company right now,” he interrupted quickly. “I can’t. I need to get out of the station and the emergency room. Melanie, I-I…” his voice broke. She could hear the ragged breath on the other end of the line.

      “Come over now, please?” she said simply. It wasn’t a request, it was an order.

      “I’ll be there in ten minutes or so,” he stopped, and she heard silence on the other end of the line. “I can’t leave Sheba,” he reminded her. “Rick watched her the other day…”

      “Bring Sheba’s food, she’ll be fine.” Melanie interrupted him, feeling tears spring in her eyes for the unknown man. She’d seen him once days ago at the airport.

      “You sure?”

      “Positive. You need her here with you.”

      Melanie hung up the phone and stared at it. His friend, his coworker, died tonight. It just reaffirmed how dangerous Jason’s job could be. Did she want to get involved in someone’s life that could be taken from her in the blink of an eye? She already felt herself becoming enamored of the handsome officer, but could she deal with the trauma or fear in being part of his life? Always wondering, always waiting for the worst to come.

      Hearing a knock on the front door, she opened it to see that Jason was still in his uniform. He’d come directly from the hospital. His face was pale and colorless; his beautiful golden-brown eyes were lifeless as he stared at her.

      Sheba was beside him whining pitifully and crouching down in a protective position beside him. She knew something was wrong with him and it bothered her terribly. Sheba bared her teeth for a moment at Melanie and then whined again desperately as if she knew that help was coming.

      Jason was completely unresponsive and looked shell-shocked as he stared past Melanie. How had he driven himself here? She felt bad for asking him to come over, but he had to distance himself from the situation.

      “Come inside and sit down, Jason.” Melanie then glanced at the dog watching her guardedly. “Shhhhh, Sheba. C’mon inside with your daddy,” she crooned at the large dog.

      “I don’t think I can,” he blurted out horrified, suddenly seeing her as his eyes focused on her face. “I think I have Rick’s blood on my clothing.” His face looked devastated as he just realized what he said aloud. He dropped a small grocery sack onto the floor. A can of Sheba’s food rolled out on the carpet, yet neither moved an inch.

      “I…I… I don’t want to be alone,” he stammered helplessly, staring at his hands held out in front of him. The unseen events were still raging through his sightless eyes. He looked traumatized, and it broke her heart.

      “Jason. I’m here. Let’s get you into something else. You shouldn’t be alone right now,” she whispered encouragingly, resting her hand on his forearm in an effort to reach him. “I don’t have anything that will fit you, but do you have a gym bag or something? I can wash your uniform and you can relax here.”

      “Actually, I do,” he admitted shakily, still staring at his hands. “Do you mind if I wash my face? I just can’t focus right now.”

      “Go. The bathroom is on the far left. I’ll get your bag.” She had no idea where it was in the car, but fetching it seemed to be the least she could do. Sheba sat by the screen door watching her dig around in the squad car. Finding the small duffle bag, she locked the doors and hurried back inside.

      “Jason?”

      “I’m here,” he said thickly, holding back what he could. Melanie came down the hallway and saw that he’d yanked his shirt off and was holding it away from him, staring at it like it was some wretched nightmare he couldn’t escape from. His bare, muscled chest was stark with a smear of brownish stain on his chest and stomach.

      “I held him, Melanie. I held him in my arms when he died. He was so scared and I couldn’t breathe,” he told her brokenly as tears slowly ran down his cheeks. Tears he couldn’t hold back any longer. “I don’t know what his wife and baby are going to do without him.”

      “Shhhh,” she crooned and set the bag down. She wanted to hold him and comfort him but when she reached out, he pulled back immediately, his eyes wary, and shaking his head to tell her no.

      “Melanie, the blood. I can’t,” he bit out painfully, his eyes tortured.

      “Get a shower and get changed. I’m glad you are here. We’ll talk about Rick in a few. Let me have your shirt,” she ordered softly in a calm voice. He was moving in jerky motions, traumatized. He handed it right over to her without any argument. “Get cleaned up, Jason. Take all the time you need. Call out if you need me or Sheba, okay?”

      He nodded and shut the door. She stood there for some time listening, her heart breaking as he let out a shaky breath and he sniffled aloud. They must have been so close, and she was sure that it was bringing up all the old scars from his own loss of his wife. How did someone get through losing someone you love? She had no idea.

      Once the water for the shower started, Melanie walked away to the kitchen to treat the front of his uniform shirt. She put it to soak in cold water first. Even though his uniform was black, several patches and ribbons once had been covered in white lettering.

      Opening a can of chicken noodle soup, she microwaved it for them. Something warm in his stomach might make him feel a bit better or knock him out if he was exhausted emotionally. Pouring it in two mugs, she took it into the living room. Sheba stared at her expectantly and her tail wagged. Melanie smiled at the dog. If she set the mugs of soup down, she would have helped herself. Instead, she dug around in the plastic bag on the ground near the front door that Jason had dropped. Opening the cans, she realized that Sheba had found a new best friend. The dog probably loved whoever fed her the most.

      “Fickle thing, aren’t you?” she said absently. “I’ll feed you first, so we can eat in peace okay? Your daddy needs some people around him right now.”

      “I’m glad I came to you.”

      Melanie looked over her shoulder to see him standing there watching her. He looked a bit calmer, a bit more collected than he had earlier. His white t-shirt and gym shorts didn’t hide much from the eye, but she wasn’t exactly looking for a thrill right now either. Her friend, her boyfriend, needed company.

      “I thought maybe you’d like something comforting right now…or maybe you want a beer?” Melanie had a few cans at the back of the fridge for when she cooked or a really bad day, but those cans were liable to be so old they were turned.

      “This is fine.”

      “Let’s sit down,” she suggested, handing him a mug of soup. “We can talk, watch a movie or just relax for a bit.”

      “I don’t think I want to talk just yet. It’s too much to process, hurts too much. Can we watch a comedy or something? Rick was always doing one-liner jokes at the station.”

      “I think that’s a great idea,” she agreed. He stood there watching her, unsure of where to sit. Melanie took the reins and sat down on the couch near the end, giving him plenty of space. She was more than happy to see him sit down next to her.

      “Am I too close?”

      “No, I think this is just right.”

      “Thanks again, Melanie. I didn’t want to be alone.”

      “And you shouldn’t,” she agreed whole-heartedly. “Now, let’s find something to watch.” She handed him the remote controls, giving him free reign to pick something that would appeal to him. Right now, she couldn’t care what they watched as long as he relaxed. His pale, lost face would haunt her. They sat there for some time together, Jason holding her hand. There was nothing overtly intimate; he simply needed comfort and reached out to her.

      At some point, he’d gathered her against him. She was exhausted and imagined he was as well. Both dozed off from sheer exhaustion, feeling secure for the moment. Yet, still the tv droned on in the background simply to silence his turbulent thoughts. Sheba had finished her food long ago and now lay across Jason’s feet as if she knew something was wrong.
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      The next morning, she awoke first and left him there on the couch. She spread a small throw over him and tip-toed into the kitchen. It was odd having a man sleep in her house, but it had been a strange twenty-four hours. Making coffee, she opened a can of dog food for Sheba as quietly as possible with her handheld can opener. She didn’t want to wake Jason. The huffing, wolfing, gulping sounds the dog made as she inhaled the food was shocking.

      “Shhhh. It will be there in ten seconds, you know that? You can take time to taste the stuff, Sheba,” Melanie whispered; sniffing the can, she frowned. “Maybe you shouldn’t after all. Yeesh, this smells like…”

      “Like dog food?” Jason’s sleepy voice chimed in. She jumped at his presence. He looked gorgeous in the morning, standing there ruffling his hair as he yawned. “I’m so sorry I intruded- I can go if you’d like?”

      “My pristine reputation is already ruined,” she teased. “The neighbors will think the worst. Would you like some coffee?”

      “Please.”

      “Do you have to go in today?”

      “No, Sarge gave a few of us the day off to be with our families.” Melanie blushed as she realized that he’d came here.

      “Do you want to see your Grandpa today?”

      “I’m not sure,” he answered honestly. “I’d kinda like to stick around for a bit or maybe just unwind. They are supposed to be contacting me with funeral arrangements.”

      “Do you want to go see Rick’s wife?”

      “No, I think that would destroy me right now,” he admitted softly, taking a sip of coffee. “Last night was hard enough. I went through my own private horror when Kate died. I found solace in the church and in training with Sheba. I didn’t have a child to take care of or family to reach out to, but Sally does. Her whole family is here for support. I would be just one more messed up guy in the crowd right now.”

      “Do you ever think about the dangers of your job or was this a surprise?”

      “Of course, I do. It’s dangerous work that can tear a person apart, but the rewards can be tremendous. I get the chance to talk to others and influence people. I truly believe that people are generally good, but sometimes go down the wrong path. That is what I do: I make sure that lost people find their way back and if not? I do my best to prevent them from pulling others down with them.”

      “That is why I teach,” she told him. “I wanted to influence others, to show them the beautiful things they could do, or create with math. People are always surprised that I love geometry so much, but when I apply it to my quilting? The beauty and sense of satisfaction is gratifying. I want to teach that love, that sense of accomplishment.”

      “We both want to give”

      “But you could get hurt at your job.” He stopped and looked at her in surprise and concern. Melanie had tried to hide the fear in her voice, the deep worry that suddenly ate at her as she realized that he had such a dangerous job. A job that could take him from her at a moment’s notice.

      “Would that stop you from being with me?”

      “It scares me to death,” she admitted quietly, staring at her hands. “I’m not going to lie to you. It is currently at the forefront of my mind that I could get a phone call that you are hurt or worse.”

      “But if you live worrying about the worst that could happen? Then you can’t see what’s right in front of you. A man that is falling for you,” he whispered gently. His hand reached out and touched hers, his fingers lacing with her own. Such strength, such tenderness in that touch. It was the quiet security he brought to her life that she feared being ripped from her. That quiet, loving presence.

      “I knew that I had to come to you last night; I had to hear your voice. You were the only person I could think of that gave me hope and happiness.” Jason knelt in front of her, not releasing her hand. His other hand cupped her face. His eyes locked with hers. “I needed you and you were here for me. That meant more to me than words could ever say.”

      “You don’t think this is all too soon, too fast between us?”

      “No, I trust the path that I have been put on. His path. I was lost and hurting for a long time, but somewhere deep inside I knew I had more to give. It just wasn’t time yet. When I picked you up at the airport and put you on the stretcher,” he stopped and looked away, a faint, embarrassed smile touching his lips for the briefest moment. “You are going to think I’m crazy.”

      “Tell me.”

      “I could have sworn I heard Kate’s voice tell me to go,” he said thickly. “I knew I had to go with you to the hospital. It was the right decision and I knew it deep inside that I was being led for a reason. To meet you.”

      “I’m here,” she reaffirmed, her voice a mere whisper. “I’m terribly worried and concerned right now, but always here for you. I also believe that we are guided by a higher hand. And deep down inside, I can’t believe that He would let me meet someone that seems so right, so perfect, only to take him away.”

      “Exactly.”

      “But my faith is a little shaken right now because I’m sure that is what Rick and Sally once thought too,” she admitted softly, looking down at her nervous hands. Jason pulled back his own and stood up at her words. “And now he is gone.”

      Jason nodded and looked away. Truthful words spoken aloud had created a chasm between them. Neither one had answers of what the future could hold, nor did they want to see if they had the faith required. It was just a matter of whether or not they would take the next steps, if they even could, or would if fear would hold them back.
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      They spent the morning talking over breakfast and coffee. It was a treat for Melanie to have company so early in the day; she just wished it was under different circumstances. She tried not to mention the events of last night, but it was in the forefront of both of their minds. She needed a distraction. They both did.

      “I think I need to stay busy,” he admitted.

      “I can understand that.”

      “Do you have to go to the school today?”

      “No, my room is finished, and classes start Tuesday. I will return to work on Monday. The only thing I have to do is a quick once-over of my quilt. Would you like to see it?”

      “I’d love to. I saw the piece above the fireplace and it’s really beautiful.”

      “Thank you. This one I finished is my favorite so far though,” she announced eagerly and grabbed his hand. She led him down the hallway to her quilt room. It was beside the bathroom he’d taken a shower in last night, but he’d been in such shock that it was natural to overlook the room. Besides, you couldn’t see anything because she’d moved the quilt from the wall and hung it in order to ready it for the show.

      Melanie didn’t look at the quilt, but rather at Jason’s face. She wanted to gauge his reaction to see how well it would do in the show. The quilt was a piece she’d struggled with for months on end but couldn’t seem to get just right in her mind’s eye. She knew she wanted it to be inviting, welcoming and awe inspiring, but the colors weren’t quite enough. It was a starburst background with a cross built into the blocks. When the patterns were laid out correctly, you could see it take shape in the center. The golds, oranges and rust colors of the starburst had to be accented heavily with beading in order to make it glitter like she wanted in her mind.

      “That is stunning” he said reverently, looking at her in surprise. “I had no idea you could make this with fabric. Maybe we should go to the store?” Laughing, Melanie felt a blush creep up her face.

      “I don’t think so. I have a lot of fabric already and I’m trying to decide on my next piece.”

      “What are you going to do? What made you design this?”

      “Honestly? I was sitting in church one Sunday when it hit me that I wanted to make something that welcomed people as much as I felt welcomed. I’m not sure what I am going to do next. When it hits me, I will know then what it’s going to be.”

      “What church do you attend?”

      “St. Mary’s. They don’t know about the quilt. I wanted to enter it in the quilt show because I was so proud of it, but when it comes down from display? I am taking it directly there I think just so it doesn’t get damaged or ruined. The beading is extremely delicate.”

      “I’d like to join you when you take it. If you’d like the help carrying it?”

      “I’d like that a lot,” she admitted gratefully. “It’s quite heavy.”

      “What do you have left to do to it to get it ready?” Melanie was surprised by the simple questions. No one had ever asked to see a quilt piece or a photo, much less how much work went into it. No one other than the ladies at the quilt shop. She felt so much like an outsider at the school sometimes, but now? Seeing the open acceptance in his face, in his eyes, she felt invincible, and proud of what she’d created.

      “Not much. I already have a sleeve and label on it. It’s booked. Now it’s just a matter of steaming it before I roll it up in order to get out any remaining wrinkles or marks,” she told him, leaning forward to pick off a piece of thread that was clinging to it. “Maybe I will run a lint roller over it one more time too.”

      “It looks absolutely perfect.”

      “Wait till you see some of the other ones there.”

      “Can I take a picture? I’d like to show my grandpa. My grandmother used to make rag quilts but it was never anything like this. It was for warmth, not beauty.”

      “You really like it don’t you?” she asked excitedly, feeling hope bubble forth. She’d worried that it wasn’t going to hold up to the others that were bound to be on display. She’d gone last year to the show as a guest, not a participant, and was stunned at the skill she’d seen there.

      “It’s breathtaking,” he said, turning from the quilt to look at her. She was floored by the pride shining in his eyes. “You are breathtaking. This is just another facet of the beautiful person standing before me. You are stunning inside and out.” Jason leaned down to kiss her. His hands cupped her face tenderly, and then he moved back with a slight frown.

      “I have morning breath and I wish it was under better circumstances,” he admitted, rubbing his thumb on her cheek.

      “I have morning breath too,” she reminded him, leaning up and kissing him softly. Melanie held her breath as much as possible and broke the kiss before she could offend. Both let out their breath the moment they were out of range of each other possibly smelling the other’s breath. Melanie giggled at being found out that she’d held hers at the same time he had. His smile warmed her heart.

      “Let’s take Sheba out,” he suggested. “Spend the day with me. Let’s enjoy some sun and keep my mind off of last night. I want to celebrate Rick’s life, not think of his last moments. They keep replaying in my head and I need to remember more than that.”

      “That sounds like a wonderful idea. I will get changed and cleaned up.”

      “I’ll head home and be back shortly. I could use a shower and a shave.”

      “I don’t know, scruffy is pretty cute on you,” she laughed, pinching his cheeks.

      “You are pretty cute to me,” he countered, sticking out his tongue between pursed lips from where she’d pinched his face. Walking him to the door, he called for Sheba and groaned when she dragged Melanie’s mangled purse forward, the strap completely chewed through now. “I’m guessing that’s leather?”

      “Well, it was.”

      “I owe you a purse.”

      “Don’t worry about it, I’ve been wanting a new one for a while. Go on,” she ordered with a smile. “I’ll be waiting when you come back.” He leaned down and kissed her cheek, causing her to smile as she covered her mouth to avoid breathing on him. Laughing, he headed out the front door and waved.

      Melanie remembered that his uniform was still soaking in cold water and she was glad he’d left. She didn’t want to remind him about the night’s events. Fishing out his shirt, she put it in the washing machine and walked to the bathroom. His pants were neatly folded, as if he wasn’t sure what to do with them. She was glad to see that he’d not tossed them on the floor for her to pick up. Melanie quickly ran back to the kitchen and put the pants in the washing machine with his shirt. His uniform would be clean when he looked for it again.

      Melanie hurried and got cleaned up, unsure how long it would be before Jason returned. She knew he didn’t want to be alone and needed the companionship. He was a soft, gentle soul that had been through a lot in his life. She could only imagine how crushed he’d been after his wife had passed because of his deep connection with Sheba. She was like a best friend or child to him. He had a bag he carried with things for her, just like a mother would carry a diaper bag. It was bitterly sweet and almost comical to think of it, but she was part of his family and from what he’d told her? There wasn’t much there to reach out to.

      Hearing a knock at the door, she smiled. Opening it, she saw he was standing there with Sheba in tow.

      “Ready?”

      “Yes, do I need anything?”

      “Bring your wonderful self and maybe some sunscreen?”

      “How about a hat instead?”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Where are we off too?” She noticed that he had driven the truck again. She assumed that off duty, he left the cruiser at his home. Sheba jumped in the truck and took a good portion of the bench seat. Laughing, Melanie got in.

      “Move over, Sheba, and no drooling on me, okay?” she told the dog, only to have her bark loudly in agreement. Jason grinned at the interaction between the two of them.

      “Sorry about the lack of space. I don’t let her ride in the back often at all because I’m afraid she’d either jump out or fall out. I couldn’t handle that.”

      “Of course not, she’s your family.”

      Jason nodded quietly and fired up the truck. Melanie did glance out the back window and saw that there were some fishing poles sticking out of the truck bed.

      “Fishing?”

      “I thought maybe we could relax in the shade, throw a couple lines out and let her play in the water.”

      “Honestly, I’ve never been fishing, but the idea of relaxing by a lake or pond sounds nice.

      “I thought we’d go to Lakeside, if that’s okay with you? It’s not very crowded and there’s plenty of space for her to run around.”

      “Your day, your choice. I’m just here to enjoy being with you both.”

      “I’m glad,” he admitted, moving the truck into the next gear as he pulled out onto the road. It was just peaceful being around Jason and if it was the same for him, she understood why he’d reached out. It was like they had a connection almost right away…well, not quite right away. There’d been no connection at the airport, she thought with a wry smile to herself. Arriving at the park, he stopped the truck and they walked together down to the small lake. It was lovely. She’d driven by a few times but never really stopped. Most of her life had been spent in a classroom or imagining piecing together quilts. She felt like her eyes were opening for the first time in a long time.

      The lake was pristine and the shoreline dotted with cattail fronds. The dark water looked like glass reflecting a small island in the very center where a large tree stood alone majestically. A few ducks and ducklings were dotted about the lake. Surprisingly, Sheba didn’t lay chase to them. Instead, she cocked her head to the side, watching the funny creatures move across the water. Picking a spot under the tree, Melanie spread out the blanket Jason had brought for them to relax on. He dug out a rubber dog toy and flung it towards the water, sending Sheba into action. She ignored the ducks, but the moment that neon-green KONG toy emerged from the bag? She’d lost her mind. Barking, jumping, dancing on her back legs and then tearing into action to catch it.

      “My word, she’s…”

      “Insane? Incredible? Unstoppable?” he interrupted with a laugh. Sheba had thrown herself bodily into the lake to catch the toy and was on her way back proudly, to have it thrown again. Thankfully, she shook herself off before she got within distance of them. Melanie marveled at how intense she was when it came to her playtime. The lake water rippled wildly from her disturbance as she dived in again.

      “I think I will settle on incredible, but yes, she’s all three.” Melanie grinned at Jason’s smiling face and it struck her. This would be her next quilt. Jason and Sheba. Could she accurately depict how incredible the two of them were together? As soon as she got home, she would begin selecting shades to depict the varying shades of brown that were in her furry coat. Jason on the other hand would be different. She’d never done a portrait quilt before and had no idea how to proceed. Perhaps she could pick up some tips, pointers and suggestions at the show tomorrow.

      “You look deep in thought,” he said, tossing the green toy again for Sheba. “You don’t mind this, do you? I know it’s pretty warm out.”

      “Honestly? This is perfect.”

      “I’m glad.”

      She sat there for quite a while, just watching him with Sheba. A few other families had the same idea as they did, enjoying a last outing before school started back in session. The children were brave and fascinated by the dog. Jason knelt down and taught them how to extend their hand for her to sniff them. He let them pet her, as well as gave them the chance to throw the toy several times, making them laugh in delight. He was wonderful with the kids. He was simply wonderful.

      Jason was so good with everyone. He was incredible at his job, with her, with people, and genuinely a caring man. Her caring man. He looked over at her where she sat and smiled happily. She blew him a kiss and waved.

      “Your husband is good with children. Mine is the blond boy petting the dog. Do you have any?”

      “He’s not my husband, but he is pretty special.”

      “Well, if he’s not? He should be the way he looks at you like that. That man loves you and it’s written all over his face.” Melanie blushed wildly at the candidness of the woman’s words. “My husband used to watch me like that and I loved it. Now, he wants his dinner and TV remote. But I love my guy.”

      “I’m sure he cares for you. You have a beautiful son.”

      “Oh, he does, but you can’t ever forget these special moments. They are what get you through the rough times. You don’t worry about what could happen. Instead, you remember that intense look he gives you and how you are able to depend on your man when you are down.”

      Melanie stared up at her in surprise. The woman stood blocking the sun from her and called out for the boy. “Enjoy the day and tell that man how you really feel.” She knelt down and picked up the child and walked away.

      Eager to join the group surrounding Jason, she walked over with a fishing rod. The last time she’d cast, she had been a teenager.

      “I think I’m going to try my hand at this since you are occupied,” she teased, kissing him on the cheek. He smiled widely, hooking his finger in the collar of her shirt pulling her backwards.

      “Try that again,” he whispered with a sly grin.

      “Like this?” Melanie leaned up and tenderly kissed him on the lips. Several children around them squealed in disgust at the adults’ show of affection. He leaned down and kissed her again, his eyes filled with adoration.

      “Just like that.”

      “You are amazing,” she whispered, looking up at him. Her heart felt like it was ready to burst with emotion. That woman was right. She could see the affection in his eyes, in the way he looked at her. His heart and soul were in there for her to see.

      “Only because you are here,” he admitted softly, stroking her hair before cupping her face. “Melanie…I lo-” he began.

      “Shhh. I just realized that I know,” she admitted and kissed him quickly before he said more. He’d been in a fragile state with Rick’s death and she didn’t want him to say something he might regret later or wish he’d told her in a different fashion. She stepped out of his arms and backed away.  “I already know.”

      The afternoon flew by and Melanie realized it wasn’t just the fact that she really liked Jason. It was more of the surprise that she couldn’t picture life without him. The man had an aura around him that made her feel wonderful and secure. She found herself sharing more and more of herself with him. Not just as a friend, but as a soulmate. He just fit her, this wonderful, outgoing, old-fashioned man. A man who played dominos with his grandfather, who liked to fish and savored a simpler time. A man who appreciated her interests and honored her by showing that it meant a lot to him too. A sensitive man that needed her in his lowest moments and relied on her for strength.

      When he’d gotten the text notification of the funeral arrangements, he instantly turned to her. It was simple. He needed, and she wanted to be there. He didn’t say a word, just holding his phone silently, as if it hurt to say it aloud.

      “I’ll go with you. You won’t be alone.” He’d hugged her, and it meant the world to her knowing that she could do this for him.
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      Melanie got up early to prepare for the quilt show and the funeral. The show would run all day, but it wasn’t necessary that she was there. All she had to do was set up and make sure her label was present. She’d wanted to look around to get ideas, and perhaps she would as long as it kept Jason’s mind from dwelling on the loss of his friend.

      His face was pale and solemn against his uniform. He dressed ready for the funeral so that way he was ready to go when it was time. The funeral was later this afternoon and she hated to think of him being miserable. He was trying though, offering to help set up her quilt on display. After it was hung, she dragged him around to view the others in the large hall.

      Melanie had to coach him quickly on quilt show etiquette. Jason was shocked when a woman reached out and slapped his hand for touching her quilt. She quickly jumped in between them and apologized. Sheba was glared at repeatedly by several onlookers afraid that dog dander would touch their fabrics. Heaven help them all if there was a leather purse lying around somewhere!

      “I think we’ll wait outside for you.”

      “We’ll go,” she quickly countered, glancing at him sharply in surprise. How could he expect her to enjoy herself when he was miserable?

      “No.”

      “How can I look around when you look so miserable and alone?”

      “I just got my hand slapped by Gertrude over there and I’m not alone. Sheba is with me.”

      “Her name is Gertrude?” she asked, outraged. She would have some words to say to the woman for rudely slapping his hand. She could have politely asked Jason not to touch and he would have complied. He was a lawkeeper, not a rule breaker. He simply didn’t know the rules of the quilt show and that was her fault, not his. She hadn’t explained the etiquette, and honestly? She enjoyed the fact that he showed interest in her hobby.

      “No, but she looks like one,” he said with a sad smile. “Really, it’s okay. Go look around sweetheart and I will be here when you are done.” Melanie started at the endearment. The ire at the woman who’d chastised her man was suddenly gone and her mouth dropped open.

      “That’s the first time you’ve called me sweetheart.”

      “Shame on me then,” he said tenderly. “You are my sweetheart, my everything.”

      “Jason, we’ll go.”

      “Now, I’ll be upset if I ruin your day. You’ve been looking forward to this. Please, go. For me?” The man was firm in his conviction, even giving her a nudge back towards the throng of tables that were covered in an array of vibrant colors.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Positive.” Jason leaned down and kissed her tenderly. “Go. Have fun,” he murmured against her lips. Melanie sighed happily and drifted back into the crowd on a mission to find out how to do the quilt she was developing in her mind. Darting from table to table, she took several photos with her phone and perused through booklets.

      Coming around the corner, she glanced up and saw Jason standing there. He was talking with people that were coming and going into the hall, greeting them pleasantly like he had been assigned the duty. He was beautiful and made her heart skip a beat. His profile, his complexion against his dark uniform. Everything about him.

      Melanie rejoined him, drawn like a moth to a flame. She wanted to touch his face and hold him in her arms. He looked alright on the outside, but the moment she saw his eyes? She knew. He was trying to be strong. The funeral was going to be awful for him. For both of them. Seeing him in pain, knowing it was there when he was trying to hide it away, made her hurt physically.

      “Let’s go,” she said softly, taking hold of his hand. She needed the sense of peace just touching him brought to her. She hoped and prayed it was the same for him.

      “Are you done already?”

      “I think I’d rather be somewhere we can relax and be alone. How about we head home and have a cup of coffee?”

      “That sounds perfect. What about your quilt?”

      “I can pick it up until 9pm tonight or even tomorrow.”

      Nodding, he kissed her knuckles. They rode back to her house in silence. She knew his mind was tearing through the events that had happened and what was about to occur. He sat at the table staring at his hands with his head hung low. Sheba had her long face planted on his thigh as if she was trying to comfort him.

      Melanie poured a cup of coffee and walked over, putting her hand on the back of his head for support. His warm thick hair tickled her fingers as she comforted him.  Jason turned to her and pulled her into his arms, placing his head against her. She felt his wide shoulders shake as he broke down silently.

      “Let it all out,” she crooned softly. “We are here for you.” She stood there with tears in her own eyes for this strong caring man that had lost so much.

      “He saved my life more than once,” he admitted softly, his head resting on her torso as he held her tightly from where he sat. “And I keep seeing his face. You know I introduced him to his wife? How am I ever going to look her in the face without breaking?”

      “You are going to be strong this afternoon, stronger than ever before.” Melanie turned his face upwards to her, cupping his face in her hands so she could look him directly in the eyes. Those golden-brown eyes glistened with tears. The fact that he cried at the loss didn’t make her think of him as a weaker man, it made her love him all the more because he loved his friend that deeply. She wanted to be loved like that. Wholly.

      “Today, I want you to show the world how proud you are of the man Rick Martin was. How proud you are to be a part of his team and you need to honor him, not mourn him. His wife is going to need your strength, your good memories of him. She needs to hear how he loved her, how he laughed and cut up with you. Don’t tell anyone else that he was scared. It would only hurt her and undermine her memories of him. He was vulnerable. We all have our moments and he loved you enough to share his innermost fears. You should tuck that away in your heart and treasure it.”

      “I love you,” he breathed, staring at her. “You are the most beautiful and smartest woman I have ever met, Melanie. Thank you for being here for me.”

      “And I love you more than I ever thought possible, Wildman. It’s my honor to be here. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      Melanie stood there, simply holding him for what seemed like forever. Jason closed his eyes and took several ragged breaths. She stroked his hair back from his face and watched him focus on regaining control of his raw emotions. When he opened his eyes, she saw that he’d found a way to cope. She poured herself a cup of coffee and sat beside him, holding his hand. She said a soft prayer for them both. Jason kissed her hand again, swallowing back emotion.

      At the church during the service, she sat beside him clenching his hand in hers the entire time. There was no way she’d ever let go or let him feel alone for even a moment. She watched his profile as he swallowed several times, staring straight ahead.

      Fiercely loyal, fiercely loving.

      Jason glanced over at her once and gave a slight nod to let her know he was okay. Officer Martin’s wife sat in front of them a few pews up, seemingly frozen. Melanie was so relieved that the casket was not open. Pictures of Rick Martin were placed on an easel near the front. Photos of him laughing and smiling. Jason’s photo was up there in the very middle with Rick. They’d been very close, near brothers it seemed.

      She was so proud of how Jason held himself, knowing how much he hurt. He helped carry the casket to the car as a pallbearer. At the graveside service, he held back and somehow made it through as he said a few words about his friend. She knew he was close to breaking as he stared at the sky and then at her, drawing strength from her. Melanie nodded and smiled proudly at him. This was one of the hardest things she’d ever done, and Jason had lived through losing a loved one twice.

      It was near dusk once the formal ceremony was finished. Jason took her back to pick up her quilt from the show. There was a white ribbon tacked on the corner showing that she’d placed fourth overall. No shame whatsoever, she was simply amazed to have placed at all. It was bittersweet considering the emotional upheaval of the day.

      “Congratulations sweetheart,” he’d told her, but his heart wasn’t in it. He was emotionally exhausted.

      “Thanks,” she replied just as lackluster as him. She was also drained. He pulled up to her house but didn’t turn off the truck.

      “Did you want to come in?”

      “I’m okay. I don’t want to be a burden and I think I need a little space to mourn.”

      “I’m here if you need to talk.”

      “I know, I think that is why I’m able to get through this all over again. I hate funerals, you know.”

      Nodding, she got out of the truck with her quilt wrapped in tissue paper and plastic. She wouldn’t bother with removing it because its home would not be with her, but at the church. Perhaps she would donate it on behalf of Jason in honor of Rick Martin’s untimely death? The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. She went inside and instantly felt how empty her home was without Jason there. She missed his presence. His light, his fortitude and his compassion. Setting the quilt down, she immediately went to her project room to begin as an idea solidified in her mind of what her quilt should look like.
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      Melanie was beyond exhausted.

      School had started back in session and she was throwing herself into her work to keep from thinking about how she hadn’t talked to Jason in the last few weeks. He’d withdrawn and when she’d reached out, he said he needed some space to get his heart in the right place. That had struck her hard. She knew where her heart was, but rather than have a small freak out? She put herself to work pouring her soul into the watercolor quilt she’d begun. Long laborious hours every night after school let out. She sewed, pinned, admired and adjusted the panels and colors repeatedly. It had to be just right.

      Just as she saw him.

      How she wanted the world to see him.

      She’d finally finished the top of the quilt and would be starting the stitching. It was so beautiful that she didn’t want to cover the colors with flowery details or waves. She opted for in-the-ditch stitches with her machine. She would follow each piece of fabric, each sewn line in order to allow the material and elements to shine through. It wasn’t a big quilt, but rather like a large painting, but with fabric. She was so relieved that it was Friday because she planned on finishing the quilt this weekend if it killed her! She needed to sleep but felt compelled, driven, to complete it. This piece was everything to her and would have a special place in her heart. Even if she felt it was breaking a little at a time each day that passed without word from him. She understood more than anyone needing time to find yourself, to heal, but she wanted to help him through it all. Her mother used to tell her, ‘you can lead a horse to water but you can’t make him drink unless you intend to make him fall.’

      Melanie wanted Jason to fall, to remember she was there for him. There was nothing worse than doubting yourself. He’d told her that he loved her, but she feared that he didn’t mean it and that was why he was staying away. The heart was a cruel master sometimes, falling so quickly and then giving in to dread and despair. She worried that he felt like he’d made a mistake or met another woman. Then again, she hadn’t really made herself available either, spending all her time at the school or shut away in her craft room. This weekend would be no different than the last few weeks other than it was the first time her quilt would be displayed at St. Mary’s.

      She had donated it in memory of Officer Martin on behalf of his wife and his friend. She’d known the woman’s name was Sally from what Jason had told her. They’d put a marker up with their names:

      
        
        In memoriam of Officer Rick Martin

        Beloved by his wife, Sally and his best friend Officer Jason Wild.

        Quilted with care by Melanie Strow

      

      

      

      Her plan had always been to give the quilt to the church. She’d even given the quilt a name for the quilt show she’d placed it in, calling it Ascension. Now, that quilt had meaning and would always serve as a memory for all of them and for people years from now admiring it. Her ribbon she’d placed in her jewelry box along with a photo of the quilt. It was special to her but would be priceless to others. Sighing heavily, she picked up the stack of papers to grade in order to head home and finish her most prized possession of them all.

      Sunday morning came early for her. She’d hit snooze several times since she didn’t finish stitching the quilt until almost 3 am. If she hadn’t gotten the thank you note in the mail, she might have skipped service because she was so exhausted. Throwing back the covers, she hurried to get ready. The quilt was finished and now it was time to rest. As she walked into the living room, she saw where it hung beautifully. The small light that shone down on it was perfect. It was breathtaking to see his profile, to imagine the set of his jaw and smile on his face.

      Admit it, you love the man, she thought with a heavy sigh. She missed him terribly and knew that when he was ready, she’d run back into his arms like the last several weeks hadn’t happened. She hoped that when his world settled down into a normal routine that he would realize she was here.

      Stepping into the church, she felt the cold blast of air hit her as she entered the doors of the sanctuary. It was always cold inside and she carried a sweater, even in the summer time. As she stepped in, she saw several people crowded around where her quilt hung on the wall a bevy of iridescent colors as the large windows shone directly on the quilt, causing the beading to glitter wildly. Getting closer, she saw him.

      Jason.

      His beautiful face was there among the crowd. His warm eyes met hers over the tops of several heads admiring the quilt. He immediately walked past them and stopped.

      “You didn’t have to.”

      “I intended to anyway, remember? This seemed appropriate.”

      “It’s perfect. Thank you”

      “Your welcome.” They stood there for a few moments, her eyes just drinking in his features. She’d missed him terribly. The attraction was instant. She was drawn to him like two magnets had suddenly been put together.

      “That is Rick’s wife, over there,” Jason announced suddenly, as if he wanted to explain the distance between them over the last few weeks. “I have been helping them move into a new place. It turns out that his money Rick had saved is tied up in a trust, so until she gets things settled it will be tough on her and the baby financially. She needed to move. I felt like I was helping him, just like he had helped me when Kate died.”

      Melanie nodded acceptingly. He wasn’t hiding things from her or avoiding her, but simply finding closure for himself and helping others. Isn’t that part of the reason she loved him?

      “Sit with me?” he blurted out happily at seeing her. “I’ve missed you.”

      “Of course.”

      Just then, the pretty widow made eye contact with Melanie. Sally walked over immediately and hugged her like she was family. She noticed that the woman had lost weight in the last few weeks. Her already thin frame looked almost gaunt.

      “Thank you so much for remembering him, doing this for my Rick.”

      “It’s my pleasure,” she replied awkwardly. Jason gave her a thumbs up behind the woman’s back. Sally suddenly released her and was fighting back tears as she smiled warmly.

      “It’s beautiful and I feel like it’s something anyone can look at and feel hopeful, you know?”

      “I agree.”

      “When I got the thank you card from the church, I was shocked by the donation in his name from you and Jason. I couldn’t believe it. You two are such blessings to have in our lives,” Sally swallowed hard, fanned herself and began blinking rapidly. “Wonderful blessings.” she repeated and moved away to take her seat.

      Jason put his arm around Melanie’s waist and guided her to a pew. It felt so right to be seated with him. To have him with her again. She’d missed him terribly. As the service began, she found herself relaxing with her head upon his shoulder. Melanie nodded off and jerked herself awake as he patted her leg.

      “Melanie? Are you alright sweetheart?” he whispered in her ear.

      “I’m exhausted,” she admitted, embarrassed.

      “What’s going on?”

      “Well, other than being eaten up with worry? I’ve been working a lot.”

      “Worry?”

      “Never mind,” she blushed. She’d been terribly worried about the silence between them. Hearing his explanation made her feel better, gave her understanding, but part of her still wondered how he could distance himself so easily.

      “Sweetheart, don’t hold back from me. Talk to me.”

      “Like you talked to me the last few weeks?” she asked, hating how it sounded being said aloud. She didn’t want to sound like a harridan or a shrew, but she’d hated feeling lonely, and filled her time sewing.

      “Did you miss me then?”

      “Of course, I did!”

      “Good, because I felt like I was holding my breath until I could see you again. I’ve missed those beautiful eyes and that smile.” Jason kissed the tip of her nose as she looked up at him from where her head rested on his shoulder.

      “I’ve missed you too.”

      “Let’s go home so we can talk in private and you can get some rest.” Jason walked her to her car and then headed to his truck. She hadn’t seen it before when she pulled into the parking lot. He followed her home and walked her into the house. She sat down on the couch and he slipped off her shoes. Melanie shut her eyes exhausted, but just moments before she saw him freeze in shock and awe.

      “Melanie?”

      Smiling tiredly, she sighed happily at his reaction. It had been her own reaction the first time she’d stood back and looked at the artwork. She’d worked meticulously piecing small samples together perfectly in order to create shadow and light. The quilt was a watercolor piecing of how she saw him, his essence. His smiling profile stood strongly with Sheba at his side and then it faded into shadows. A tall shadow with children surrounding him and another set of shadows that resembled tears on a face. It was incredible how the pieces blurred but when you looked from a distance, it was his face.

      “Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Is that me? Is that how you see me?”

      “I think that is how the world sees you,” she breathed softly at the surprise in his eyes and overwhelming love. “You have a beautiful soul, Wildman.”

      Jason knelt down next to her, smoothing his thumb on her cheek. His expressive eyes shone in disbelief as he shook his head. She smiled in delight at his response.

      “How did I get so lucky in meeting you?” he marveled. “You have thrown me for a loop from the very beginning and I can’t imagine my life without you. The last few weeks have been awful for me, but I felt I owed it to Rick’s memory. I was a mess when Kate died and nearly destroyed myself. I didn’t see it then, but I do now because I have been blessed in my life to find love again. I know you are tired, sweetheart but I have to say it. I love you more than life itself and I want you to marry me.”

      “I’d love to marry you,” she whispered as he leaned forward and kissed her tenderly. He suddenly got a wide grin that made him look like he was up to no good. “What’s that look for?”

      “I want to marry you now. Not in a few months or a few weeks. I want you to be my wife immediately. I bought tickets for us to fly out to Vegas. Do something wild and crazy with me. Something that a fuddy-duddy man would never do. Let’s be impetuous together.”

      “What?” Melanie exclaimed as Jason picked her up off the couch happily. His smile and laughter were exuberant.

      “I know it’s crazy, but we can be there and back tonight. We don’t have to pack any bags or need anything fancy. I just want you.” he got down on one knee and held her hands in his. Melanie stared at him in disbelief. This was insane! – and she loved it!

      “Are you trying to live up to your name?”

      “Sweetheart, I am crazy in love with you and while I’d love to list out the reasons why we are perfect together? We need to get going so we can get through security,” he said with an infectious grin. “Do you trust me, sweetheart?”

      “Implicitly.”

      “Let’s go then, Mrs. Wild. We have a flight to catch.”
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      “Your grandpa has always been such a rascal of a man,” Melanie whispered to her granddaughter as they rolled out the cookies on the counter. Her sweet chubby hands held the rolling pin as her own aging hands held hers, guiding her. Her granddaughter had just turned four a few weeks ago. She and Jason were babysitting for the afternoon, so their son could celebrate his second anniversary with his own wife.

      “Did I tell you how he whisked me away to get married? It was all so sudden,” she said aloud as she thought back fondly of that day. They’d left the house immediately. Sheba had been left with another officer for the day. She had worn her church clothing as they ran hand in hand through the airport. Laughing, they yanked off their shoes at security. Jason emptied his pockets eagerly with a smile.

      “No diaper bags, right? Or at least not yet anyways,” he teased her tenderly. He turned to her at the counter as they put their shoes in a plastic bin on the rolling belt. He pulled out a ring box he’d mysteriously had hidden away in his pocket. Melanie stared at him in surprise as he opened it. Inside was a filigree ring that looked to be quite old.

      “It was my grandmothers. I will buy you your own if you want, but I needed something quickly when I knew I was going to ask you to marry me. The thought of seeing you this morning made me realize that I had to be able to see you every morning for my life to be complete.” The crowd around them began to clap loudly as soon as they realized that Jason was proposing to her. It was perfect. They’d met at security and this seemed so fitting, so right.

      “It’s perfect. I don’t want another ring,” she breathed aloud, her eyes locked with his. He slid it onto her finger and it fit perfectly, like it was meant to be there.

      “I love you,” he whispered softly, kissing where the ring sat on her finger.

      “Sir, if you’ll step forward through the scanner? Congratulations and all, but we need to keep the line moving,” the officer prompted. Both walked through and then picked up their items.

      “No regrets?” he asked, hopping around as he put on his shoes.

      “Only that we didn’t do this sooner,” she teased lightly. “I love you too.”

      The overhead speakers crackled announcing their flight was boarding. Jason grabbed her hand and raced to the gate doors, his belt in hand from where he’d removed it for security. Everything was happening so fast, she didn’t have a moment to think about repercussions or reasons to wait. She was with Jason and loved him dearly.

      The flight was completely uneventful as Melanie was exhausted and slept the entire time. His arm was her pillow and to her? It was the best pillow in the world.

      As they landed, they took a taxi to the nearest chapel that would marry them. The city was awash with glitter and pizazz. The afternoon sun was glaring off the reflective glass windows of the casinos as they drove down Las Vegas Boulevard. The heat was overwhelming, and it was all so perfect. She would never forget it. Elvis even greeted them at the door to the chapel. Jason quickly selected a package that would supply them with flowers, photos and a marriage license.

      “You ready?” he asked softly. She thought it was sweet that he was giving her the chance to back out of this fiasco they were diving headfirst into. Eloping was something she’d never imagined, but then again? It was hard to believe she’d found love when she’d least expected it.

      “I’m waiting on you,” Melanie retorted with a smile. “But then again, I’d wait for you forever.”

      “Good thing I’m the patient one,” Jason admitted softly, causing them both to giggle with happiness. They both knew he was lying since it was his idea to elope out here.

      They smiled from ear to ear the entire time that the minister performed the ceremony, because the fake Elvis would join in every once in a while, with an ‘uh huh’ and swing his air guitar. Jason’s hands shook as she laced her fingers with his. She would always remember how nervous he was and how excited.

      She discovered over the years that if her Jason felt overwhelmed with emotion, his hands shook. He trembled when he made her his wife that night. And he cried unabashedly when he held their first child, their beautiful boy. She loved her Wildman more than she’d ever thought possible and thanked God every night in her prayers for that abandoned diaper bag and her parasite, Stan.
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      Thank you for taking the time to read Lawfully Wild. If you enjoyed it, please consider telling your friends or posting a short review. Doesn’t have to be much, just a simple rating and a few kind words work wonders <3 Your thoughts, opinions and feedback are much appreciated.

      Sincerely,

      Ginny
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      Emily and Elias Jessup left their home in southern Texas, tired of living a life of poverty. They soon find out that life is no better alone on their own. With not a penny to their name and no job prospects, the siblings turn to stealing from the rich to survive. Constantly on the run from the law, the two know that their days are numbered before the law catches up to them.

      

      Ellen Holladay comes across a handsome 'farmer' in desperate search of his sister who has been kidnapped. But can a handsome face and winning smile hide the fact that he is obviously lying to her? When his sister, Emily, is found in the arms of bounty hunter, Cade Singleton - Eli's true identity is revealed.

      

      Elias willingly turns himself in to Holladay, in an effort to make peace with the woman that has captured his heart. In a strange twist, he suddenly married to her and sworn in as a bounty hunter himself. Can his new wife see past his previous sins, giving him the chance to start again? Can she accept her new husband and the dangers that being a Lawkeeper can bring? Is falling in love worth the risk … and the greatest reward?

    

  


  
    
      Lawfully Freed
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      Dr. Rebecca Tulle has decided to return home for her ten-year high school reunion with the intent to show off how much she has changed since graduation. After years of bullying, she feels stronger than ever before and ready to take on the world. She’d once run away, disappearing off the map, from everyone and everything she’d ever known… until now.

      

      Gabriel James, the once gangly awkward boy who’d had a crush on Rebecca all those years ago has certainly changed! Charming, caring and devastatingly handsome… the gorgeous S.W.A. T. officer sweeps her off her feet. He claims that he wants to make up for lost time with a series of firsts… a first dance, a first date, a first kiss.

      

      Could returning to her hometown reveal that some people could have changed for the better? Or could it be that the monsters from high school were worse than she’d ever imagined?
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