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    Chapter One 
 
    Not only did Tizzy Donovan think her cup was always half empty, she was pretty sure someone had spit in it. 
 
    The last leg of her daily jog took her through Jenkins Cemetery. She stopped and inhaled the scent of freshly- mowed grass and the musk of fertile earth. It was spring, and she should have a bounce in her step, but the approaching anniversary of Boone’s death pushed any sense of renewal away. To become a widow and single mother before the age of twenty-five had been a big adjustment. 
 
    Closing her eyes, she willed the painful experience away. Many thought her ritual morbid, but for her, it remained a chance to start the day among people she had loved most in her life. She didn’t consider the departed as eerie or macabre, she thought of them as peaceful. All the pain, suffering, disappointment, grief, and demands of living were over. Granted, so was earthly joy, but she believed the afterlife held much greater happiness. That is unless you ended up in hell. 
 
    She inhaled, feeling thankfully alive among those who were no longer of this world. Her muscles eased as she reverently strolled past the headstones. Childhood memories flashed through her mind. Hours she’d spent in the kitchen with her grandmother, learning how to cook. Grandfather McAlister teaching her to drive. The recollection of steering his old jeep over a vacant field of bumpy cornrows made her laugh out loud. A crow took flight and brought her from her reverie.  
 
    Even though many of the dead had spoken to her for years, none had ever appeared to her. At first, she thought the spring haze created an illusion. But, as she blinked and looked again, she spotted someone kneeling at the foot of Boone’s grave, praying. Apparition or not, she got a full-blown, head-to-toe case of the heebie-jeebies. Every hair on her body snapped to attention. She rubbed her arms, squeezed her eyes tight. Okay. I’ll count to ten, and they’ll be gone…nine…ten. She opened one eye. Damn! 
 
    “Hello? Can I help you?” The words trembled across her tongue. 
 
    She moved closer, her brain scrambling to understand the scene. With each step, her heart pumped faster. Knees grew weaker. The figure was not so much kneeling as it was slumped, and not so much praying as staged. Its head rested limply against its chest, and its lifeless arms spread wide. Tizzy’s scream came out as a weak yelp. 
 
    She staggered and struggled to keep her balance, but it was no use. Falling against a tree, she retched and slipped downward until her butt hit the ground with a thud. She panted, then leaned forward, hugged her belly, and fought to rationalize the situation. Who could it be? She rolled onto all fours, then pushed herself to her feet. Edging two steps closer, recognition sent Tizzy’s insides into a death spiral. She gasped, wiped her lips, reached inside her bra, and pulled out her cell phone. She punched in the numbers. “There’s a dead body in the cemetery!” 
 
    Her brother laughed. “Ha-ha, very funny, Tizzy. I get it. April Fools!” 
 
    “I’m not kidding. There really is a dead body in the cemetery—and I think it’s Marlene.” 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    As Ridge Cooper drove into Brownsboro, he chuckled. Welcome to Podunk. What a place to investigate his first solo case. He wasn’t fooling himself. This was his Judgment Day. If he screwed up, he wouldn’t last much longer as a Texas Ranger, for no love was lost between him and his boss. His captain didn’t understand why a boy from Philadelphia came all the way to Texas to be a ranger. Eight years with the Philly Police Department and twenty-eight months with the Texas Department of Public Safety didn’t sway the man. No matter how impressive Ridge’s reputation and investigative skills, he needed to prove himself all over again. So he’d done his homework concerning Brownsboro. 
 
    The little burg, about a hundred and twenty miles east of Dallas, was the oldest town in Henderson County. Nestled among tall pines, the total area of the city comprised two square miles. A typical rural community, where folks waved to everyone. Didn’t take long to learn about little towns. Everyone knew their neighbors by name and thought nothing of borrowing a cup of sugar. Sometimes that wasn’t a good thing and made his job difficult. People were tight-lipped when it came to one of their own. To make matters worse, there hadn’t been a murder in Brownsboro in fifty years. 
 
    He nodded to a cop running radar just past the city limit sign, then slowed his car to a crawl and took everything in. One main street. One caution light. One red light. He drove past the post office, where out front, old men looked to be passing the time of day. 
 
    A little farther down, a large wreath of white lilies tied with a black bow hung on the entrance of First United Bank. An electronic sign flashed Bank and Drive-thru open as usual. The town was plain and dismal. As he passed Hometown Grocery and City-Wide Gazette, he whipped a U-turn and surveyed the other side of the street. There was no glitz here, and except for McAlister’s Tavern, probably no nightlife either. This should be an open-and-shut case. The victim must have been bored to death. He continued past Clippity-Do-Da Hair Salon, Sweet Thangs Bakery, and finally, the Police station, slash City Hall. 
 
    He wheeled into the parking lot. The brick building was longer than it was wide with a side entrance and windows stretching across the front. He got out of the car and ambled inside. The chief, a sixty-something who looked like he’d made too many visits to the local bakery, rose first. The sheriff, half the chief’s age, also stood. The guy had to be at least six-five. 
 
    After shaking hands and introductions, Sheriff McAlister spoke first. “You got here in record time. We weren’t expecting you for two more hours. Like I told you on the phone, we don’t have any motels or hotels, but I’ve arranged for you to stay at Browning House. I’ll take you to get settled. Then you can come back here and go over everything we know so far.” 
 
    Ridge slid behind the wheel of his car and followed the sheriff as he turned left. It was a depressed area where streets weren’t curbed or guttered. Most of the houses were old and in need of paint, repair, or both. Cars no longer serviceable littered lawns. Long past the season, Christmas lights dangled from rooftops, while unsupervised kids played in front yards. 
 
    Ridge hoped to wrap the assignment up quickly. Staying in this place for too long would be a real downer. 
 
    When they angled onto Browning Street, the atmosphere changed. The old house on the east end didn’t look unoccupied. The lawn was manicured to perfection. The frame structure, painted cream with black shutters and green screen doors, had an L-shaped porch. Between the curved posts, and above the railing, Boston ferns hung suspended by chains. Flowering shrubs with pale pink blooms outlined the veranda. 
 
    By the time Ridge parked next to the sheriff, got out and grabbed his suitcase, McAlister was unlocking one of the two front doors.  
 
    The sheriff gave the tour as Ridge followed close behind. “This here’s your living room, and down the hall, you’ve got three bedrooms. Use whichever you like, but this one at the end is the biggest and has the television. It also has the other front door opening onto the porch.” 
 
    Ridge spun in a circle, and his mouth hung open at the delicate quality and elegance of the house. The bungalow had ten-foot ceilings and was decorated with a woman’s touch. It didn’t smell old, and he was thankful for that. Dan crossed to the window and started the AC. A pleasant hum filled the room. 
 
    “Sorry, there’s no central heat and air. The sound of the unit may bother you at first, but after a while, you won’t sleep without the noise.” 
 
    Ridge laid his bag on the bed. “No need to apologize. I appreciate getting to stay local and not have to drive back and forth to a neighboring city every day to sleep. Do you own the home?” 
 
    Dan reached into his pocket and pulled out his pouch of tobacco. “My sister, Tizzy, owns it. You couldn’t get a room anyway. This time of year, people come from miles around to tour houses in Tyler because of the Azalea Trails. I don’t understand women and flowers, but they’ll spend all day walking and oohing and ahhing over ’em.” 
 
    He pointed out the window above the AC unit. “Tizzy lives in the next house.” Dan stepped to the porch, reached into the pouch, pinched a wad of tobacco, and tucked it in his cheek. “If you need anything, you can contact her or me. I help her take care of the place. I’ll leave you to get unpacked, and when you’re done, come back down to the station. No hurry, I’ll be there all afternoon.” 
 
    As the sheriff drove away, Ridge hoped first impressions were right. The guy seemed nice enough, but experience proved local lawmen sometimes resented rangers. 
 
    He strolled into the kitchen, opened the fridge, and found it stocked with basics and beer. Bless her. This is a woman after my own heart. 
 
    On the counter next to the coffee pot, he spotted a box from Sweet Thangs Bakery. He lifted the lid, eyed an assortment of muffins, and bit into one. Blueberries and moist goodness melted onto his tongue. Oh yeah, Sweet Thangs will definitely be a daily stop. Podunk town? Their hospitality already exceeded his expectations. Perhaps he’d been too quick to judge. 
 
    He reminded himself about the good ole boy mentality of rural Texas. He’d need to tread lightly to gain their trust and friendship. He didn’t care about the friendship part because he didn’t plan to be in town long enough for that to matter. At least he hoped he wouldn’t. 
 
    He was used to city life and liked it. Not that he was a party animal, but it was nice to have the convenience of multiple restaurants and shopping close by. From what he’d seen, this place didn’t even have pizza delivery. 
 
    Thirty-minutes later, he returned to the station. As he slid out of the car, he settled his hat, then shoved the office door open wide. Inside, he found the sheriff, chief, and an officer reared back in their chairs. Chief Earl Ramsey leaned forward. “Cooper, have you met Officer Bubba Tatum?” 
 
    Bubba jumped to his feet. “We’ve howdied, but we ain’t shook. Glad to meet you, Cooper. Did you get squared away up at the house?” 
 
    Perfect, just perfect. What would a hick town be without a Bubba and an Earl? All we need is Billy Bob. “I did. And McAlister, thank your sister for me. She has the kitchen stocked with everything necessary. Now, what do we have on the case so far?” 
 
    Dan spit into a Styrofoam cup, then motioned to an empty chair. “Take a load off, Cooper.”  
 
    Ridge eased into the seat, then looked back at Dan as he continued.  
 
    “Best we can tell, she died sometime between nine p.m. and two a.m. No apparent cause. No blood, wounds, or sign of strangulation. After the autopsy, we’ll know more. We talked to her husband and took his statement. Here’s a copy for you.” He pulled a single sheet from a manila folder and passed it to Ridge. “First, let me give you some background. The vic is Marlene Weston, Caucasian, forty-one years old. She was born and raised here and owned the local bank. Her husband Carl is the president.” 
 
    Already a red flag went up. The victim had money, so Ridge knew right where to start. 
 
    The sheriff rattled on. “Husband claims she left the house last night around seven headed to the church for a meeting. After that, she planned to go to the bank and take care of some paperwork. She checked in with him about eight. He goes to bed with the chickens and never woke until this morning.” 
 
    Dan rocked back in his chair, brought the cup to his mouth, and spit again. “He tried her cell, and when he didn’t get an answer, he drove downtown and found her car, but no sign of her. That’s when he called the police station to report something was wrong.  It’s possible she died of natural causes, but with the location of the body and time of death, chances are, it isn’t.” 
 
    Ridge tried to speak, but the sheriff held up his hand. “Hold that thought. There’s my sister. I’ll be right back.” He stepped to the door as a car swung into the parking lot. 
 
    Bubba leaned forward and craned his neck. 
 
    Ridge set his eyes on the woman as she got out of the vehicle. He’d not given any thought to how his temporary landlord might look, but if he had, he wouldn’t have imagined her. Dressed in tight-fitting jeans and a bright red tee-shirt, the words Sweet Thangs, in pink glitter stretched across full, rounded breasts. 
 
    All three men rose, moved to the window, and watched as Dan patted her shoulder. 
 
    Chief Ramsey nudged Bubba. “Try to stay calm and not drool all over the place.” 
 
    Bubba heaved a deep breath. “That logo is in the right spot.” 
 
    The chief thumped the officer’s ear. “You watch your mouth. If Dan hears you talk like that, he’ll kick you all the way to Sunday.” 
 
    Bubba nodded in the woman’s direction. “She found the body.” 
 
    An odd sensation washed over Ridge at the possibility of her being involved in the case and his next-door neighbor. “I guess you’ve taken her statement. You got a copy?” 
 
    Chief Ramsey stepped to the desk, thumbed through the folder and handed a paper to Ridge. “Tizzy jogs every morning, and the cemetery is on her route.” Ramsey raised his brows and scrunched his face. “And as crazy as it sounds, she sometimes stops and chats with the—uh, residents. Today, she went through there at her usual time, about six, and that’s when she discovered the body. At first, she thought she was seeing things, but with closer inspection, she recognized Marlene.” 
 
    Ridge kept his gaze on her. “She seems calm for someone who found a corpse a few hours ago.” 
 
    “Tizzy thinks of the departed in a different way from you and me. She not only chats with them—sometimes, they chat back.” 
 
    Ridge jerked to face them. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Both men shook their heads. 
 
    “You’re saying she talks to them, and they talk to her? Well, mystery solved. Let’s get her to ask them who did it. Surely, they witnessed something. What else are they doing other than lying around?” He smirked, unable to suppress his sarcasm. 
 
    Dan and Tizzy breezed in. Ridge tipped his hat. “I’m Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper. I understand you found the victim.” 
 
    She met his gaze with a slow flutter of her lashes and a sweet smile. “I know who you are, Trooper Cooper.” The Texas drawl flowed from her mouth like a lazy river. “Doesn’t take long for news to spread when a stranger arrives. I hope everything is satisfactory at Browning House. If there’s anything you need, please let me know.” 
 
    Flawless skin. Eyes like dark chocolate. His heart kicked up a notch.  
 
    Dan’s voice brought him back to reality. “Earl, pass me my spit cup, would you?” 
 
    Tizzy scowled and rested her hands on her hips. “Lord, Dan, I don’t understand how Mandy can tolerate kissing you after you chew that nasty stuff all day.” 
 
    “She focuses on the many fine qualities I possess and not this one little bad habit. She likes kissing me plenty.” 
 
    His sister cocked her head and rolled her eyes. “What qualities are we talking about exactly?” 
 
    A grin curled his lips, and he nodded to emphasize each attribute. “Let’s see. I’m handsome, devoted, easy-going, passionate, a terrific father, wonderful husband, fantastic lover, and I work my butt off to rid the county of evildoers. I’d say she’s pretty damn lucky to have me, chewing tobacco and all.” 
 
    “I stand corrected.” She raised her hands in surrender. 
 
    Her brother narrowed his eyes. “Oh no, you don’t. You’re giving up too easy. What’s the deal?” 
 
    “No deal.” She shrugged. “You made me realize, you’re right and I’m wrong. Besides, I need to get back down to Sweet Thangs. The rush is about to start. Talk to you boys later.” 
 
    Bubba fumbled to open the door for her exit. “Tizzy, you know we’re not boys, we’re men.” 
 
     “Oh Bubba, you know what they say. You’re all little boys at heart. Your toys only get bigger.” She sashayed out. 
 
    Bubba stuck his hands in his pockets. “I can watch her leave all day.” 
 
    Dan gave him a poke. “Careful, Bubba.” 
 
    Ridge followed, calling after her. “Say, Miss, I’m sorry. I didn’t catch your last name.” 
 
    Tizzy stopped, twirled to face him and propped her hip against her car. “Donovan, but call me Tizzy, everyone does. Is there something I can help you with?” 
 
    “Oh, well, Miss Don—Tizzy, I thought we might return to the crime scene and go over what happened when you found the body. We have your statement, but sometimes if you retrace everything, you remember more. You know. Once you’re over the initial shock. I guess you were acquainted with the deceased. Can you tell me anything about her? Did she have enemies? Somebody who disliked her?” 
 
    “She had people who didn’t like her. That’s for sure.” 
 
    “Could you give me a list?” Sunlight reflected off the glittery writing on her shirt and caught his attention. He quickly averted his eyes. 
 
    “Sure. There’s a local phone book in your bedside table. That’s your list.” 
 
    He couldn’t figure this woman out. “You’re saying nobody liked her? Does that include you? I understand she owned the bank.” 
 
    Tizzy opened her car door and stood behind it. The open window framed her chest. He pulled sunglasses from his shirt pocket and put them on. 
 
    She brushed fine strands of her long dark hair behind her ear. “Marlene Weston was not a nice person. She wanted to control everything in her life and this town. People tolerated her, envied her, even feared her, but take my word, you’ll be hard-pressed to find someone who actually liked her.” 
 
    Tizzy’s tone caused Ridge to press harder. “You didn’t answer the other part of my question. Did you dislike her?” 
 
    She sat in the car, slid her hands up and down the steering wheel, then folded them in her lap. “Once upon a time, I hated her. But that’s in the past. Did I like her? No. Did I dislike her? No. Am I glad she’s dead? No. Am I sorry? No. I didn’t care one way or the other about Marlene Weston. As for going back to the cemetery, I’m not sure that’s where the crime was committed. But I’ll be happy to meet you there later this afternoon.” 
 
    Now he was more confused than ever. Didn’t she realize she could be a suspect? Most witnesses, in his experience, were guarded. Especially if they didn’t like the victim, and regardless of what she said, she disliked Marlene Weston. “Why do you think she wasn’t killed there?” 
 
    She started to answer but broke into a laugh. “Oh, my Lord! I almost said, ‘because she wouldn’t be caught dead in that cemetery.’ But she was!” Now with her head thrown back, she laughed so hard she gasped. 
 
    He couldn’t read her reaction. She found a body and now laughs about it? Odd.  
 
    She caught her breath and placed a hand to her chest. “I’m sorry, Trooper Cooper. I’m not laughing about Marlene being murdered. I’m laughing at the absurdity of it. Her being found in the cemetery she wouldn’t set foot in. Apparently, someone had a sick sense of humor.” 
 
    He rested his hand on top of the car, then leaned down and tilted his head to get a better view of her face. “What did she have against the cemetery?”  
 
    She reached for the key and started the engine. “I don’t have time to go into it right now, but I promise, this afternoon, I’ll tell you the whole Marlene Weston story.” 
 
    “She has a story?” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Trooper Cooper. In a small town, everyone has a story.” 
 
    He straightened. “Miss Donovan, you understand I’m not a state trooper, I’m a Texas Ranger.” 
 
    She caught her bottom lip between her teeth. “I know. I’ll see you about three o’clock in the cemetery, Trooper Cooper.” 
 
    As she drove away, he stared after her and reminded himself that evil wasn’t always ugly.  
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Tizzy parked across the street from Sweet Thangs, adjusted her rearview mirror, and grabbed a tube of lipstick from her purse. She rubbed her lips together, spreading the shade, Boogie Nights, to get full coverage. 
 
    Unsure of what emotion she felt, she heaved a deep breath and tried to shake off the memory of the lifeless body. Marlene being dead didn’t make her less of a bitch, but Tizzy had never wished her dead. Maybe in a fleeting moment, but not seriously. 
 
    Distraction. That’s what she needed. She pressed fingers to her temples to stop the headache beginning behind her eyes. The best thing was to stay busy and throw herself into work. Bake. Tend bar. Schedule extra days at the bank and volunteer an additional evening at the clinic. 
 
    She glanced one last time in the mirror, straightened her shoulders, and headed into Sweet Thangs ready to apologize for being late. Her mother, Pattiecake, and Aunt, Sugarpie, though in their fifties, were as saucy and sassy as when they were in high school. They would scold her in a heartbeat. 
 
    “Sorry I'm late. I stopped at the station to offer babysitting services to Dan until Mandy delivers.” Tizzy took a deep breath. “Lord, I still can't believe Marlene's dead, much less, murdered.” 
 
    Pattiecake lifted her brows. “After all this time, Carl Weston is back on the market. Every available woman in the county is probably lining up outside his house with a casserole.” 
 
    “Momma, that's terrible.” Tizzy tried to sound sincere but thought how much better off Carl was. “While I was at the station, I met the ranger who’s investigating the murder.” 
 
    Rayann Harrison, Tizzy's best friend and employee of Sweet Thangs, flipped her long blonde hair back. “What's he like, old and big-bellied?” 
 
    For a moment, Tizzy said nothing, then picked up a cloth and wiped the counter. “Nope. He’s thirtyish, tall, broad shoulders and dark hair.” She hesitated, then spoke in a far-off voice. “He has piercing blue eyes.” She sucked in more air, buying herself time, and tried to sound uninterested. “And looks like his face would break if he smiled.” 
 
    Rayann pumped her hands in the air. “Whoop-whoop! You kind of like him.” 
 
    “I do not.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you do. That’s the same expression you get when you’re about to go to a shoe sale, and we all know how you love those. You definitely like him. Ladies, can I get some back-up from the kitchen?” 
 
    Pattiecake and Sugarpie sang out in unison, “Amen.” 
 
    Rayann gave Tizzy a hip bump. “He’s gorgeous with piercing eyes?” 
 
    Their enthusiasm for the prospect of a new man in her life made Tizzy smile. All three women loved to play matchmaker. “I’d say more rugged than gorgeous.” 
 
    Sugarpie paused slicing coconut pie. “Is he single?” Her voice elevated. “Girl, don't say you don't know because we've taught you better than that.” 
 
    “He wasn't wearing a ring, but that doesn't mean he's available.” Tizzy donned her apron and tied the strings. She filled the pockets with an order pad and pencil, then grabbed a stack of menus, and distributed them among the tables. “I'm meeting him at the cemetery this afternoon to go over my statement.” Despite her attempt to make it sound casual, she failed. 
 
    Sugarpie laughed, raising her voice another octave. “Whoa! An afternoon rendezvous sounds promising.” 
 
    “Okay, enough already. I'm not in the market for romance, and I’m certainly not looking for a reason to spend more time in the graveyard.” Their expressions said they weren’t buying it. She needed to work on her game if she expected to persuade this group. 
 
    Sugarpie eyed her sister. “Maybe not, but you need to be open to the idea. Doesn't she, Pattiecake? Gracie's almost four. She needs a daddy, and if you admit it or not, you need a man. Girl, you're missing the best hanky-panky years of your life. Lor-dee, I remember being twenty-eight. What I'd pay to revisit that age again. Wouldn't you, Pattiecake?” 
 
    “Speak for yourself.” 
 
    “I'm just saying I wouldn't mind a little time travel back to my younger self. You remember how it was?” She closed and opened her eyes, then stared dreamily into space. Palm flat against her throat, she spoke in gasps. “You thought about him all day—you couldn't wait for him to get home—the minute he stepped inside—you were tearing at each other’s clothes. He couldn't get to you quick enough.” She fanned her face with both hands. “Whew! I need a glass of tea.”  
 
    They all broke into laughter. “I think we all need a glass after that.” Pattiecake rested a hand on her daughter’s shoulder. “Sugarpie's right. Gracie needs a daddy. And believe it or not, you need a husband, too.” 
 
    Tizzy stuck out her chin. “Gracie has plenty of positive daddy figures without me husband-huntin’.” She picked up the coffee pot and filled it with water. “I should’ve said the ranger was old and big-bellied. For all we know, he has two ex-wives and six kids.” 
 
    Pattiecake slid pieces of Italian Cream Cheese cake onto china dessert plates. “At your age, every single man you meet should be a consideration. Besides, this murder concerns me. Marlene was found at Boone's grave for heaven's sake. If you had a man around, I wouldn't worry so much.” 
 
    Tizzy emptied coffee into the filter and flipped the switch. “Her murder doesn’t have anything to do with me. Besides, the ranger's staying in Browning House, that's almost as good as having a man. He's only a scream away.” 
 
    Handyman, Freddy Holt, appeared from the supply room. “Hey, Tizzy. Were you scared when you found the body?” 
 
    If the tightness in her chest was any sign, scared wasn’t the word. Terrified was more like it. “Yes. I was. I couldn’t believe my eyes.” 
 
    “Maybe you shouldn’t run by yourself anymore. I could come and run with you.” 
 
    “That’s sweet of you to offer, Freddy, but I’ve been jogging through there for a long time, and nothing like this has ever happened before. Thank goodness.” 
 
    Rayann yelled from the end of the counter. “Heads up, ladies. We're about to meet the ranger because here he comes with Dwayne and Dan.” 
 
    The men ambled in and claimed a table near the entrance. 
 
    Tizzy folded napkins, pretending to be uninterested, but studied her mom and Sugarpie out of the corner of her eye. They made a beeline from the kitchen to the threesome. 
 
    Pattiecake stuck out her hand. “Hi, welcome to Sweet Thangs. I’m Pattiecake McAlister, and this is my sister, Sugarpie Monroe.” 
 
    “I’m her younger sister.” 
 
    Pattiecake shot her a look. “Yeah, yeah, you’re younger, and everybody knows you grew up, and I grew out.” 
 
    “It’s nice to meet you. I appreciate the box of muffins you left at Browning House.” 
 
     “You need to thank Tizzy for those.” 
 
    Tizzy caught her aunt’s eye, then called to her brother. “Hey, Dan, come here a minute.” 
 
    He rose, and as he walked toward her, he spoke into his cell phone in a syrupy tone. “Okay, baby. Okay, baby. Yes, baby. Okay, okay. I'll be right there. I love you.” He sauntered back to his companions. “I've got to run home a minute. It seems my four-year-old evil villain has been trying to kill my three-year-old island princess all morning, and her magic wand isn’t powerful enough to stop him. With Mandy's delicate condition, she's had all she can take.” 
 
    He turned and made his way to Tizzy. “What’s up?” 
 
    She lowered her voice. “What do you think about the ranger?” 
 
    “I wanted to talk to you about him. Privately.” 
 
    Dan followed her into the supply room and closed the door behind them. “Listen, a word of caution. Today, when you meet Cooper at the cemetery, be careful. I'm not saying lie to him. Answer his questions. Just don't say more than you need to.” 
 
    His words of warning caused the hair on Tizzy's arms to rise. “What do you mean? Does he think I had something to do with this? That's crazy. Why would I kill Marlene?” 
 
    “All I'm saying is, don't answer questions that aren't asked. Rangers are arrogant sons-of-bitches, so be careful. Besides, he’s a city boy, and there’s no way he thinks we’re anything but a bunch of hicks from the sticks. He already knows you and Marlene had a history from your conversation earlier. That’s reason enough for him to consider you a possible suspect. Do you understand?” 
 
    Guilt bubbled in her chest. Yes, she had a history with Marlene, but she’d never kill her. At least not now. Not after so many years. “Yes.” 
 
    He wrapped his arms around her in a warm hug. “It'll be okay. Turns out, I gotta accept your offer for Annie Mae to keep the kids at your house. With Mandy this close to delivery, they’re getting on her last nerve.” He reached for the door, then paused. “Do you want me to come to the cemetery?” 
 
    “I don't want him to think I have something to hide, but now I’m worried. I never thought for a minute I would be a suspect. Maybe you should.” 
 
    He kissed her on the cheek. “I’ll be there.” 
 
    When Tizzy returned to the front counter, Rayann elbowed her. “Here, take this order to Dwayne and the ranger. I’ll watch to see if I pick up on anything.” She nudged her again. “Go on now and strut a little bit. Give him something to think about as if your Texas Ta-Tas weren’t already enough.” 
 
    Tizzy clenched her teeth. “All right, I'm going.” 
 
    “Dan's tough as nails when it comes to the law. But when it comes to Mandy, he's like butter,” Bubba said. 
 
    Tizzy set the plates in front of them. “One of these days, Bubba, you'll find a woman who melts you like butter.” She glanced over her shoulder toward Rayann. 
 
    He jutted out his chin. “Maybe I've already found her. Ever think about that?” 
 
    Tizzy rested palms on the table and leaned forward. “I’m talking about a real woman, not one from hotcrotches.com.” 
 
    Freddy strolled by and repeated, “Hot crotches. That’s funny.” Then he broke into rowdy laughter. 
 
    Tizzy high-fived him. “You boys enjoy your sweet thangs.” She swept off before Bubba could get another word out. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Ridge shifted in his seat. The banter between Bubba and Tizzy made him uneasy. Why he couldn’t say, and that bothered him. They seemed an unlikely pair, but there was definitely something going on. “I noticed a child’s seat in Tizzy’s car this morning, but no wedding ring. I guess she's divorced?” Ridge asked. 
 
    “Naw. Widowed. Her husband, Boone, got killed in Iraq. He’d only been there for three weeks.” 
 
    A twinge of sympathy stabbed Ridge’s chest. It must be terrible to lose a spouse so young. “That's awful.”  
 
    “Worse than awful. Boone never knew about the baby. Tizzy didn’t even know she was pregnant until weeks after his death. She was in bad shape at first, but Gracie saved her.” 
 
    “Gracie?” 
 
    “Her daughter. She's a little doll. I'm sure you'll meet her. She’s a social butterfly. Sassy, like her momma.” 
 
    “Given your interest in Tizzy, you ever asked her out?” 
 
    “No. We’re just friends. I don't think she's been out with anybody since Boone's death.” 
 
    The remark caught him off guard. A woman that hot should have men lined up. “Really? How long has it been?” 
 
    Bubba squinted. “Let’s see. Gracie's three, going on four, so almost five years.” 
 
    A blonde woman approached. “Can I get y'all anything else?” She wiped Bubba's face at the corner of his lips. “You had a little whipped cream right there, but I got it.” She brought her thumb to her mouth and licked it. 
 
    He fidgeted in his seat. “No, we're ready for our ticket.” 
 
    She tossed her hair back, laid the ticket down, then offered her hand to Ridge. “Hi. I'm Rayann Harrison, welcome to Browntown.” 
 
    Dang, both young women Ridge had met since arriving were flirts. At least where Officer Tatum was concerned. Were they serious, or just liked giving Bubba a hard time? He couldn’t be sure. “Ridge Cooper. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Have Dwayne bring you back for our Wednesday special. I'm sure he will. He never misses it. Do you, Dwayne?”  
 
    Bubba’s face reddened like she’d invited him to a strip club. “I'll bring him.” 
 
    Once she was gone, Ridge finished off the last bite of his chocolate pie. “What's going on between the two of you, and why doesn't she call you Bubba?” 
 
    He huffed. “I don't know why—and there's nothing going on between us. Let's sit here a minute. I want to finish my tea.” 
 
    “What's Wednesday's special?” 
 
    “Better than Sex Cupcakes.” 
 
    Ridge chuckled. “I want to try those, for sure.”  
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    Vapor rose from the pavement in waves. Ridge parked under the shade of a big oak at Jenkins Cemetery and rolled down his car windows.  
 
    A crow sat on top of a tombstone watching his approach, jerking its head from side to side as if judging him. Ridge removed his hat and waved it to scare the bird away. Something about a raven in a graveyard gave him the willies. 
 
    The secret to Ridge’s investigative skills was his ability to appear cool and calm, while he concentrated on each facial tic, mannerism, and intonation of those he questioned. He waited like a trained assassin stalking his prey for the one mistake that would make or break a case. 
 
    When it came to women, he approached his interviews with a soft tone and a gentle manner. His easy nature drew them in. They didn't feel threatened. Quite the opposite. They judged him trustworthy, unassuming, and friendly. To his advantage, that was their biggest mistake. He had a high success rate because suspects were comfortable talking to him. He expected Tizzy Donovan to be no different. 
 
    He found her sitting on a bench with her eyes closed. A gathering breeze caused fine strands of her long dark brown hair to float about her face. With sunlight stroking her skin like a whispered breath, she was beautiful. She smelled like fresh-baked cookies. The aroma settled on his tongue, and his mouth watered.  
 
    “Miss Donovan? I'm not interrupting, am I?” 
 
    Her eyes popped open. “No. Why would you be interrupting?” 
 
    Moving closer, he ran his fingers through his hair. “I thought you might be—uh—chatting with someone.” 
 
    Her lip quirked. “I guess somebody told you I talk to the dead. You think I’m crazy. Right?” 
 
    He focused on her face, scrutinized her appearance. “No. Not at all. Unusual. But not crazy. Why not ask them to help with the case? Find out if they saw anything.” 
 
    She scooted to the end of the bench and patted the area next to her. “Now, you’re making fun, aren’t you?”  
 
    He didn’t accept her invitation. Best to keep his distance. “No. I suppose it’s possible for certain people to communicate with the dead. How does it work? Do you ask them questions, or do they choose the subject?” 
 
    “Most of what they tell me is useless—plant pink tulips, collect state quarters, don’t buy a Snuggie.” She laughed. A sound so sweet his pulse quickened again. It’d been a while since a woman affected him this way. If the palpations continued, maybe he should have his heart checked. 
 
    “I was a child when it started.” She rose and moved toward a grave. 
 
    Ridge followed. The name on the headstone read Boone Andrew Donovan. Her husband. To lighten the moment, he said, “I suppose you know everyone buried here?” 
 
    She raised her hand to shade her eyes. “This is the only cemetery in the city limits. Arliss and Opal Jenkins donated the land when their first-born child died and was laid to rest here in 1892. I probably know relatives of everyone here.” 
 
    “The day of Boone’s funeral, I stood in this exact spot, closed my eyes, and let the stillness surround me.” Her voice sounded soft and soothing as she spoke. “The wind whispered to me. At first, I thought I’d heard Graceland. You know, Elvis’s home? I couldn’t figure out why someone wanted me to visit there. Then, three weeks later, I found out I was pregnant and realized the message was a name. Grace Ann.” A tear slid down her cheek. 
 
    Fighting the urge to comfort her, he reached into his pocket, pulled out his handkerchief, and offered it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.” 
 
    She accepted it and wiped her face. “I’m not usually this weepy. I just haven’t thought about that in a while. Anyway, that’s how the conversations work.” 
 
    “I understand.” With her emotions high, this was a good time to ease into his interview. “I don’t imagine you find a dead body every day. You’re calm for someone who has. I suppose that’s a result of your gift. Is the cemetery on your usual jogging route?” He already knew the answer to the question, but casual conversation helped put suspects at ease. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you stop to visit every time?” 
 
     “No. Most days, I just run. But I always look toward Boone’s grave. Habit, I guess.” 
 
    The sound of a car engine caught Ridge’s attention. He recognized Dan McAlister’s cruiser. The lawman unfolded his giant body from the Chevy and approached them. 
 
    “You didn’t start without me, did you?” 
 
    Ridge shook his head. “I didn’t know you were invited.” 
 
    “Something you should understand about me, Cooper. I watch out for my little sister, and as sheriff, I have the right to be present during interviews. You got a problem with that?” 
 
    Ridge fought to keep his temper from rising. No need to stir up trouble. If push came to shove, he’d inform the sheriff who was in charge of the investigation. 
 
    “No, no problem. Miss Donovan and I were discussing her gift.” 
 
    “Please Trooper Cooper, call me Tizzy.” 
 
    He didn’t correct her about his rank. The sassy Tizzy was back. “If you’ll walk me through what you did this morning.” 
 
    She related the story the same as in her statement, emphasizing she hadn’t gone near the body. 
 
    “I also wanted to follow up on what you said earlier. Why would Marlene Weston avoid this cemetery?” 
 
    Tizzy and Dan exchanged glances. then she turned back to Ridge. “Marlene got upset when I had Boone buried here. She vowed the day of the funeral to never set foot in this cemetery again if I did.” 
 
    “I’m confused. Why did it matter to her where you buried your husband?” 
 
    “Marlene is Boone’s sister.” 
 
    The hairs on the back of Ridge’s neck prickled, the way they always did when he was onto something. Tizzy Donovan moved up a notch on the suspect list. “Anything else you need to tell me?” 
 
    “Nothing comes to mind.” 
 
    “So why did your sister-in-law object to this location?” 
 
    “She wanted him laid to rest in their family plot. She argued I was young and would more than likely marry again. I think her exact words were, ‘you’ll have another husband, but I’ll never have another brother.’” 
 
    “That makes sense. Did you consider her request?” 
 
    “Yes, but before he left for basic training, he demanded we get married, make a will, and discuss what he wanted, in case something happened. I was carrying out his wishes, not mine. But Marlene didn’t believe me.” Tizzy wiped tears again. 
 
    “Bubba said your husband had been in Iraq less than a month when he got killed. How long were you married?” Ridge told himself it was a logical investigative question, but he knew better. 
 
    She returned to the bench and sat. Ridge and Dan trailed after her. “Before Boone and I graduated from college, he told me he wanted to join the Marines. I begged him not to, but he’d made up his mind. With his leave before and after basic training and the few weeks in Iraq, we were married a little more than three months. But Boone and I had gone together since junior high. I didn’t rush him into marriage.” 
 
    The light in her eyes dimmed, and her lips trembled. The memories were painful, but Ridge couldn’t let that keep him from doing his job. 
 
    Dan sat and folded her in his arms. “That’s enough for today.” 
 
    Ridge moved closer, keeping in mind this was the sheriff’s sister. A man he would be working with, and it wouldn’t be smart to alienate him. 
 
    “I’m sorry, Miss Don—I mean Tizzy. It’s not my intention to upset you. I do have a few more questions, but I’ll save them for another time.” 
 
    She returned his handkerchief. “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    Ridge stepped away, then stopped. “Oh, one more thing. Where were you last night between nine p.m. and two this morning?” 
 
    Tizzy swallowed hard. “At home.” 
 
    “Anybody with you?” 
 
    “Nobody who can furnish me an alibi, if that’s what you’re asking.” 
 
    Dan cleared his throat and darted his eyes. “Oh, Cooper, I have the names you wanted at the station, the church committee members Marlene met with. You can pick them up anytime. If you need me for anything, I’ll be sticking pretty close for the next few weeks. My wife is about to deliver any day. I’ll be happy to go with you to do interviews and take statements if you want.”  
 
    Ridge bet he did. He could tell the sheriff didn’t like him and might be a problem. But he’d handled worse. It didn’t get past him how quickly Dan changed the subject. He’d let it slide for now, but he wasn’t finished with Tizzy Donovan. 
 
    As the sun dipped below the treetops, Ridge picked up the weekly newspaper from the drive and gazed at Tizzy’s house. He thought back to their earlier meeting. Twice in less than an hour, he’d caused a woman to cry. He hadn’t done that since his divorce. 
 
    A failed marriage didn’t compare with the death of a spouse, but it still hurt. While he’d worked to make detective, build his career and establish a reputation, his personal life shattered around him. Too many last-minute phone calls. Late-night hours. Broken promises. She’d deserved better. He accepted the blame for the break-up. He’d learned to live with it. But when something or someone reminded him, regret knotted his gut. Last he’d heard, Jenny still lived in Philadelphia, had remarried, and had a baby. He was happy for her. 
 
    Tizzy’s tears were genuine. Some women cried to win his sympathy. That never worked. But hers affected him. He understood loneliness. Her sassy attitude usually hid it, but this afternoon he’d seen it. He’d be careful the next time he questioned her. Choose a place devoid of painful memories. But then again, in a town this small, he imagined every turn held them. 
 
    He walked into the house and straight to the fridge. Grabbing a beer, he rolled the can across his forehead. It had been a long day. A helluva day. He strolled into the bedroom, started the AC, and stripped to his boxers. 
 
     Falling into the overstuffed chair, he rested his feet on the ottoman and switched on the lamp. He popped the top on the Miller Lite and unfolded the paper. Eight pages. All local news. Church. School. Cook of the week. He read the headings. Second Annual Chili Cook-off Winners. Area Elections Candidates Debate. Bears Getting Closer to Playoffs. 
 
    On page six, the headline read: Town Talk, written by Stella Easton. Lonnie Bardwell had relatives and out-of-town guests at his home for the first time since his wife, Mary Nell, died six months ago. It was hard for him to have a party, but everyone enjoyed the day.  
 
    He moved on to the next paragraph. Jessie Portman died last Friday. You can remove him from the prayer list. Ridge laughed. They must be desperate for news. 
 
    Next week’s paper would probably be filled with articles about Marlene Weston’s murder and memorial service. Given her community standing, she’d probably get a full page of coverage. Because of her, the paper might have ten pages. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    None of the local churches were large enough to accommodate the expected crowd at Marlene’s service, so the high school auditorium hosted the memorial. It was reasonable to think Marlene’s killer might be a member of the community, so Ridge arranged for the ceremony to be filmed.  
 
    For someone so disliked, he marveled at how many attended. He only had Tizzy’s word on that. As the investigation moved forward, he might discover her bias influenced her opinion. If the flowers lining the perimeter of the room were any indication of the dead woman’s popularity, then his next-door neighbor didn’t know what she was talking about. 
 
     In the foyer, over-sized gold frames rested on easels and displayed pictures of Marlene from infancy until days before she died. For the reception, rumor had it Mr. Weston hired an event planner to transform the student cafeteria from concrete walls and tile floors to a virtual Garden of Eden. 
 
    Ridge also learned her husband didn’t plan on returning to work until Tuesday. Out of respect, he’d give the man a few days to grieve. Wasn’t like the guy was going anywhere. After Carl, he’d interview bank employees and any domestic help Marlene had. From experience, Ridge found women confided in their hairstylist, masseuse, and manicurists, so they’d follow. That one-on-one attention gave them loose lips. 
 
    He’d already received statement copies for the last six months on Marlene’s cell, residence phones, and credit cards. Also, her Lexus had been impounded, and her home and office computers confiscated. 
 
    The spouse always topped the list. Despite any evidence to go on, Carl Weston became his prime suspect. However, because of Tizzy’s relationship with her former sister-in-law, the local beauty came in at number two. 
 
    She didn’t fit the profile of a killer, but under the right circumstances, anybody was capable of murder. The problem was his attraction to her. Regardless, he couldn’t let that cloud his judgment. At the cemetery, his gut told him she was holding something back. Sheriff McAlister’s presence also sent up a warning. He was protective of his sister, and rightly so, but Ridge thought he’d coached her about what to say. 
 
    Since Marlene’s watch, wallet and rings were missing, robbery might have been the motive, but the placement of the body indicated the murderer knew her. Ridge was sure of it. This wasn’t random, it was personal, and if Tizzy was right about the number of people who disliked the woman, he’d have a long list to choose from. 
 
    It was late afternoon when Ridge parked at the police station. He rushed indoors to escape the heat, one of the things he hated about Texas—and tornados—and the humidity. 
 
    Inside, Bubba leaned against the counter, and Chief Ramsey manned the front desk. 
 
    “Hey, Cooper, you want to ride with me tonight? I promise you won’t be bored.” 
 
    “That’s for sure,” Chief Ramsey guffawed. “Bubba’s a real voyeur on Monday nights.” 
 
    Bubba puffed out his chest. “I know what that word means, and I am not a Peeping Tom.” 
 
    Ramsey crossed his arms. “Couldn’t prove it by me.” 
 
    The deputy stuck to high ground. “I’m protecting citizens working late, that’s all. And I park where there’s a good view of Main Street so I can catch speeders.”  
 
    Ridge dropped into a chair. “I’m almost afraid to ask what you’re talking about.” 
 
     “You see, Cooper, sometimes, down at Sweet Thangs, the sweet thangs stay late baking sweet thangs, and Bubba here likes to park in the shadows and watch ’em. Especially one of ’em.” 
 
    Bubba straightened his shoulders. “Wait a minute. You make me sound like a pervert, and I’m not. I’m protecting those ladies. They’re usually alone, and if anything ever happened, you would be glad I was there.” He faced Ridge. “Anyway, you want to go? When I finish my shift, we can grab a beer.” 
 
    “Why not? I have nothing else to do. What time?” 
 
    “About eight.” Bubba smiled. “Say, do you have binoculars and a camera?” 
 
    Ridge snapped his head around. “You’re kidding, right?” 
 
    Bubba shook with laughter as he crossed the room and opened the door. “Yeah. I’m kidding. See you then.” 
 
    For the rest of the day, Ridge sifted through all the case paperwork. The more he went over the facts, the easier it was to remember all the players. So far, his list was short, but in most investigations, names got added. He hoped that happened this time because he hated Tizzy was number two. 
 
    He gathered as much information as he could on the victim’s husband—and Tizzy. Other than a couple of speeding tickets, Carl came up clean. Tizzy was spotless. 
 
      
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    At half-past eight, Bubba and Ridge came down the alley facing Sweet Thangs and parked in the shadows. Bubba rolled down all the windows, and a slight breeze stirred the air. Ridge unbuckled his seat belt and sat in silence for a minute, listening to the sounds of the night. Cicadas sang in the trees, and a neighboring owl joined in, then the faint whistle of a freight train. A gibbous moon hung in the sky, and the aroma of fresh-baked cookies floated to them. 
 
    He leaned his head back and thought how peaceful it was compared to city noise. He had an unobstructed view of the place. Inside, Pattiecake, Sugarpie, Tizzy, and Rayann moved about. A young child sat at a small table. Ridge felt as if he were on a stakeout, waiting for the bad guy to show up and be taken into custody. 
 
    A folded newspaper lay on the seat next to him. He picked it up, squinted at the title, then shot Bubba a look. “You read The Wall Street Journal?” 
 
     “You think I’m a redneck who reads nothing but the Farmer’s Almanac?” 
 
    “No. That isn’t what I meant. I didn’t expect you to be interested in stocks. That’s all.” 
 
    “FYI. I have a pretty impressive portfolio for someone my age. I may come across as a hick, but I’m not stupid.” 
 
    Ridge’s first friend in town and he’d already gotten off on the wrong foot. He needed to fix it and fast. “You’re reading too much into a simple observation. I don’t think you’re a hick or stupid. I didn’t mean to offend you. Not many people in my life play the stock market.” 
 
    Bubba raised his hand. “It’s okay, man. I’m just giving you a hard time. I’m not insulted. You don’t invest?” 
 
    Ridge relaxed. “No. Wouldn’t know the first thing about it.” 
 
    “I can advise you if you want. I have long-term investments, and I day trade.” 
 
    That statement told Ridge a lot. A person had to have a sizeable account to do that. “I doubt I have that kind of money.” 
 
    “No pressure. Just something to think about. You can’t expect to get rich quick in stocks. You have to commit to the long haul.” 
 
    “I admit you’ve piqued my interest.” Ridge decided he’d made enough small talk, so he eased into his questions. “I guess the McAlister Family has lived here all their lives?” 
 
    “Yep. A McAlister man has been the sheriff of the county for the last fifty years. Tizzy’s grandpa— then her daddy, and now Dan.” 
 
    Ridge rested his arm on the open window. “Is that her real name, or is it a Texas thing?” 
 
    “Well, I have to swear you to secrecy, but her real name is Marjorie Louise.” He chuckled. “She’s the only granddaughter on both sides of the family and named after each of her grandmothers. Naturally, each grandma wanted her called by their name. Big problem. 
 
    “The story goes, even as a baby, she threw ‘tizzies’ when she got mad. So her dad christened her with the nickname, and it stuck. She loved it until we got to junior high—and the boys called her “titty” instead.” He laughed. “Dan had to whup a couple of asses. He was a senior when we were in seventh grade, and you didn’t mess with his little sister and get away with it. Still don’t. I swear, if you tell her I told you, I’ll get Dan to whup up on you, too.” 
 
    Considering Dan’s size, Ridge wouldn’t stand a chance. “He’d enjoy that because I don’t think he likes me much.” 
 
    “You’re right.” 
 
    Curiosity gnawed at him, but Ridge dropped the subject and moved on. “What about her husband?” 
 
    “Knew him all my life. Boone was one of my best friends, and his family is one of the richest in the county.” Bubba shifted in his seat. “Marlene wouldn’t pass up a chance to throw their wealth in your face, but money didn’t mean much to Boone.”  
 
    Bubba swatted at a mosquito. One more thing Ridge didn’t like about Texas. 
 
    “Anyway, he and Tizzy became boyfriend and girlfriend in the eighth grade. Neither of them ever dated anybody else. When they went off to college, they lived together. Marlene didn’t approve, but Boone didn’t care. Don’t get me wrong. He loved his sister. God only knows why, but he did.” 
 
    The comment gave Ridge pause. Tizzy wasn’t the only one who didn’t like Marlene. Sounded like his neighbor might be right.  
 
    Bubba went on with the story. “They got married and didn’t tell anybody. Boone went off to war, and she moved back with her parents. Long story short, he got killed, and shit hit the fan. The Marines notified Tizzy because she was his wife. Marlene got furious. I admit it was a hell of a way for her to find out she had a sister-in-law. At the funeral, Tizzy got the special treatment, not Marlene. She called Tizzy every name in the book. Accused her of all sorts of things.” 
 
    “What did Tizzy do?” 
 
    “Nothing. Boone’s death put her in shock. Dan pulled Carl to the side, and he got Marlene under control, but not until she’d made a spectacle of herself. When she found out about the baby, she wanted Tizzy to take a paternity test, which she refused. Marlene wanted to make Tizzy’s life miserable. 
 
    “After Boone’s died, she was in bad shape. Took to her bed. Wouldn’t eat. Wouldn’t talk to anybody. Throwing up all the time. We thought she was about to die. Then the doctor told her she was pregnant, and she snapped out of it. Bought Browning House with part of the insurance money and restored the place. Built the cottage next door, and after Gracie’s birth, they moved in. By then, Marlene knew Boone had a will and left everything to Tizzy. Including his part of the bank.” 
 
    Blood rushed to Ridge’s face. “Marlene Weston wasn’t the sole owner?” 
 
    “Nope, only half of it.” 
 
    “Tizzy owns the other half?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you’re saying the two of them hated each other?” 
 
    Bubba acknowledged the question with a grim expression. “No doubt, Marlene hated Tizzy for a lot of reasons. First, she stole Boone from her. At least that was Marlene’s opinion. Second, she thought Tizzy could have stopped him from enlisting. Finally, she believed the pregnancy was on purpose. Because of Boone’s death, Tizzy ended up a wealthy woman. Even if they’d not been married, his daughter would have been his heir, and Tizzy would have had control until Gracie came of age. The inheritance put wife and sister on an even playing field where the bank was concerned. Tizzy had the same amount of power, and Marlene couldn’t stand that.” 
 
    Ridge’s stomach clenched. About the time things started to look better for Tizzy, a new piece of evidence blurred the lines. Bubba’s voice jarred him back to reality. 
 
    “Tizzy didn’t hate Marlene. She didn’t love her, either. She might’ve tried to get along with her if Boone were alive. But with him out of the picture, she didn’t give a crap about his sister.” 
 
    “Sounds to me like she did hate her sister-in-law.” 
 
    “Wait a minute. You don’t consider Tizzy a suspect, do you? Because, if that’s what you’re thinking, you’re way off base. There’s no way Tizzy Donovan could kill anybody.” 
 
    Ridge intended to explain the rules of investigation, but movement inside the shop got his attention. “Who’s that?”  
 
    “The big guy is Tizzy’s dad, Saint. He owns McAlister’s Tavern. The other guy works for him. Troy Thornhill. He’s got a crush on Tizzy along with a dozen other guys in town.” 
 
    “I think I know someone who belongs to that club.” 
 
    Bubba faced him. “Who are you talking about? Me?” He chuckled. “Man, you’re wrong on so many levels, it’s not funny.” 
 
    Ridge zeroed in on Bubba. “Then what are we doing here? In a dark alley. Watching every move she makes?” 
 
    “Hey man, you’re not paying attention. She isn’t the only woman in there.” 
 
    Ridge peered inside at the two women dancing. “You’re interested in Rayann?” 
 
    Bubba flicked his finger. “Bingo.” 
 
    “Then what was all the talk about her boobs being sweet thangs and watching her leave a room?” 
 
    “That’s just talk. I’m not in love with her. We’re friends.” He tilted his head and lifted his brows. “But I wouldn’t mind seeing her nekked.” 
 
    “You’re saying you’re in love with Rayann? Why don’t you tell her?” 
 
    “No can do. I had my chance with her. She married somebody else.” 
 
    Ridge gasped. “She’s married?” 
 
    “Not anymore. But he was one hundred percent different from me. I guess I’m not her type.” 
 
    “Sounds like he wasn’t her type. I’d say that puts you in the running. What’s holding you back?” 
 
    Bubba shrugged. “We went out once in high school. After that, she didn’t want to date me anymore. Not sure I want to risk heartbreak again.” 
 
    “Since my marriage failed, I’m not qualified to give relationship advice, but I’d like to think I learned something from experience. My sister, Erica, is more than willing to point out my mistakes. She said women crave attention, and from what I witnessed the other day in Sweet Thangs, Rayann definitely wants yours.” 
 
    “I’m not sure, man. I’m a big guy, and she’s a tiny little thing, but I’m scared shitless of her. How screwed up is that?” 
 
    As crazy as the statement was, Ridge understood. “You’re messed up all right. But when it comes to women, we’re all messed up. Tell me. As beautiful as Tizzy is, and if men are interested, how has she stayed unattached? I’m assuming she is.” 
 
    Bubba brought a package of gum from his shirt pocket and offered Ridge a piece. “Small town. The pickings are slim. Besides, when you date local, you have the disadvantage of knowing everything about your date and their family.” Bubba unwrapped a stick of spearmint, folded it in half and popped it into his mouth. “There was this guy about a year ago. Some salesman. She was interested, but something happened and all of a sudden he was out of the picture.” Bubba glanced at Ridge. “You’re sort of interested, aren’t you?” 
 
    Ridge almost swallowed his gum. “No. I—uh—she’s involved in the case. I’m interested from that standpoint.” 
 
    Bubba laughed harder. “The case. Sure, the case. I hear you.  
 
      
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    Tizzy thought about the patrol car parked in the alley as she removed the last batch of cupcakes and set them on the cooling rack. Rayann and Bubba were at a standoff. Neither would make a move, and that bothered her. She wiped her hands, shed her apron, and danced around the counter into the dining area. “Hey, Daddy. Advance that music to number six. We haven’t listened to that one in a while.” 
 
    “Sure, then I’ve got to get back to the bar and help close up.” 
 
    The room filled with Otis Redding singing “I’ve Been Loving You Too Long.” Troy grabbed Tizzy and twirled her, and they danced. When he tried to pull her close, she kept him at arm’s length for a few minutes, then pulled away. No need to encourage the boy. To mask her obvious rejection, she picked Gracie up and danced with her. 
 
    When the next song started, Rayann joined them. The two women and Gracie raised their hands in the air, then twisted and thrust their bodies to the fast beat. 
 
    Rayann leaned in. “Do you think he’s out there?” 
 
    Tizzy giggled. “He’s always in the alley on Monday night. How long are you and Bubba going to play this game?” 
 
    “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “Give me a break. You’ve been crazy for each other ever since high school. One of you should make a move, and I don’t think Bubba has the nerve, so you need to start the conversation.” 
 
    “You think I should tell him what? Hey, Dwayne, I’m hot for you. Get real. That’s not happening.” 
 
    Tizzy sat and pulled Rayann down into the chair next to her. “Why not? You are hot for him. Take my word. Life is too short.” She stood. “Let’s get him in here now.” 
 
    “Have you lost your mind?” Rayann jerked her back down. “I flirt with him, and he don’t flirt back. He’s not interested anymore. I messed up when I went off to college. I was too stupid to realize what a great guy he is, and now I’m too late.” 
 
    Sugarpie strode over and held the pitcher of margaritas in midair. “You girls need another one?” She filled both glasses without waiting for an answer. 
 
    “Rayann does for sure. She needs a little liquid courage. With more tequila, I can convince her to profess her love for Bubba. One way or the other, he’ll know before this night’s over.” She poked Rayann on the arm. “Even if I’m the one to tell him. I’m tired of you two dancing around each other.” 
 
    Downing her drink in one quick gulp, Rayann grabbed Tizzy’s and did the same. “Speaking of dancing, c’mon.” 
 
    Clearly, Rayann was feeling the effects of the alcohol, and Tizzy figured this was the time to play matchmaker. “Do what I do. Follow my lead. Let’s blow him a kiss and motion for him to come in.” 
 
    Rayann blew a kiss into the air and curled her finger toward the darkness. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Bubba gasped. “What are they doing?” 
 
    “Best guess. They want you in there.” 
 
    “Don’t you mean us?” 
 
    Ridge shook his head. “They don’t know I’m with you.” 
 
    “Damn! What should I do?” 
 
    “They’ve invited you. Go.” 
 
    While they argued about Bubba’s next move, he caught a glimpse of Rayann headed toward his car. His heart picked up speed. 
 
    Ridge leaned his head out the window. “Good evening, Rayann.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “Evening boys. Enjoying the show?” 
 
    Neither man answered. 
 
    “If you don’t mind, I’d like to speak to Dwayne privately. Why don’t you go inside for a margarita? They are sooo yummy.” 
 
    Ridge gave a polite nod and left them alone. 
 
    Rayann climbed into the passenger side and slid across the seat until she was close to Dwayne. “Are you ever going to ask me out?” 
 
    “I—I—” 
 
    She ran her hand around his neck, nuzzled at his ear and whispered, “I want you to, Dwayne. I always have, and I think you feel the same way.” She pressed her lips against his, then nipped at his bottom lip and kissed him again. “You do, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” The word squeaked out. He kissed her hard, moved his hand to her ponytail, and slid the band off, letting her hair fall loose. For a moment, he held her back and gazed at her. Her eyes were dilated. It was probably the liquor talking, but he loved her so much, he’d take it. Later, when she sobered up, he’d remind her of what she’d said.  
 
    She drew her fingertip across his lips. 
 
    He tangled his hands in her hair.  
 
    She kissed him again. 
 
    It’d been years since they shared a kiss. He thought it would be familiar, but it wasn’t. This wasn’t the kiss of a naïve, doubtful, eighteen-year-old. This was powerful, demanding. This kiss laid claim. Not only to his mouth but his very soul. It spread through him like wildfire, burning him down and leaving him in ashes. 
 
    He buried his face in her hair, pulling her against him. “Damn, Rayann, you drive me crazy out of my mind.” 
 
    “When your shift is over, I’ll meet you at your house.” She scooted away and placed her hand on the door handle. 
 
    He pulled her back to him. “You’re drunk, but this ain’t a joke, right?” 
 
    She gave him a sweet smooch. “I’m not drunk, and no, Dwayne, this isn’t a joke.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    The sight of Ridge coming across the street was sobering. When he entered, Tizzy stared up at him. “I see Bubba talked you into taking part in his little weekly fantasy. How’d you like the show?”  
 
    “You girls can dance. I’ll give you that.” 
 
    Tizzy eyed her best friend strolling in the front door. “Momma, would you make sure Rayann gets home all right? She might be over the legal limit.” 
 
    “Sure, sweetie.” 
 
    Tizzy dangled car keys in front of Ridge. “Would you drive Gracie and me? I don’t think I should get behind a wheel either.”  
 
    Troy spoke up. “I can take you, Tizzy.” 
 
    Ridge cut in. “No, that’s okay. I’m staying right next- door. No problem.” He stuck out his hand. “I don’t believe we’ve met. I’m Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper.” 
 
    “Troy Thornhill.” 
 
    “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Regardless of Ridge’s attraction to her, the fact she’d withheld information caused him to bristle. When he pulled into the garage, he didn’t get out of the car. Instead, with Gracie asleep in the backseat, he turned to face Tizzy. “In the cemetery, I asked you if you could think of anything else concerning the case. Why didn’t you tell me you own half the bank?” 
 
    The question had her trembling, and he wondered if even now he’d get full disclosure. “You’re right. I was wrong not to tell you. But I don’t benefit in any way from Marlene’s death. My shares don’t increase. I don’t come into any money. So how important is it?” 
 
    He leaned forward and drew his face into a hard line. “Think, Tizzy. What happens to her half now?” 
 
    She furrowed her brows. “I don’t know. I haven’t thought about it.” 
 
    “Well, I have. I imagine her husband will get twenty-five percent, and each of her two children will share the other twenty-five percent, which will make you the one with the most stock and the most power. I’d say that’s real important, but you chose not to mention it.” 
 
    Her hand quivered as she laid it against her throat. “You think it’s me, don’t you? Everything’s falling into place. My history with her. Ownership of the bank. I found the body. I don’t have an alibi. It’s all there. Motive, opportunity and I’m sure as soon as you find out how she died, you’ll figure out a way for that to point to me too. That’s why I didn’t tell you. Because you’ve already decided I’m guilty.” 
 
    “That’s not true. I’ve just begun the investigation. I’ve drawn no conclusions about you or anyone else. Trust me, I’m good at what I do, but you’ve got to tell me everything. Now, I’ll ask you again. Is there anything else I should know?” 
 
    She touched her fingertips to her temples and lowered her head. “It’ll make things worse for me.” 
 
    “Let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    When she lifted her eyes to meet his, the overhead garage light provided a clear view of her face. He saw fear in her expression, so he softened his tone. “No matter how bad the truth, it’s always better than a lie.” 
 
    Tizzy drew a breath. “Marlene and I argued that day.” 
 
    “Did you threaten her?” 
 
    “No. She and I, along with Carl and his secretary Leah, sat down to go over the agenda for the board meeting. We had three families who were behind on their mortgage payments. Marlene wanted to foreclose.  I suggested we allow two of them to pay extra each month until they got their balance current. 
 
    “The third couple was getting a divorce, and the husband had left her with two small children. The woman couldn’t make it on her own. It was logical to re-finance her note and reduce her payments. If Marlene agreed, the board would. She refused, so I asked Leah to draw up the papers for me to buy the house. She could rent from me and not be evicted. Marlene flew into a rage.” 
 
    “What did you do?” 
 
    “Nothing. Marlene warned Leah if she processed the transaction, she’d fire her. Carl tried to intercede, but she belittled and berated him like she always did, then she stormed out of the bank. That’s the last time I saw her until the cemetery. I know it sounds bad, but she and I have argued for years. We’d never had a disagreement worth killing her over. You’ve got to believe me.” 
 
    The garage light went off, and silence hung between them. He wanted to believe her. More than anything. She was a young mother, and the thought of taking her from Gracie turned his blood cold. But he didn’t make the rules. “By telling me about the argument, you’ve given me more people as possible suspects. Losing your home is a reason to be angry with someone. Leah couldn’t have been happy about the threat of being fired. And after the way she treated Carl, maybe he’d had enough. Trust me, Tizzy. Let me do my job.” 
 
    She stared at him but said nothing. 
 
    “C’mon, I’ll help you get Gracie to bed.” 
 
    He removed the little girl from her car seat and delivered her inside the house. When Tizzy switched on the lamp, he scanned the living room. Exactly as he imagined it would be, soft and feminine. He couldn’t help but notice the wedding picture of Tizzy and Boone on the wall next to the fireplace. When he reached Gracie’s room, the sign above the door, read ‘Princess Grace Ann.’ He laid her down and gazed into her angel face—like her mother’s. He moved to the hallway as Tizzy tucked her in, placed a sweet kiss on her cheek, and whispered, “I love you a bushel and a peck.” 
 
    Could this woman be a murderer? His heart told him, no, but his years in law enforcement proved otherwise. Beautiful women and loving mothers committed crimes. His chest tightened. 
 
    She stood and spun to face him. They were close. So close, he could feel her body heat, and his heart lost its rhythm. Before he could stop himself, he reached out to push a strand of hair behind her ear, then came to his senses. He needed to keep things professional. “Thank you for telling me about the argument. I’m not your enemy. If you’re innocent, I’m the best friend you can have. Goodnight.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    The temperature hovered near ninety degrees. With a light cover of clouds, humidity hung in the air. Ridge’s clothes stuck to his body, and his lungs burned. The forecast gave no hope of improvement. He entered the station house and a cool blast of air furnished relief. 
 
    Inside, dispatcher Rita Pridmore, short, round, and with a lazy eye, sat in the reception area eating a Moon Pie, raking the crumbs into the trash can as they fell onto her desk. Chief Ramsay and Dan sat next to her, each drinking a cup of coffee. 
 
    “Morning, Cooper,” Rita said. 
 
    “Hey, Rita, chief, Dan.” Ridge set his briefcase down and removed a file folder. Before he could say anything else, Bubba stepped inside—humming. 
 
    They all stared at him, and then Earl Dean narrowed his eyes. “Are you humming?” 
 
    Bubba didn’t answer. 
 
    Chief Ramsay shouted, “Bubba! Are you humming?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I said— Are. You. Humming?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    Dan McAlister raised a brow. “Yes, you were.” 
 
    “No, I wasn’t.” 
 
    “Yes, you were.” 
 
    Chief Ramsay leaned forward in his chair. “Did something happen during your little Sweet Thangs stakeout? A certain person give you something to hum about?” 
 
    “No. Besides, it wasn’t just my stakeout. I had Cooper with me.” 
 
    The sheriff jerked his head toward Ridge. “You’re not humming too, are you?” 
 
    Ridge ignored the question. The more he kept Dan out of his personal life, the better. 
 
    Rita spoke up. “According to my sources, Bubba has reason to hum.” 
 
    Bubba clenched his jaw. “Your sources say anything about Tizzy? Cooper took her home.” 
 
    Dan leaped to his feet. “You better not be humming.” 
 
    “Settle down. I drove her because she’d had one too many margaritas. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Lord Almighty, Bubba. Did you and Rayann finally talk? Son, please tell me you followed through with that girl. She’s done everything but march down Main Street to get your attention.” 
 
    Bubba tapped his foot. “Why is my love life so important? It’s nobody’s business but mine.” He looked past the men. “Help me out here, Rita.” 
 
    Still holding the Moon Pie in one hand, she raised the other in surrender. “Sorry, Bubba. You were humming, and from what I heard, it has everything to do with Rayann. The chief’s right, she’s been flirting with you for a long time. I’m with him. I wondered if you would ever make a move. I guess you finally did or was it the other way around?” 
 
    Bubba ducked his head. “No comment.” 
 
    Rita finished off her snack, scraped the rest of the crumbs into the trash, and swigged her diet root beer. “Y’all want to know how you can tell when a man is serious about a woman?” 
 
    All four men swiveled to face her. 
 
    She smiled. “He won’t talk about the bedroom stuff. If he doesn’t care about her, he’ll brag about his conquest. Heck, he’ll even embellish the story a little. But, if he’s serious about her, he won’t reveal a thing. That’s his. All his. And he wants no other man knowing what’s his.” She winked at Bubba with her good eye. 
 
    Chief Ramsay bolted to his feet. “Would you look at that?” 
 
    Ridge jumped out of the way as the chief flew past. 
 
    Along with everyone else, Ridge walked to the front window and watched Ramsay put an elderly man into Bubba’s patrol car. 
 
    “Who’s he?”  
 
    Bubba shook his head. “Old man Tafford. His kids came last weekend and took his car away. Looks like he’s come to town on his riding lawnmower.” 
 
    Everyone was still laughing when Chief Ramsay came back in. 
 
    Bubba grabbed his hat. “Let me guess. I need to take him home.” 
 
    The chief nodded. “First, put his mower in the impound lot. I told him we’d keep it here a few days, then return it, but if he does this again, we’ll take it away for good.” 
 
    Bubba put on his hat, and as the door closed behind him, he started to hum. 
 
    As Bubba left, Carl Weston arrived. The banker, just under six feet tall, clearly worked out and appeared younger than forty-five. He wore a navy-blue tailored suit that screamed money. 
 
    Ridge led Carl down the hall into a small office and motioned for him to take a seat. “I appreciate you coming in, Mr. Weston, and I’m sorry for your loss.” 
 
    “Thank you.” He squirmed in his chair. “Please, call me Carl.” 
 
    “I’ll cut right to the chase, Carl. What type of insurance policy did your wife have and who’s the beneficiary?” 
 
    “What difference does that make? Has her death been ruled a homicide?” 
 
    “Not yet, but until the coroner determines a cause of death, we have to treat it as such.” 
 
    “I understand. But, even with the missing jewelry, it’s hard for me to believe someone would kill my wife.” Carl stretched out his legs and rested his hands in his lap. “She had a policy for two hundred and fifty thousand dollars, since the first year of our marriage. I’m the beneficiary, as she’s—was of mine.” 
 
    “What about her bank shares? Do you get those?”  
 
    “I get thirty percent, and each of the children gets ten.” 
 
    So far, so good. Carl came across unshaken, but Ridge wasn’t done yet. “I see. Does it bother you Tizzy Donovan now has controlling interest?” 
 
     “Absolutely not. Tizzy and I have always had an excellent working relationship. Now that Marlene’s gone, I imagine Tizzy will be less active in the everyday dealings of the bank. The main reason for her involvement was to keep Marlene in check.” 
 
    Ridge stopped making notes and glanced up. “How would you describe your relationship with your wife?” 
 
    Carl stiffened. “Marlene and I had a good marriage.”  
 
    Ridge doubted that. The man’s body language said otherwise.  
 
    Carl chewed the inside of his jaw for a moment, then continued. “I wouldn’t describe our union as loving, but we were civil and respectful to each other. We understood what each of us expected from the other. I didn’t hate my wife if that’s what you’re trying to determine. I had no reason to kill her. Regardless of her unpleasant attitude, she was the mother of my children, and I would never take her away from them.” 
 
    Ridge flipped a few pages back in his notebook, an investigative tactic to break the rhythm of questioning. Give the suspect time to think about his last answer and worry about the next one. “Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt her or you?” 
 
    Carl fidgeted in his chair and cleared his throat. “Marlene had few friends, but no one disliked her to the point of murder. “ 
 
    “Don’t you think it’s strange she was found at her brother’s grave? 
 
    “I admit, that bothers me. I don’t understand it, but it must mean something. Like someone took her there to say goodbye, or to confuse things.” 
 
    It always made Ridge nervous when suspects offered scenarios. More like they were trying to confuse things. He focused on Carl’s earlier interview he’d pulled from the pile. “In your initial statement, you said you went to bed after your wife’s call. Do you sleep so soundly you didn’t wake up during the night and realize she wasn’t there?” 
 
    Beads of sweat formed on Carl’s forehead, and he bounced his leg. “Correct. I didn’t know until the next morning.” 
 
    “You were home alone, and no one can confirm that?” 
 
    “Correct.” 
 
    “What about your children? They get along with their mother?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    “Any of their friends have a problem with her? Maybe, someone, she didn’t approve of?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge. Besides, they’re both in college, so they’re old enough for us to trust them to make good decisions about friends and dating.” 
 
    “What about you? Anything going on in your life that might lead to Marlene’s death?” 
 
    “Like what?” 
 
    “You tell me.” 
 
    Carl ran his hand over his face. “I don’t understand the question.” 
 
    “A bad business deal? Old grudge? An affair?” 
 
    “No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    Ridge scooted back and stood. “Okay. That’s all I have today, but I may have more questions for you later.” 
 
    He escorted Carl to the front. The man was lying. He knew it. About what, he wasn’t sure. But Ridge felt it in his gut, and his gut was never wrong. 
 
      
 
      
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Rayann pulled on her slim fit jeans and easily zipped and buttoned them. Next, she slipped the Sweet Thangs tee-shirt over her seamless padded bra, which added a full cup size to her small breasts. Smiling, she remembered what Dwayne had said. You’re perfect. For the first time in months, happiness bubbled in her chest like a teenager about to go on her first date. Tizzy was right. Rayann had wasted too much time where Dwayne was concerned. She gathered her hair into a ponytail and secured it with a rubber band. 
 
    She leaned in close to the mirror and studied her face. Since high school, she’d made serious errors in judgment. First, labeling Dwayne as having no ambition because he didn’t want to do anything but live in Brownsboro and work for the police department. Second, getting a teaching degree. Last, but not least, falling for a smooth-talking man who turned out to be evil, personified. 
 
    She picked up a hairbrush and drew the bristles through her ponytail, untangling the strands. She’d realized her mistakes. Dwayne didn’t lack ambition. He was simply a man who knew what he wanted. Teaching could have been the perfect job if not for the problem students and parents. And lastly, good looks and sophistication meant nothing without a heart. 
 
    She slipped on her shoes, grabbed a bottle of fruit juice from the fridge, hiked her purse over her shoulder, and picked up her keys. By the time she got to her car, the humidity had plastered her tee-shirt tight against her. She slipped behind the wheel and cranked the engine. Swinging out of the drive, she headed to Sweet Thangs. The ladies would be waiting for a full report. 
 
    After parking, she headed inside and paused to read the funeral notice posted on the window. She twirled around and went in humming. “Morning, ladies. Oh, my Lord. What is that heavenly smell?” 
 
    At the sound of her voice, Tizzy, Sugarpie, and Pattiecake stopped what they were doing and beelined to her. Tizzy was the first to speak. “Sugarpie’s trying a new recipe. But, never mind that. Were you humming?” 
 
    “Oh, Lord. She was humming all right.” Pattiecake placed her hands on her hips. “Wouldn’t you say she was, Sugarpie?” 
 
    “Uh-huh. She was, for sure. Girl, girl, how was Bubba?” 
 
    Tizzy giggled. “Apparently good enough to make her hum.” 
 
    Rayann slanted her eyes. “I’m not sure I should talk about him.” 
 
    All three ladies surrounded her and forced her into a chair.  
 
    “Oh no, you don’t. You’re not getting off that easy. We want every little detail. It’s taken you forever to make a move on that man, and we all have a vested interest. Without our encouragement and margaritas, it would have never happened.” Tizzy tugged at her arm. “Spill girl. On a scale of one to ten. Kissing?” 
 
    Rayann smiled. “Ten.” 
 
    “Foreplay?” 
 
    “Ten.” 
 
    “The dirty deed?” 
 
    Rayann covered her mouth with both palms, then dropped her hands to her chest and crossed them. “Oh. My. Lord! It was the best sex I’ve ever had that didn’t involve batteries.” 
 
    They whooped, hollered, and jumped up and down. Once they regained control, Sugarpie leaned close. “Well, sweetie, if there’s anything about him you need to change, now’s the time. Don’t wait. You’ve got to tell him what you want. We spend a third of our lives in bed, and if your partner is not doing everything the way you like, it will seem like a-whole-lot-longer.” 
 
    Pattiecake chimed in. “She’s right.” She cut her eyes over at Sugarpie. “Do you remember Lord Wendell?” 
 
    Her sister slapped her leg as she bent over with laughter. “Lor-dee! I haven’t thought of him in years. Whatever happened to him?” 
 
    “I think he moved to the Houston area.” 
 
    Rayann snapped her head back and forth between them. “All right, you two. What’s the story with Wendell?” 
 
    Pattiecake pulled out a chair and sat. “When we were in high school, Shirley Jean Culpepper went steady with him.  Wendell broke up with her and spread a few scandalous stories. Shirley was so mad. Seems his mother sent off for one of those coats of arms, and once he found out he was of English descent, he fancied himself somewhat of a royal. Shirley said during their interludes, he insisted on speaking in a proper British accent, and as he reached his moment of bliss, so to speak, he would scream ‘I’m arriving! I’m arriving!’”  
 
    Laughter erupted again. “After that, we dubbed him Lord Wendell. We’re saying, if Bubba’s got any bad habits in the boudoir, you need to nip them in the bud.” 
 
    Rayann trapped her bottom lip between her teeth. “Here’s something I can share. I’m going to marry him.” 
 
    Tizzy gasped. “You are? Did you tell him you love him?” 
 
    Sugarpie shook her head. “Oh no, girl. You didn’t use the L-word your first time.” 
 
    “Yes, I did, and you know what? He loves me, too. I’ll be patient, but if he doesn’t propose, I will. One way or the other, I’m marrying Dwayne Tatum. You’re right, Tizzy. Life’s too short.” 
 
    Tizzy embraced her. “You two have loved each other for years, and I’m happy for you.” 
 
    “Maybe Dwayne and I are the beginning of perfect matches. Do you know what your horoscope said today?” 
 
    Tizzy grimaced. “Uh, no. Did a planet collide with something, and it’s going to rain men?” 
 
    “If that’s your attitude, I won’t tell you.” 
 
    Tizzy lowered her shoulders. “I’m sorry. What did it say?” 
 
    “Love is looking for you, but you’ve got to be open to it.” 
 
    “That’s it? No clues how I can identify him? Tall, dark, and handsome? White horse? Crap, Rayann. That could translate to a stray dog needing a home.” 
 
    “It’s not talking about a dog. It also said your best chance is with an Aries.” 
 
    “Gotcha. Aries. I’ll keep an eye out.” 
 
    Rayann spun toward the kitchen. “What recipe are you making? It smells wonderful.” 
 
    “I’m still trying to get the flavor right for the Chocolate Coconut Pecan Pie. I’ve got three on the cooling rack. Thought you and Tizzy could do a taste test. Sit down. I’ll bring out samples.”  
 
    Sugarpie disappeared into the kitchen and quickly returned with a tray and placed it in front of them. “This one is made with almond extract. Number two is with vanilla, and the last one is with both extracts, and they all have my secret ingredient.”  
 
    Tizzy and Rayann took a bite, moved the pie around in their mouths. Tizzy smacked her lips. “Delicious, but I don’t want to judge until I’ve tried them all. Let us have some water to cleanse our palates.” Once they each had a glass, they sloshed the water as if tasting fine wine and moved to the next one. 
 
    “This one is yummy too, but I’m still not sure.” Rayann tossed her hair back and pushed the plate away. 
 
    Moving to number three, she sat up straight, placed her hand flat against her chest, and gasped. “Oh. My. Lord. I may arrive.” 
 
    “We have a winner,” Sugarpie said. “Tizzy, what do you think?” 
 
    She waved her off until she swallowed. “It’s wonderful. Delicious. It is orgasmic. Maybe we should call it Orgasmic Pie!” 
 
    “Lor-dee. I may pee my pants,” Sugarpie said and crossed her legs. 
 
    Pattiecake frowned. “I’m not sure we can get away with that. We’re already pushing the envelope with the Better than Sex Cupcakes.” 
 
    Once the moment passed and things settled down, Rayann pointed to the front. “I read the funeral notice for Mr. Ledbetter’s two services. What’s that about? Do they think it will take double funerals to preach him into Heaven?” 
 
    “Poor Billy Jack. You know his family is split. One-half doesn’t speak to the other half, so they’re having a service for both halves, to avoid another funeral, if you know what I mean. They even had two visitations.” Pattiecake chuckled. “One of our customers said Billy Jack is being buried in a new pair of overalls with a package of chewing tobacco in one pocket and a pint of whiskey in the other. Oh, Tizzy, I want you to run a couple of cakes up to the church. They’ll feed the family afterward.” 
 
    Sugarpie nodded. “Pattiecake and I are attending both services. It’ll be worth the trip to see those two sons of his, Buttcut and Booger. At the last funeral, those boys showed up drunk and insisted on singing a duet.” 
 
    “I’d never heard a more unusual rendition of “Fill My Cup, Lord.” The first service is at ten and the second one at two. We think you girls can handle things for an hour each time. If not, just lock up. And if y’all don’t mind, would you deliver muffins out at the Philpot place? Frank died last night. We’d like for them to have baked goods for breakfast in the morning. This may be a big funeral week. First, Billy Jack Ledbetter, now Frank Philpot, and I hear Melba Jane Treadwell is circling the drain. 
 
      
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    By the time Tizzy and Rayann got the dishes done, the floor swept, and the kitchen cleaned, it was past six o’clock. They swung by Tizzy’s, picked up Gracie, and headed out toward the Philpot’s place with four dozen muffins. Frank’s family lived in the boonies down a dirt road about five miles outside the city limits. When they wheeled into the drive, the sun had set, and stars were appearing in the night sky. With no help from streetlights, darkness came earlier than in town. 
 
    Rayann unbuckled, opened her car door, and quickly closed it. “Do you smell that?” 
 
    “It’s a polecat.” 
 
    Rayann widened her eyes and fidgeted in her seat. “I don’t like them. They scare me more than anything. Even vampires.” 
 
    “You’ve been watching too much television. However, your fear is logical since skunks are real and vampires aren’t.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. If vamps were real, I’d still be more afraid of skunks. Vampires transform you, and you’ll stay young and live forever. But skunks make you stink, bite you and give you rabies. I don’t want to get out of the car. That stinker is somewhere close. What if it’s rabid? What if it bites us? We’d have to take those awful shots. I ‘m afraid of needles.” 
 
    Tizzy rolled her eyes and lowered her voice “Let me get this straight. You wouldn’t mind a vampire sinking his long, sharp fangs deep into your neck and sucking out all your blood, but you’re afraid a skunk might bite you? This is only my opinion, but I’m sure you can outrun a skunk. They don’t move fast.” 
 
    “Okay, but leave your lights on. They hate light.” She eased the door open again. 
 
    Tizzy slung her purse over her shoulder and stepped to the back of the van. They each picked up two boxes, approached the front and knocked. No sound came from inside. No music. No television. No conversation. 
 
    Rayann pressed her face to the front window. “I don’t think anybody’s home.” 
 
    “They have a screened-in back porch. If it’s open, we can leave the boxes inside.” 
 
    They made their way to the back, found the screen open, and placed the muffins on a small table. As they rounded the corner of the house, they stopped in their tracks at the sight of two glowing eyes. Rayann moved behind Tizzy. “Oh, no! It’s a skunk.” 
 
    “Don’t move. Once he sees we’re no threat, he’ll leave.” The critter gave quick little nods, sniffed the air, and twitched his tail. 
 
    Rayann prayed. “Oh, Holy Mother. The Father, the Son, and the Holy Ghost. Sweet Mary, Mother of Jesus. Jesus, Mary, and Joseph. Jesus, Jesus, bo-besus-banana-banta-bo-besus. He’ll bite us! We’ll get rabies!” She screamed and jumped on Tizzy’s back. 
 
    Tizzy’s purse catapulted into the air. The contents exploded and rained down. She fought to dislodge her friend, catch the purse, and keep herself upright, but lost her footing. She stumbled and fell forward with Rayann riding her all the way to the ground. 
 
    The animal turned, lifted his tail and sprayed, hitting them dead center. A duet of blood-curdling screams echoed into the night. Rayann jumped to her feet and ran for the car. Tizzy quickly followed. 
 
    The skunk skittered away. “I told you we shouldn’t get out! We stink! We’ll never get this odor off. I may throw up.” Rayann gagged. 
 
    “No. No. Don’t throw up in my car! Take some deep breaths!”  
 
    “Momma, somebody tooted.” Gracie held her nose. 
 
    Rayann gulped for air. “Hurry, start the car.” 
 
    Tizzy rested her head on the steering wheel and stared at her purse, spilled on the lawn. A large, mangy black dog appeared out of nowhere, lay down and chewed her wallet. “I can’t start the car because an insane person blaspheming the name of our Lord and Savior jumped on my back and caused me to lose my car keys. Damn, Rayann!” 
 
    Gracie repeated, “Damn, Rayann.” 
 
    “I’m sorry, baby. I shouldn’t have said that. It wasn’t nice.” 
 
    “This is not my fault, Tizzy! I told you I was afraid of skunks. I gave you fair warning. You should have known I’d go a little crazy if I saw one.” Rayann fumbled with her purse, then pulled out her cell. She punched in the number and ranted, “Hello, Dwayne? Tizzy and I have a situation. I need you to come and get us! We’re out at the Philpot place. Bring your gun and at least two bullets.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    When Ridge climbed into his car, he couldn’t help but notice the Mustang sitting in Tizzy’s drive. He wondered who would visit this early. Then again, maybe it wasn’t a visitor, but an overnight guest.  
 
    His chest tightened. He gripped the steering wheel until his knuckles turned white, and his biceps hardened. Was he jealous? He shook his head. Couldn’t be. He hardly knew the woman. However, even though he had no claim to her, the thought of another man in her life bothered him. 
 
    He pushed the ridiculous notion away, cranked the engine, and headed toward the station. When he arrived, two cruisers plus the sheriff’s car were parked in the lot. Inside, he found Dan, Earl Dean, Bubba and Rita all laughing. “What’s so funny?”  
 
    Chief Ramsay straightened his face. “You haven’t heard? Our local Lucy and Ethel had a run-in with a polecat last night.” 
 
    Ridge cocked his head. “Lucy and Ethel, as in the TV show?’” 
 
     “Yep. The call came in around eight. Tizzy and Rayann were at the Philpot place. They’d gone to deliver muffins and got sprayed by a skunk,” Bubba said. 
 
    The news brightened Ridge’s mood. “I guess that explains the strange car I saw parked at Tizzy’s this morning.” 
 
     “I’m afraid she won’t be driving her van for a while—or ever. We hauled it to be fumigated,” Dan said. Again, they broke into laughter. 
 
    Rita laid down her powdered donut and wiped her mouth. “Those poor girls. They get into more messes than anybody. Do y’all remember the time they went to deliver pies out to Mrs. Buckelew and got attacked by the rooster? He ran them up a tree, and they couldn’t get down until she came home and penned the Rhode Island Red.” 
 
    “I think the skunk trumps the rooster. To add insult to injury, during the ordeal, Tizzy dropped her purse and lost her keys. The Philpot’s dog showed up and ate her handbag, so they were stranded.” Bubba rocked back on his heels. “But here’s the best part. We bought every can of tomato juice and sauce in the county because it’s supposed to remove the odor. They bathed in it, and now they’re kinda pink!” 
 
    Ridge chuckled. “Are they working today?” 
 
    “You betcha.” 
 
    “After my interviews this morning, I’ll stop off at Sweet Thangs.” 
 
    An hour later, eight members of the ladies committee met Ridge in the fellowship hall at the Methodist church. He interviewed each one separately, and their stories matched. The night of the murder, Marlene arrived at seven p.m., and with one order of business, they adjourned by seven forty-five. Each stated there was nothing unusual about her behavior. They confirmed she had few friends, but no one came to mind who wanted to kill her. 
 
    Fayrene Samuels, a blue-haired lady, wearing a dress the same hue, and Bernice Watson, thin and frail, were the last to leave. “You asked us about Tizzy and Marlene’s relationship. Pretty sure Bernice will agree. Marlene treated Tizzy unfairly the day of Boone’s funeral. Poor little thing was in such shock, she couldn’t even speak. We felt sorry for her, but in all fairness, Marlene was thirteen when Boone came along. Her mother’s pregnancy embarrassed her. You know how thirteen-year-old girls can be.” 
 
    Ridge tried to keep a straight face while Bernice nodded and grunted agreement to every statement. 
 
    “Especially a spoiled rich thirteen-year-old. Marlene loved Boone. She was like a little mother to him, and when their parents died so tragically in the plane crash, she assumed the role for real.” Bernice clicked her tongue.  
 
    Fayrene shot her a look, then continued. “Boone was more like a son than a brother. Dealing with his death along with the news of his surprise marriage, made Marlene more unpleasant than usual. 
 
    “I can verify that,” Bernice said. 
 
    Fayrene went on. “But Tizzy, even though she’s a little quirky, is the sweetest girl in the world. She has a kind heart. Helps out at the bank and volunteers at the clinic.”  
 
    Bernice lowered her voice. “You know she talks to the residents in the cemetery.”  
 
    “So I’m told.” 
 
    “I believe she does. Sometimes I ask her to deliver messages to my husband.” 
 
    Fayrene rested her hands on her hips. “No matter if she does or not. She’s still a nice girl. Couldn’t hurt a fly.” 
 
    The elderly woman wrapped cookies in a napkin and handed them to Ridge. “Take these home with you for later.” She laid them on the table next to him. 
 
    “Thank you. Earlier, when I asked about Marlene and Carl’s relationship, you both rolled your eyes. You said they were happy, but do you believe they were?” 
 
    The women exchanged glances, then Fayrene answered. “They appeared to be. But with Marlene’s disposition, I doubt any man alive could have made her happy. Wouldn’t you say so, Bernice?” 
 
    “I sure would.” She leaned in and cupped her mouth. “I don’t think she and Carl had relations anymore. If you know what I mean.” 
 
    Fayrene jerked her head around. “Bernice! I cannot believe you are talking about s-e-x in the Lord’s house. What is wrong with you?” 
 
    “Good grief, Fayrene. If the Good Lord didn’t want people doing it, He would’ve made it feel like a root canal.” 
 
    Ridge struggled to keep his composure “What makes you think they weren’t intimate?” 
 
    “My housekeeper is friends with theirs, and she told me.” Bernice checked her watch. “Wow! It’s later than I thought. I’ve got to go. I have company coming and promised them homemade spaghetti. I can’t find a can of tomato sauce in this town. I’ve got to go all the way to Tyler.” 
 
    Finally, a piece of information about Marlene’s marriage with a possible bearing on the case. Then again, if every forty-year-old married person not having sex was murdered, the ground would be covered in bodies. But as a man, Ridge knew if Carl Weston wasn’t having sex with his wife, he was most likely having it with someone else. 
 
    An hour later, still smiling about Bernice’s root canal remark, Ridge strolled into Sweet Thangs and slid onto the chair between Bubba and Dan. Rayann came to take their order. Her skin, a light shade of pink contrasted against her rosy hair. 
 
    “Damn, Rayann! You look like you’ve got cotton candy on your head.” 
 
    She narrowed her eyes. “Hush up, Dan. I’m not in the mood for more pink jokes.” 
 
    She gave Bubba the puppy-dog eyes. “Do you think my hair looks like cotton candy?” 
 
    He reached for her hand and kissed it. “Baby, cotton candy is spun sugar. It melts on your tongue like magic. I love cotton candy.” 
 
    “Thank you, Dwayne.” 
 
    She took their orders then walked away.  
 
    Dan smirked at Bubba. “You are so whipped—it’s pitiful.” 
 
    “Take my word. I’m not whipped. That, my man, was foreplay. Later tonight, I guarantee, I’ll have cotton candy all over me.” 
 
    Tizzy delivered a slice of pie to the next table. Ridge motioned to her. “Too bad about your little mishap.” 
 
    She cut him off short. “Don’t start with me, Cooper. Rayann and I have listened to every possible pink reference in the world. Gracie called me Pinky Dinky Doo. We’ve heard in the pink, tickled pink, pretty in pink, pink makes the boys wink, so I doubt you can come up with a new one.” 
 
    He fought a smile. “Now what makes you think I’m here to tease you? Now that I’ve seen you, pink is my new favorite color.” He locked his eyes on hers and released his smile. “Pinkalicious.” 
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “Pinkalicious. Anybody called you that?” 
 
    She took her bottom lip between her teeth. “No.” 
 
    “They should have.” 
 
    She raised her brows. “That’s a good one.” Then she wheeled away. 
 
    Dan pursed his lips and tightened his gaze. “Was that foreplay too, Cooper?” 
 
    Ridge’s smile stayed in place, and he ignored the question. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Afternoon light flashed through the trees as Ridge drove down the long, winding, paved road leading to the Weston residence. He guessed the asphalt cost as much as most homes in Brownsboro. Not visible from the main street, the two-story sprawling contemporary, all stucco, glass, and metal, had a four-car garage. A workshop sat next to the structure. As he parked, he checked out the pool, guest cottage, and cabana in the backyard. 
 
    Since he’d called ahead, Weston’s housekeeper was expecting him. Elsie, an African American woman in her sixties, was short, thin, and pleasant. Her hair was twisted into a knot at the base of her neck. Barrettes, shiny as new pennies, kept the strands above her ears in place. 
 
    She spoke softly. “Come in, sir. Can I offer you something to drink? Tea? Water? Coffee?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. But thank you. I’ve been eating and drinking all morning. The ladies at the church filled me up.” He removed his hat. “I appreciate you talking to me. I only have a few questions.” 
 
    She motioned for him to take a seat on the sofa and she sat on a chair facing him. “Yes, sir. I’ll be happy to help any way I can. I still can’t believe Miss Marlene’s gone.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am, I understand. How long have you worked for the Weston’s?” 
 
    “Oh, mercy. Almost twenty years.” 
 
    Ridge placed his hat next to him on the sofa, then removed his notebook from his shirt pocket. “What kind of relationship did Mr. and Mrs. Weston have? Did they get along?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. They didn’t spend much time together. Before the kids were gone, Miss Marlene was busy with their lives and activities. Once they left home, Mr. Carl was either at the bank or in his shop, and she was at church or community meetings. At least two weekends a month she went to Dallas to be with the children.” 
 
    Ridge looked around the room. Books, arranged by height and color, rested on glass shelves. Magazines stacked neatly on the coffee table. He recalled how the preacher described the dead woman at her memorial service as perfect in every way. Her house confirmed the description. 
 
    He drew his attention back to Elsie. “Mr. Weston said he didn’t know his wife was missing until the next morning. Do you know if he sleeps that soundly? Don’t you think he might wake up during the night and realize she wasn’t in bed?” 
 
    Elsie tightened her lips and shifted her shoulders. “He might have—if they slept together.” 
 
    Ridge sensed her discomfort but confirming that bit of information perked him right up. “You’re saying they didn’t share a bed?” 
 
    “Oh, no, sir. They didn’t share a bedroom.” 
 
    This was even better than what the church ladies told him. It was one thing for a couple to lack intimacy, but not sharing a bed was even more serious. “How long had that been going on?” 
 
    “They’ve never shared a bed since I’ve been with ’em. Miss Marlene said Mr. Carl snored too loud and she couldn’t sleep in the same room.” 
 
    Marlene wasn’t as perfect as the reverend claimed, and if Carl admitted it or not, there had to have been trouble in paradise. Ridge smiled. Outside he was sure a rainbow had appeared, and birds were singing. If this kept up, there’d be unicorns grazing in the yard by the time he left. 
 
    “Did you think that was strange? Back then, they were in their twenties. I don’t know of many married men or women that age who wouldn’t want to sleep together.” 
 
    “I can only speak for myself. I’d want my man next to me, but they seemed to be all right with the arrangement. It wasn’t my place to ask questions. They’ve been good to me, especially Mr. Carl.” 
 
   
  
 

 “What about Mrs. Weston? Was she difficult to work for?” 
 
    “She was picky. But once I learned how she wanted things, we got along.” 
 
    “You mentioned the children. They’re at college?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. Avery and Carl Junior, we call him CJ. They go to SMU.” 
 
    Ridge nodded. “How was their relationship with her? Were they rebellious? Did they have friends she didn’t approve of? Either one of them ever get into any trouble?” 
 
    Elsie shook her head. “No trouble other than normal stuff. I think she liked their friends. She didn’t talk to me about anything like that. What I know, I heard from CJ and Avery. They’d complain sometimes about their mother when she grounded them.” 
 
    “Can you think of anybody who might have a grudge against Mrs. Weston or her family? Anyone who’d want to harm her.” 
 
    “She wasn’t very likable, but I can’t think of anyone who’d want to hurt her.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Ridge reached for the handle of the screen door and noticed the yellow note.  
 
    Supper at 5:30. Fried chicken, mashed potatoes, gravy, fried okra, and Peach Bliss. You’re welcome to join us. Tizzy. 
 
    He shouldn’t go. She was involved in the case, and he knew to keep business and personal life separate. And— there was the attraction. Dangerous for sure. He’d never socialized with a suspect, and he shouldn’t. But he’d not had a home-cooked meal—he stopped and tried to remember the last time. It had been a while. Too long. His stomach growled. So much for rules. 
 
    He checked the time on his phone. Five-fifteen. Racing to the bathroom, he undressed as he went. After a quick shower, he dried off and pulled on a pair of black walking shorts and a Pittsburg Steelers tee-shirt. It only took a minute to secure his sidearm in the lockbox under the kitchen cabinet. He carried his ankle gun with him, strode across the lawn and knocked. 
 
    From the other side, Tizzy yelled, “Come in.” 
 
    He stepped inside, and Gracie ran to him. Before he could say anything, Tizzy rushed around the end of the counter and snapped at the child. “Get back in that corner, little girl.” 
 
    She ducked her head, went back to the spot, stuck her nose in it, and cried. “When can I get out?” 
 
    “I set a timer. When you hear the bell.” Tizzy swung her attention back to Ridge. “I’m glad you wanted to join us.” 
 
    “Are you kidding? You had me at fried chicken.” He placed his gun on top of the fridge and straddled a stool. “Peach Bliss sounds interesting.” 
 
    Tizzy licked her lips. “It’s one of my favorites. You mix fresh peaches in light sugar syrup, pour them over baked meringue, add a scoop of vanilla ice cream, and a dollop of whipped cream. I should warn you, once you eat it, you’ll do anything I want.” 
 
    A dozen things ran through his head involving her in compromising positions. He crossed his arms over his chest. “What did you have in mind?” 
 
    “You know, mow my yard, clean out my garage— whatever.” 
 
    “I was hoping for something a little more personal.” He shouldn’t have said it, but she was so beautiful, he couldn’t help but flirt. 
 
    “Oh.” She swallowed the word. “You enjoy doing that, don’t you?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Embarrassing me. Teasing me. Getting my goat.” 
 
     “Yes, yes, and yes.” Then he laughed and decided he’d tortured her enough. He glanced over his shoulder toward Gracie. “Does she have to stay there?” 
 
    Tizzy smirked. “Oh, brother. Mr. Macho Texas Ranger is a wuss.” 
 
    “No, I’m not. She’s just a baby. Whatever she did can’t be too bad.” 
 
    “Guess what, Cooper? Every person you’ve put in prison was once three years old. She misbehaved. She needs to be punished.” 
 
    He checked the countdown. “Two more minutes, missy prissy.” 
 
    Tizzy placed her hands on her hips. “Really, Cooper?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, but it breaks my heart to see her cry. What’d she do anyway?” 
 
    “She sassed me, and you need to stay out of this, or I’ll put you in the corner, too.” 
 
    “I’d rather you spank me.” The words slipped out before he could stop them. Being with her affected his judgment. 
 
    Tizzy blushed, and her mouth fell open. “You are so bad! I bet you spent a lot of your early years in the corner.” 
 
    The timer dinged, and Gracie ran to him. Apparently, she’d elected him her savior. That’s what he got for defending her. He lifted her into the air and twirled her around. When he stopped, he sat her on the counter, leaned down and looked her eye to eye. “Don’t you think you should apologize to your momma?” 
 
    She stuck out her bottom lip and gave her sad eyes. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    Tizzy leaned over and hugged her. “Thank you, baby. I love you. Now, why don’t you go color Trooper Cooper a picture to take home with him?” 
 
    Ridge helped her down. “I’d love a picture.” 
 
    “How ‘bout a kitty?”  
 
    “That would be perfect. I’ll put it on my refrigerator.” 
 
    Gracie ran to her table and got to work. 
 
    Ridge grinned. “So—you think I’m macho?” 
 
    “Hush up. Do you want a beer?” 
 
    He pulled out the barstool and sat again. “So far, this has been as much fun as reading Town Talk. I’d love a beer.” 
 
    “Oh, my gosh. You’ve read our newspaper?” She grabbed a longneck from the fridge, opened the bottle, and handed it to him. 
 
    He took a long pull. “Are you kidding? Mrs. Easton’s articles are the best part of my day. How ’bout yours?” 
 
    “You’re interested in my day?” 
 
    “Sure.” 
 
    She gave her lashes a slow flutter. “It’s getting better all the time.” 
 
    He eyed her from head to toe. Her black shorts fit her just right. The white shirt, soft and billowy, floated as she moved. Her hair hung loose. She was barefoot, toenails painted pink, each one decorated with a daisy.  
 
    “Cooper!” 
 
    The sound of her voice snapped him back to reality. “What did you say?” 
 
    “Rayann and Bubba are joining us.” 
 
    “Oh. That’s great.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Tizzy’s emotions were getting a workout thanks to her new neighbor. First, with all the sexual innuendo, and then when he’d helped her reach a dish from the top shelf of her cabinet. Their bodies didn’t touch, but if she’d exhaled, they would have. Her ticker kicked up when he’d offered to set the table, and now, damn him, as he pretended to sip tea with Gracie. Sitting there looking so hot with a pink feather boa wrapped around his neck, holding a plastic teacup, little finger extended. The perfect picture of the tough lawman turned domestic. 
 
    The tap on the door was a welcome distraction. “Come in. Rayann, get Bubba a beer.” Tizzy pointed to the back porch. “Ridge is out there. But I better warn you. If you join him, you’ll be forced to drink your beer from a teacup.” 
 
    “That’s okay.” Bubba palmed the bottle and left. 
 
    “Can I do anything to help?” Rayann asked. 
 
    “We’re almost ready to eat. You can get glasses for the tea.” Tizzy kept her eyes on Ridge. 
 
    Rayann sidled up to her. “Look at him. Man, if he isn’t good daddy material, I don’t know who is.” 
 
    Tizzy snapped from her trance. “Hush up.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. You like him. I don’t know why you won’t admit it.” 
 
    “I won’t deny there’s an attraction between us, but like me, he knows we can’t let it go anywhere.” 
 
    Gracie rushed in and went straight to the refrigerator. “I need more juice.” 
 
    “No, baby, you’ve had enough. We’re fixing to eat.” 
 
    Tizzy lowered her voice and leaned closer to her friend. “I’ll admit, I’d love to get between Trooper Cooper’s sheets—just once.” 
 
    Gracie twirled and sang, “Trooper Cooper, Trooper Cooper.” 
 
    Tizzy and Rayann laughed. “Gracie, tell Bubba and Trooper Cooper supper is ready.” 
 
    “Okay.” She scooted back outside, climbed into Ridge’s lap, squeezed his cheeks together, and kissed him. 
 
    Tizzy brought her hand to her chest. “You know he’s the first man she’s been around other than family, and she’s already crazy about him. What am I going to do?” 
 
    Rayann slid her arm across Tizzy’s shoulders. “He’s everything you want in a man, isn’t he? Strong. Sensitive. Likes Gracie. And on top of all that, he’s hot! Don’t you lie awake at night and think about him? That lawman swagger, the way he smells, the size of his—gun.” She bent over with laughter. 
 
    “Girl, you’re crazy.” 
 
    “No. I’m right. If anyone deserves some mattress dancing— it’s you.” 
 
    “No! I’ve never had a casual encounter, and I won’t start now. As soon as the case is over, he’ll be gone. Until then, we’ll be friends. Just friends. Nothing more.” 
 
    “I don’t buy it. I think you already have feelings for him.” 
 
    Before Tizzy argued the point, the back door opened. Gracie and the men came in and took their places at the table. 
 
    “You know what, Trooper Cooper?” Gracie asked. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Momma loves your sheets.” 
 
    Tizzy almost dropped the platter of chicken. 
 
    Rayann burst into laughter. 
 
    Ridge studied them both, then focused on Tizzy. “Does she now? “ 
 
    “That’s enough, Gracie. Let me cut up your chicken for you.” 
 
    Rayann smiled at Bubba. “Tell Tizzy who you ran into today.” 
 
    He looked at her. “You’ll never guess.”  
 
    “Who?”  
 
    “Your old friend, Carla Ferguson.” 
 
    “She’s no friend of mine.” Tizzy passed the okra. 
 
    Ridge spooned some onto his plate. “Why is that?” 
 
    “No particular reason.” 
 
    Rayann fake coughed. “Oh, she has reasons, the main one being Boone. Carla was always after him. She’s a slut.” 
 
    “What’s a slut?” Gracie asked. 
 
    “A woman with a lot of boyfriends.” Tizzy spooned mashed potatoes onto Gracie’s plate. 
 
    “So this goes back to high school?” Ridge stabbed a crispy thigh for himself. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “She hasn’t changed much. She told me she'd be here all summer. Moved in with her parents a few weeks ago. I’m surprised you haven’t run into her. Pass the gravy, baby,” Bubba said to Rayann. 
 
    Tizzy forked a bite as if torturing it. “Just lucky, I guess. I hope our paths don’t cross.” 
 
    Ridge’s ears perked. “Let me get this straight. This Carla person returns right before the murder, and she was always after Boone? How did she feel about Marlene? 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Despite Ridge’s disappointment that last night’s dinner wasn’t a date, Tizzy wouldn’t have invited him unless she wanted to spend time together. That encouraged him, but her involvement in the case caused a problem. He needed to control his emotions, even if she was the first woman in a long while who affected him this way. He pushed her from his mind and concentrated on his next interview. 
 
    Appointments were important to hairdressers, so he’d made one with Norma Harkey. 
 
    A small bell tinkled when he entered the shop. Decorated with a French theme, Clippity-Do-Da looked more like a bordello than a salon. Black and white checkerboard tiles covered the floor, and pink blinds hung on the windows. A chandelier suspended above the counter, and a wallpaper border with the words ‘ooh-la-la’ circled the room at the ceiling.  
 
    A woman in a black smock glanced up. “Come in, Mr. Cooper.” 
 
    She was attractive, petite with delicate features. Her brown eyes twinkled, and her mouth curved up at the corners. 
 
    “Hello, Mrs. Harkey. For a second there, I didn’t recognize you.” 
 
    She bounced her hair with her palm. “Ah, the prerogative of a stylist. Today, Red Pulse, next week, Fun-to-go-Blonde. I think when we met at Marlene’s service, I was Warm Umber. I’ve changed my color so much, I don’t remember what my natural shade is anymore.” She chuckled. “Please take a seat. Now, what would you like to know about Marlene?” Her eyes misted as she pulled a tissue from her pocket. 
 
    “How long had you been friends?” 
 
    “All the way back to high school. She and I were cheerleaders, choir members, and attended the same church. I’ll miss her so much. I already do.” 
 
    “I guess she confided in you. Did she ever mention having problems with anybody?” 
 
    “Like someone threatening her?” 
 
    “Yeah, or with her husband or kids?” 
 
    “No. She never complained about anyone other than Tizzy. I heard through the grapevine Marlene’s jewelry and money were missing. If it was a robbery, it could have been anybody. Even someone passing through, right?” 
 
    Ridge ignored the question. “Describe her relationship with her husband.” 
 
    She looked away as if considering her answer, then focused on him again. “Normal, I guess.” 
 
    “Describe normal.” 
 
    “Carl wasn’t Marlene’s first choice.” Norma shook her head. “I’m not saying she didn’t love him. She grew to care for him, but she married him because Mommy and Daddy approved.” 
 
    Ridge leaned back in his chair. “Who was her first choice?” 
 
    “That’s what’s so funny. Her parents objected because they didn’t think he’d ever amount to much, but he turned out to be successful. His name is Kyle Richmond, and he lives in the Dallas area. In high school, he puttered with cars and trucks. A kind of shade-tree mechanic. After graduation, he went to work for a trucking company and ended up owning it.” 
 
    “What about Carl? Was Marlene his first choice?” 
 
    Norma stared into space. “Oh, I think so. His family is well respected. They don’t have money like Marlene’s, but Carl is a hard worker. He’s dedicated himself to make the bank more prosperous.” 
 
    Ridge jotted in his notebook. “What about affairs? Marlene ever confide in you she might suspect Carl of cheating?” 
 
    “Carl? Heavens no.” Norma scrunched up her face. “He’s not the type.” 
 
    “What type would that be?” 
 
    She laced her fingers together and rested her hands in her lap. “The kind who’d go to the trouble to plan and carry out a clandestine affair. He’s more apt to spend his free time building birdhouses.” 
 
    “And her? Would she have told you if she’d been seeing someone?” 
 
    Norma’s eyes widened, and her mouth gaped. “If she ever had an affair, or even thought of it, I didn’t know.” 
 
    “You remember the last time you saw her?” 
 
    “Yes, she had a standing appointment with me every Wednesday at four o’clock.” 
 
    Ridge leaned forward. “According to her cell phone records, the night of her death, she called you before her husband. What was that about?” 
 
    Norma averted her eyes. “She invited me to the movies over the weekend.” 
 
    Ridge scribbled the entry in his notebook. “You said Tizzy Donovan was the only one Marlene ever complained about. What kind of issues?” 
 
    “Work stuff. Tizzy stood up to Marlene and got a lot of pleasure in doing so. If Marlene said something was black, Tizzy said it was white, and enjoyed the misery she caused her.” 
 
    Ridge closed his notebook and clicked his pen. Norma was the first person to speak kindly of Marlene, but then again, they were best friends. “That’s all the questions for today.” He handed her his card. “Take this in case you think of anything else.” 
 
    He drove back to the station and found everyone gone except for Rita. She looked up with a mouthful of cream-filled sponge cake and wiped her lips. “Hello, Cooper. I’m afraid all the menfolk are out and about.” 
 
    “That’s okay. Do you have school yearbooks in the office?” 
 
    “We do.” She stood and motioned for him to follow her down the hall to the room marked records. “On the top shelf, there’s one for every year starting with the thirties. I guess you want the year Marlene graduated?” 
 
    “Yeah, it would be nineteen eighty-five.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you alone. They’re in order, so help yourself.” 
 
    He thumbed through the pages until he reached the graduating class and squinted at the pictures of Marlene, Norma, Carl, and Kyle Richmond. He tried to imagine how Kyle would look now, and if he’d been at Marlene’s service. If memory served him, he believed Richmond was one of the first to leave, which meant he would have been sitting at the back, as far from the family as possible. Interesting he didn’t choose to offer condolences to his former classmate. 
 
    He flipped to the athletic pages. Cheerleaders Marlene and Norma—football players Carl at guard and Kyle, quarterback. Handsome, tall and lean, with dark hair. Even though the picture was black and white, the blue eyes were obvious. Good looking and the team’s star. Every high school girl’s heartthrob. He closed the book, but did some quick math, then found the kindergarten section. Tizzy McAlister.  
 
    He carried the book to the front desk. “Hey Rita, can you make a copy of this page?” He handed it to her. 
 
    She laughed. “You want a copy of Tizzy’s kindergarten picture?” 
 
    He fumbled to get the book. “I…I…no, I need this page. Also, run all four of their driver’s licenses.” 
 
    “Sure.” She typed the names on her keyboard, and within a minute, all four appeared on her computer screen. While she printed them, she waddled to the copier and ran the yearbook pictures. “Would you put the book back for me? And Tizzy graduated in nineteen ninety-eight in case you want to see her senior picture.” 
 
    “Funny, Rita. Very funny.” 
 
    The door swung open and Bubba, out of breath, rushed in. “Hey, Cooper, Rita, what’s going on?” 
 
    “I just finished questioning Norma Harkey.” 
 
    Rita sat and rocked in her chair. “What are you up to, Bubba?” 
 
    “Not much. Old man Jones' cattle, got out on the highway, and I helped him get them back in. That’s the most excitement I’ve had so far.” He faced Ridge. “Isn’t this your day to go to Dallas?” 
 
    “I’ve postponed until Monday. Thanks to the hairdresser, I have a new person of interest to question.”  
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    From the moment Ridge came in, Lauralee Rainey fixed her eyes on him, and Tizzy had her eyes on both of them. 
 
    Ridge wore Levi’s starched so stiff they could stand on their own, cowboy boots, a pink polo shirt, and no hat. He slid onto a stool at the bar and Lauralee plopped onto the one next to him. Tizzy admitted if the woman went a little lighter on the makeup and relaxed the big hair a tad, she’d be pretty. Low-rider jeans and a skimpy tank top did little to conceal her curves. Fingernails painted bright pink and detailed with a geometric design bounced the straw in her drink, and her lips looked as if she could suck a peach through it. A small butterfly tattoo peeked from her bulging right breast. 
 
    “Hi. I’m Lauralee.” 
 
    He extended his hand. “Ridge Cooper.” 
 
    Tizzy leaned across the counter. Wedged her body between them. “Evening, Trooper Cooper. What can I get you?” 
 
    “Hey, Tizzy. Let me have a Miller Lite.” 
 
    She unscrewed the lid and passed it to him. “Here you go.” She turned to Lauralee. “Can I get you another drink?” 
 
    “No, I’m good.” She answered without taking her gaze off Ridge. Drool pooled at the corners of her mouth. 
 
    Tizzy walked away, and her dad approached. “Hey, I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Saint McAlister.” 
 
    “Ridge Cooper. Good to meet you, sir.” 
 
    Tizzy came back. “Daddy, would you tell Troy or Freddy to get a case of Bud from the cooler?” 
 
    “Sure, baby. Later, Cooper.” 
 
    Within a few minutes, Freddy brought the beer and set it on the counter. She thanked him, then faced Ridge. “This is Freddy Holt.” 
 
    Ridge stood and shook hands. “Pleased to meet you.” 
 
    “Tizzy, you need anything else?” Freddy asked. 
 
    “Nope, that’s it for now. Thanks.” 
 
    He focused on Ridge. “How’s the investigation going?” 
 
    “It’s coming along.” 
 
    “I’d sure like to talk to you about becoming a ranger.” 
 
    “Sure. You think you want to go into law enforcement?” 
 
    “I’m thinking about it.” 
 
    “You can catch me down at the police station. Just call before you come.” 
 
    “Thanks. Will do.” Freddy strolled away. 
 
    Saint draped his arm around Tizzy’s shoulders. “Since you’re living right next door to my daughter, you’ll have to get her to cook for you. She’s pretty good in the kitchen.” 
 
    “Had dinner at her place the other night. You’re right. She’s a fantastic cook.” 
 
    Saint smiled down at Tizzy, then eyed Ridge. “Hmm—did you now?” 
 
    An hour later, Ridge looked miserable. As soon as Lauralee went to the jukebox, he motioned for Tizzy. “Help me out.” 
 
    She smirked and leaned in close. “Be sure to use protection.” 
 
    “Dammit Tizzy. That’s not the kind of help I need. Help me get rid of her.” 
 
    Tizzy lifted her brows. “Oh, so—you aren’t interested?” 
 
    “Stop playing with me. You know I’m not.” 
 
    She broke into a laugh. “No. I don’t. What do you expect me to do?” 
 
    He clenched his jaw. “I don’t know. Just do something.” 
 
    “Make a trip to the little boy’s room, and I’ll take care of it. But you’ll owe me. Big time.” 
 
    “It’ll be worth it.” 
 
    She watched him walk away. That swagger of his caused some of her parts to tingle. Even though he didn’t smile much, when he did, he was even more handsome. She liked him from the moment she’d met him, and under different circumstances, they might be more than friends. But she couldn’t let it go beyond that. Best decision for everyone. 
 
    Lauralee finished her conversation with Tizzy, then twisted to face Ridge as he reclaimed his stool. “Nice to meet you. See you later.” She swept off. 
 
    Ridge raised an eyebrow. “I don’t know what you did, but thank you. What did you do?” 
 
    Her lips thinned with a smile. “Nothing much. I told her she was wasting her time because you’re gay. She bought it, probably because of your pinkalicious shirt.” 
 
    Ridge took a long pull on his beer and flashed a slow, easy smile. “FYI, only real men wear pinkalicious shirts. It puts us in touch with our feminine side. Besides, those nails of hers could cause serious bodily injury.” He kept his smile and widened his eyes. “I like my women soft and cuddly.” 
 
    A warm sensation started in Tizzy’s belly and spread heat through her body. Her brain scrambled for something to say. “Oh, Bubba proposed to Rayann last night.” 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Yep. She called me at two o’clock this morning to announce the news. I’m happy for them.” 
 
    Ridge rolled the beer bottle between his hands. “That’s funny, for a while, I thought Bubba was in love with you.” 
 
    “With me? No way. I’ve known him all my life, and I’ll bet he can’t even tell you the color of my eyes.” She closed them and leaned forward. “How about you, Cooper? Do you know what color they are?” 
 
    Without a beat of hesitation, he moved close enough for his breath to drift across her cheek. “They’re like puddles of dark chocolate except when you get excited. Then they fade to warm honey brown.” 
 
    She fluttered her lashes. He was close enough to kiss. All she had to do was lean in —and she wanted to. Bad. So bad. But she pulled herself together. “That was a good answer.” 
 
    He closed his eyes. “Now, tell me the color of mine.” 
 
    She studied his face. Great complexion. She loved the thread-thin lines at the corner of his eyes. The beard stubble. The curve of his lips. “The simple answer would be blue.” 
 
    “What’s the not so simple answer?” 
 
    “They’re really the color of the ocean. But in the sunlight, I see tiny flecks of green, like newborn blades of grass when they first break the soil.” Her heart pounded so hard she was sure he could hear it. Only inches away from him, she watched the vein below his ear throb. She kept her arms on the bar for fear of fainting. Why did I flirt with him and say that stupid stuff? “Forget the crap about the ocean and the grass. They’re blue. Just blue.” 
 
    He opened his eyes, sat back on his stool, laughed, and swallowed another drink of beer. “What are you Tizzy, the town temp? You work at the bank, bakery, bar, and now I find out you volunteer at the clinic. How many jobs do you have?” 
 
    She counted on her fingers as she repeated, “bank, bakery, bar, clinic. That’s all of them. What can I say? I’m a Jill of all trades.” 
 
    Saint joined them again. “Ridge, we’re about to announce last call, but you’re welcome to stay if you like. Bubba usually stops by after his shift. I’m always here for a while. Tizzy and I generally share a dance.” He glanced at her and grinned. “Tonight, why don’t you let Cooper fill in for me. I need to go over some receipts.” 
 
    “Oh, no, that’s okay, Daddy.” 
 
    “No, no sweetie. I’m sure he won’t mind.” He shifted to Ridge. “Will you?” 
 
    “Not a bit. Unless she doesn’t want me to—do you?” 
 
    “Oh, I—I want you. Uh, I—uh—sure.” 
 
    Just after midnight, like clockwork, Bubba and Rayann arrived, and Ridge called out to him. “Hey, man, I understand congratulations are in order. That was fast.” 
 
     “Thanks. I know it seems quick to you, but I’ve been in love with Rayann forever, so I didn’t see any need to wait.” 
 
    Rayann wiggled her fingers, the engagement ring catching the light. 
 
    “That’s beautiful. Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks.” 
 
    Bubba handed his weapon to Tizzy, and she put it under the counter.  
 
    As Rayann and Bubba walked away, Ridge offered his hand to Tizzy, and they followed their friends to the dance floor. When the music started, he took possession of her. He smelled like coconut, and Dillard’s shoe department, an intoxicating combination. It had been years since a man held her close and then there was the whole coconut-shoe thing he had going. She had a little fantasy involving Pina Coladas and four-inch red stilettos. Dizzy, she laid her head on his chest, and he pulled her tighter. 
 
    She needed to stop thinking about how Ridge smelled—and how his hand felt around her waist. 
 
    “Tizzy? Tizzy? Margie Lou! The song is over.” 
 
    She snapped to attention. “What did you say?” 
 
    He chuckled. “You heard me.” 
 
    “Did you call me Margie Lou?” 
 
    He gave her a lopsided grin. “Yeah. What are you going to do about it?” 
 
    She laid her head against him and sighed. “Nothing. Absolutely nothing.”  
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    “Okay, listen up, everybody, and I do mean everybody. If any of you know anything about Marlene’s death, this would be the time to let me know.” Tizzy paused and gazed out over the graveyard. No flashes, no thoughts, no voices came from anyone. 
 
    She wrung her hands. She and Ridge were getting closer, and more than anything, she wanted to be ruled out as a suspect. Even though he was leaving when the case was over, she couldn’t deny the strong attraction. Maybe Rayann was right. A fling might not be so bad. Who was she kidding? Such behavior wasn’t in her DNA. 
 
    “Y’all know the ranger who’s investigating her murder. He thinks I may have had something to do with her death. It isn’t looking too good for me.” She closed her eyes and breathed in and out through her nose, waiting for a response. “I need help. C’mon, you tell me useless stuff all the time.” 
 
    She hesitated and nodded. “Not all useless. You were right about dating the box salesman. That could have been a disaster, him being married and all. But now, I really need your advice. Point me in the right direction. Give me an idea of who would do this.” She wiped tears on her sleeve. “Please. Grandma—Poppa—Paw—Boone—” 
 
    She stumbled to the bench. “Okay! Okay! Not everybody at once. I can’t understand any of you if you’re all talking at the same time.” 
 
    “Tizzy? Are you all right?” 
 
    She jerked her head up. “Cooper! You scared me. I didn’t hear you drive up. How long have you been here?” 
 
    “Long enough to see you crying your eyes out.” He moved closer. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “A little light-headed.” 
 
    “What happened? Did you get too hot from running?” 
 
    She placed fingertips to her temples. “No, my head roared, like my brain was flooded with too many things. That’s never happened before. Why are you here?” 
 
    “I came to check on you. You’re usually home from your run before I leave each morning and today you weren’t. I was worried. You’re pale. Maybe I should take you to the doctor.” 
 
    Alarm bells went off in her brain. “What? So now you’re watching me?” 
 
    “No. Not watching you—watching out for you.” 
 
    “This from a man who has me on a suspect list.” 
 
    He smiled. “Well, the smart ass in you is still intact, so I guess you’re okay. You said your head filled with thoughts. What were they?” 
 
    “I couldn’t understand them because they were coming so fast. I asked about Marlene, and they were trying to tell me something, but nothing was clear.” 
 
    He cupped her elbow with his hand. “Do you feel like you can stand?” 
 
    “Sure.” She made an attempt but wobbled and reached back for the tree. Ridge caught her and pulled her to him. 
 
    “I need another minute.” She rested her cheek on his chest. She liked the way her body fit against his. Finally, her head stopped spinning, and she pushed away. “I’m better.” 
 
    “You’re getting color back in your cheeks. Do you think you can walk?” 
 
    “I think so.” 
 
    “I thought you might introduce me to your friends and family.” He gestured with his hand toward the graves. 
 
    “Are you serious?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” 
 
    She hooked her arm in his and moved to Boone’s grave. “You’ve met my husband, but over here is my Grandma and Poppa Perry.” Making their way up two rows, she stopped in front of a large polished black headstone. “This is Paw McAlister.” 
 
    She waved her hand as if making a presentation. “Everyone, this is Ridge Cooper. The ranger I was telling you about.” 
 
    “You’ve told them about me?” 
 
    “I mentioned you were investigating Marlene’s murder.” 
 
    He scanned the graves from one side to the other. “You said everyone has a story, so pick somebody and tell me theirs.” 
 
    Ridge’s interest made her happy. It had been a long time since any man had given importance to what she had to say. “You choose someone.” 
 
    “Okay.” He led her up and down the rows, then stopped at two stones with the same last name. “What about these?” 
 
    “Stanley and Leo Watkins. Bless their hearts. They were both simple. Couldn’t read, write, or tell time, but cussed like sailors. The men in town teased them unmercifully. All in fun, but kind of cruel when you think about it. Anyway, Stan and Leo had an older brother who got killed in the war, and since he was single, they received his benefits.” 
 
    She laughed. “It was probably more money than they’d seen at one time. Anyway, they went to an auction and spent every penny on record albums. Understand, they didn’t own a record player. They pulled into town with the back of their pickup truck full and parked in front of the grocery store.” 
 
    Tizzy stepped from side to side as she told the story, now in full swing. “The gents congregated in front, asked Stan and Leo to share their purchase since they had so many. They refused. But the men kept badgering them until the brothers became agitated. Finally, Stan couldn’t take anymore and shouted, ‘if you want some records, let your own goddamn brother get killed in the war!’” 
 
    Ridge laughed. “How do you know that story?” 
 
    “My daddy. He’s a good storyteller. I don’t tell it as well as he does.” 
 
    Ridge pulled his brows together. “Most people think a cemetery is depressing, but the whole idea of death doesn’t seem to bother you. Why not?” 
 
    She liked his attention. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d had a conversation with a man, other than family members. This was something she could get used to. “There are things worse than death.” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Like what?” 
 
    “Fear. Loneliness. Suffering. Torture.” 
 
    Tizzy gazed out over the graves. “Have you ever thought that someday, every person who knows and loves you will be gone? When that day comes, when no one remembers you, it’ll be like you never existed. That’s worse than death. To not have mattered. That’s why I like coming here. As long as we remember and pass stories down, these people won’t be forgotten.” 
 
    He wagged his head. “I’ve never met anybody like you.” 
 
    There was a timbre to his voice she’d not heard before. His eyes were warm, his expression soft, his lips slightly parted as if ready for a kiss. And she wanted to kiss him. Her cheeks burned. Suddenly conscious of her breast pressed against him, she slid her arm from his. The clouds shifted, and the sun disappeared. “There’s rain in the forecast. We’d better head to the car.” 
 
    Once inside the cruiser, Ridge fixed his eyes on her. “So Boone was the love of your life?” 
 
    Her heart stopped. She hadn’t expected the question. “I thought he was.” 
 
    “Thought?” 
 
    “I tried to blame Marlene for Boone’s death, but it wasn’t her fault. The truth is he loved her more than me.” Tears rolled onto her cheeks. 
 
    Ridge scrambled for his handkerchief. “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “It’s okay.” She pulled herself together. “First, you have to understand how important appearance is in a small town. Especially for a woman like Marlene. She wanted her life to appear perfect. Perfect children. Perfect husband. Perfect house. Perfect, perfect, perfect. Boone knew that. He also believed if he didn’t come back and help run the bank, his refusal would be a direct slap to her face. So he did the one thing that wouldn’t hurt her image. He served his country.” 
 
    The memory of Boone and his decision caused a bitter taste in her mouth. She swallowed her disappointment and grief. “Marlene would still be perfect, and she could boast how perfect her brother was for being a patriot. So you see, he didn’t love me enough to stand up to her. It was more important to spare her feelings. Besides, she’d cared for him since he was twelve, and he owed her, and she never let him forget it.” 
 
    Tizzy drew a shallow breath. “I’ve never told anyone that. Saying it out loud hurts. I guess the answer to your question is— no. He wasn’t the love of my life. I wanted him to be. But the love of my life has to love me more than anyone or anything.” 
 
    Ridge reached out and clasped her hand. “I think he loved you more by doing what he did.” 
 
    She snapped her head toward him. “You didn’t even know him, and you’re defending him?” 
 
    “I’m not. But I’m a guy, and sometimes we do something we think is right, and it ends up wrong.” 
 
    She gave his hand a squeeze. “Thanks for trying to make me feel better. Maybe he thought he was doing the best thing for everyone. But he’s dead. Gracie doesn’t have a daddy, and I’m alone.” She turned away for a moment, then faced him again. “It seems all I do is cry when I’m with you.” 
 
    The sky growled and flashed. Trees swayed in the wind and rain trickled down the car windows distorting the view. He let go of her hand. “Yeah, all you do is cry, and all I do is apologize.”  
 
    Staring out the window, she fought the storm of emotions filling her chest. “We’d better get home.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Draped with an antique lace cloth, the beauty of the dining table was lost beneath witness statements and documents. Ridge sorted and shifted the papers to organize them into stacks. He grabbed a legal pad, marked off columns, and headed each one with a name. Tizzy Donovan. Carl Weston. Kyle Richmond. 
 
    After interviewing the church ladies and Norma Harkey, he’d been excited about the information concerning Weston’s marriage. Anything pointing him in a direction away from Tizzy was good news. 
 
    Tizzy. He thought about her all the time, and that was dangerous. He was trying not to fall for her, but he couldn’t stop. 
 
    The clock on the mantle chimed eleven times. If he planned to meet Bubba at McAlister’s for a beer, he needed to get busy. He removed his shirt on the way to the bathroom, and once inside the shower, placed his hands flat against the wall, lowered his head and let the spray of hot water rain on him. His mind went back to the cemetery. He’d liked it when Tizzy pressed against him. He’d like more of that. Lots more. He squirted a handful of body wash and lathered up, then spun in a circle to rinse the suds.  
 
    He stepped out, leaned forward, and wiped the fog from the mirror with his hand. He was six hours past a five o’clock shadow. Hell, stubble was in. He liked it. Maybe she did too. He wanted to be with her. He knew it was wrong. But he didn’t care. Every time they were together, his desire grew stronger. 
 
    He smiled, remembering what she’d said to him when he’d left her house after their dinner date. You should smile more. It becomes you. The way the words spilled from her mouth with that soft southern drawl caused his pulse to race. What was he doing? Getting involved with a suspect was nuts. Was he willing to risk his career? The logical answer, the professional answer, was no. But his heart contradicted logic. 
 
    When he arrived at the tavern, a rowdy Friday-night crowd was in full swing. Ridge slid onto a stool and gave the room a quick sweep of his eyes. Behind him, three young women sat at a table swigging beer, while a couple of men circled, marking their territory. Not too long ago, he would have been among them. But those days were over. He wasn’t interested in one-night stands any longer. He preferred a regular partner, even if it wasn’t serious.  
 
    Jerrod Neiman’s new song blared from the jukebox. Lauralee pressed her body against Ridge’s back, draped her arms over his shoulders, and slurred her question. “How’s it going with Tizzy?” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “You and her. The two of you together.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “The other night, she had a little talk with me. Told me to keep my hands off because she wanted you for herself. She hasn’t been laid in like—forever. After all these years without a man, I guess she decided you’re the one.” 
 
    Ridge pulled her around to face him. Unsteady, she slid onto the next stool. He leaned forward and cast a glance down the bar. “What did she say exactly?” 
 
    She pointed her finger in the air. “She said, ‘Lauralee, keep your hands off him. Because he's mine.’” Her head bobbed. “She’s been without a man for so long—she’s like a born-again virgin. She threw in a please and thank-you, cause that’s how she is. She just drips sweetness.” 
 
    He shifted on his stool to find Tizzy again and caught a glimpse of a man sitting alone at a corner table. He recognized the unmistakable slant of his Stetson. Ridge’s stomach turned. Frank Reynolds, in his early fifties, was as fit as any thirty-year-old. Even in a smoky bar, his boss stood out. Ridge shuffled over to him. “Captain Reynolds? What are you doing here? I mean, I’m surprised to see you, sir. Is there a problem with the investigation?” 
 
    “No, Cooper. This is a social call. I don’t think I mentioned I’m old friends with the McAlister’s. Saint and I went through the academy together. I’m killing two birds with one stone. Get in a visit and talk to you about the case.” He craned his neck past Ridge. “I see you’ve made a friend since you’ve been here.” 
 
    Ridge followed his line of vision. “Who? Her?” He laughed. “Believe me. Lauralee wants to be everybody’s friend. She may try to be yours before the night’s over.” 
 
    Reynolds ignored the remark. “How do you like small-town life? I understand you’re on good terms with local lawmen.” 
 
    “Yes sir, they’ve been helpful. The town is quiet and laid back.” 
 
    “From your reports, you’re coming along. You’ll get information concerning the vic’s car on Monday. They still don’t have a COD. Nothing came back on the original toxicology report, so they’re running more tests.” He darted his eyes back toward Lauralee. “Don’t let me keep you. You’re off the clock, so go. Enjoy yourself.” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He strode away. Beads of perspiration formed on Ridge’s forehead and above his lip. He wiped the sweat with the back of his hand. The remarks about the local departments told him Captain Reynolds had been asking about him. Social call, my ass.  
 
    He returned to his place then looked back to find Tizzy arm in arm with Captain Reynolds headed to the dance floor. 
 
    Just after midnight, Bubba and Rayann came in. As usual, Bubba shed his gun and uniform shirt, leaving him in jeans and a tee-shirt. Ridge couldn’t help but think how they reminded him of his niece’s Ken and Barbie dolls. 
 
    Captain Reynolds and Saint McAlister sat at a corner table, laughing as though they were reminiscing about younger days. Tizzy busied herself wiping down the counter. Stool by stool, Ridge advanced, until he was in front of her. “How ’bout a dance?” 
 
    She didn’t break tempo with the cloth. “I don’t think so, Cooper. I have work to do. But thanks for the offer.” 
 
    He smirked. “What? So now you’re playing hard to get?” 
 
    “No. I’m busy. That’s all.” 
 
    He swigged the last of his beer. “Oh, good news. Seems I’m not gay after all.” He broke into a laugh 
 
    “Congratulations.” 
 
    “Thanks. According to Lauralee, that’s not the story you gave her.” 
 
    Tizzy continued to wipe. “I wouldn’t put too much faith in anything she might tell you. She’s buzzed most nights. Who knows? She probably got her conversations confused.” 
 
    He walked away and headed toward the men’s room. No need pushing the matter. Apparently, she wanted to keep him at a distance. But now, thanks to Lauralee, he knew Tizzy was attracted to him, so maybe he should play hard to get. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    The door swung open. Saint looked past Frank Reynolds and shouted to the young man standing inside. “Sorry, son, we’re closed.” 
 
    The thin man, with long dirty brown hair, unshaven, and sporting a gold hoop from each ear lobe, stepped deeper inside and pulled a gun. “I don’t think so. Give me the money from the register.”   
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    With the scrawny man’s announcement, everyone froze in place. 
 
    He spoke to Tizzy. “You, honey, step out from behind there.” Next, he shouted toward the dance floor. “Blondie,” he waved his gun at Saint and Frank’s table, “you and your boyfriend, stand over there.” 
 
    Saint slowly rose with his hands in the air. “I’ll get the money for you. We don’t want any trouble.” 
 
    Jittery and glassy-eyed, the man pointed the pistol. “Don’t try anything funny.” Then he swiveled back to Tizzy. “You, honey, kill that music, and get your ass over here.” She unplugged the jukebox, then walked toward him. When she was close enough, he spun her and hooked his arm around her throat, pulling her back against him. “Anybody tries anything—I’ll kill her.” He pressed the gun to her head. 
 
    Saint opened the register, put the cash in a bag, and laid it on the counter. “Here, take the money and let her go. We won’t try anything.” 
 
    The stranger nuzzled below her ear. “I bet me, and you could have a good time. Couldn’t we?” He drew his lips down the side of her neck and moved his hand across her breasts. 
 
    “Please, don’t.” 
 
    “I don’t know, baby. With all that moola we could have us one hell of a party. I bet you’re hot in the sack, ain’t ‘cha?” He groped her again. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Ridge reached for the men’s room door and his gut clenched. Out in the bar, it had gone silent. When working, his sidearm of choice was a .357 Sig Sauer. But off duty, he carried a concealed Smith and Wesson 638 air-weight. He reached underneath his jeans and removed the weapon from his ankle holster. Then he flipped off the men’s room light and cracked the door. 
 
    He saw the man holding Tizzy hostage while he groped her. He pressed his lips to her neck and fire burned in Ridge’s belly. She had her eyes squeezed tight. She trembled, then fluttered her lashes, and Ridge knew what was coming.  
 
    He waited for the window of opportunity. Those dark chocolate pools he loved so much faded, and the blood drained from her face the same way it had in the cemetery. This was it. He steadied himself. 
 
    The five seconds it took for her limp body to fall to the floor was all he needed. He flung the door open with his weapon raised and yelled. “Texas Ranger! Put down your gun!” 
 
    The guy jerked his gun toward him. Ridge fired. The bullet slammed into the robber’s shoulder, and he collapsed face down. Saint kicked the guy’s weapon away and knelt next to Tizzy. 
 
     “She’s bleeding! She must’ve hit the table when she fell!” Saint wiped at the blood with his hand. “She has a gash at her hairline. Tizzy, sweetie. Can you hear me? Open your eyes.” No response. “Bring me a wet towel!” 
 
    Rayann scrambled and quickly returned with one. 
 
    Saint washed her face. “Tizzy. Baby girl. Open your eyes.” 
 
    Ridge stood over them, his heart racing. She moaned. He heaved a deep breath. 
 
    The captain handcuffed the man. “Call 9-1-1.” 
 
    When the first ambulance arrived, it transported Tizzy, and then a second carried the perp. Saint hightailed it to the hospital, while Ridge and everyone else milled around, waiting to give their statements. 
 
    Frank Reynolds approached. “I hoped you didn’t come out of the bathroom and step into a pile of shit. You were thinking like a ranger. Damn good job.” He slapped him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Thanks, Captain.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    A little past three a.m., Ridge left the scene. Lights flashing and gravel spraying, he spun his car out of the parking lot, headed for the hospital. The nurse at the desk stared up at him with eyes that said she hated the night shift and spied his badge. “May I help you, officer?” 
 
    “Yes Ma’am, I’d like Tizzy Donovan’s room number, please. Oh, I mean Marjorie Donovan.” 
 
    The nurse typed the name on her keyboard. “She’s in room 322, but visiting hours are over.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m not visiting. I’m staying.” He spun on his heel and strode down the hall with the woman calling after him. Good luck getting me to stop. 
 
    He stepped inside the room. She was alone and sobbing into her pillow. He crossed to the bed and placed his hand on her shoulder. Startled, she lifted her head, gazed at him for a moment. Then, clutched his shirt with both hands, pulled him to her and wept. He gave her a minute, then sat, and removed his boots. She scooted over to make room for him. He gathered her into his arms and whispered into her hair. “I would have never let him take you.” 
 
    She didn’t speak, just cried harder, and he let her because she needed him. But the crazy thing was, he needed her more. To be the one to comfort her. The person she depended on. The man she wanted. 
 
    All night, she trembled, moaned, and cried out. The thought of the thief, and what he could have done to her caused anger to burn in the pit of Ridges’ gut. It wasn’t the first time he’d shot someone. He’d wounded this guy, but the cold hard truth was he wouldn’t have regretted killing him. 
 
    Ridge studied her face. Sweet. Fragile. Innocent. Being a single parent had to be hard. Even with the support of her family, it couldn’t be easy. Something stirred in him. It was more than attraction—more than lust. He cared for her. With that last thought, he drifted to sleep. 
 
    The sun peeked through slits in the blinds, casting parallel lines across the wall. She roused. He ran his fingertips across her bandage. “Are you all right?” 
 
    “Yes. A head wound always looks worse than it is.” 
 
    He grabbed his boots and put them on. “You’re going home this morning?” 
 
    “Yeah. They only kept me overnight for observation. Thank you for saving my life. I understand you were quite the hero.” 
 
    “You’re welcome. But now, you must be my slave and serve me for the rest of your days.” He chuckled and kissed her hand. “Sorry. That was inappropriate.” He raised his brows. “On second thought, I’m not so sure it was since I own you.” He waited for a sassy retort, but none came. “What? No snarky comeback?” 
 
    “No. I can think of worse things than being owned by you.” 
 
    He placed his hand under her chin and trailed his thumb across her bottom lip. He wanted to hold her close—tell her he was falling in love with her. Hear her say she felt the same way. 
 
    She stared into his eyes. Her lips parted, and he moved his face in close.  
 
    “There’s your mommy.” 
 
    Pattiecake and Saint stood in the doorway.  
 
    Ridge moved away. Gracie ran to him, and he picked her up. 
 
    She pointed to her mother’s bandage. “You got a boo-boo?” 
 
    “Just a little one.” 
 
    “Want me to kiss it and make it better?” 
 
    “That’s just what I need.” 
 
    She crawled on top of her mom and pressed her lips to her cheek, then fixed her big brown eyes on Ridge. “Kiss it, Trooper Cooper.” 
 
    He leaned forward, kissed her head below the wound, and let his lips linger. She drew a shallow breath, then touched her fingers to his cheek. He thought he’d come undone, but then from the corner of his eye, he saw Saint and Pattiecake exchange looks. Ridge pulled away. 
 
    “I’ll go down and get you checked out, and as soon as the doctor comes by, you’ll be ready to go home,” Saint said. 
 
    Ridge stood and gave Tizzy’s nose a wiggle. “I’ll check on you later, Margie Lou.” He reached over her and hugged Gracie. “Take care of your momma, tootsie-wootsie.” 
 
    She giggled. “Trooper Cooper called me tootsie-wootsie.” 
 
    “He’s a silly boy, isn’t he?” Tizzy grabbed his hand. “Thank you again.” 
 
    “It was my pleasure. Now I can add saving a damsel in distress to my resume.” He put his hat on and strode away. When the door closed behind him, he stopped—listened—smiled at Pattiecake’s question. 
 
    “What did he call you?” 
 
    “You heard him. Margie Lou. Cute, huh?” 
 
    “Real cute, and he’s still breathing.” 
 
    On his way out, Ridge met the last person he wanted to see— Dan. He didn’t figure the sheriff would be too happy when he found out about Ridge’s overnight visit. 
 
    “Cooper? The nurses tell me you spent the night in Tizzy’s room.” 
 
    It was true. News traveled fast in a small town. Ridge started to speak, but Dan beat him to it.  
 
    “I need to warn you. Where my sister is concerned, I have my eye on you.” 
 
    Ridge cocked his head. “I need to warn you, Dan. When it comes to Tizzy, you’d better have both eyes on me.”  
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    Ridge spent the week interviewing employees of First United Bank. He’d gained no useful information from any of them. They had the same story. Marlene was a bitch. Tizzy, an angel. 
 
    He’d saved the best for last. Carl’s secretary. Leah Trammell’s office was tastefully furnished. The most striking feature, a Monet print hung on the wall above a lavender sofa, much like the loveseat his sister used to have in her room. Funny how the color was still in style after all these years. Or, maybe it was true that trends repeat and if you wait long enough, what’s old is new again. He hoped parachute pants came back. The memory caused him to chuckle. Why did he think of such random stuff? 
 
    Leah, in her early fifties, cultivated an appearance much younger. Heck, Ridge considered her attractive, sexy even, in the gaudy way menopausal women try to cling to youth. Bleached blonde hair too long for her age, tight skirt, and four-inch heels. 
 
    “Please sit, Officer Cooper.” She motioned to one of the velvet chairs. Appearing relaxed, she leaned back. “How may I help you?” 
 
    Ridge placed an ankle over a knee, retrieved his small notebook, and flipped the spiral open. “Anything you can share about Mrs. Weston and the day of the murder will be helpful. Anything out of the ordinary happen?” 
 
    Her painted, hot-pink lips broke into a laugh. “Out of the ordinary? Even the argument with Tizzy wasn’t unusual. Marlene was unpleasant. Nothing gave her greater joy than to make people miserable, especially her former sister-in-law.” 
 
    He shifted in his seat. “Fill me in about the disagreement.” 
 
    Perfectly manicured nails fiddled with a diamond cross resting against her throat. He could tell she spent a lot of money on maintenance.  
 
    “Tizzy wanted the board to help three families in financial trouble with their mortgages, and Marlene wanted to kick them out. They got into a discussion, and Tizzy won. Marlene hated the reason for Tizzy’s victories—the money and power Boone left her. It took Tizzy a while after her husband’s death to exert her authority, and I’m happy to say I helped with her transformation.” 
 
    Lines formed in Ridge’s forehead. “What did you do?” 
 
    “Tizzy’s young. She lacked experience in banking. I pointed out this was Gracie’s future.” She gestured around the room. “I explained she had as much sway as Marlene. They might disagree, but Marlene couldn’t overrule her. Once Tizzy understood, she developed an interest in what went on with the bank. I found it all very entertaining.” 
 
    “How did Tizzy handle the argument? Did she get angry?” 
 
    “No. She didn’t argue— she informed.” 
 
    Ridge wrote something then eyed the secretary. “Sounds as if you disliked Mrs. Weston. I understand she threatened to fire you the day of her murder. How did you feel about her ultimatum?” 
 
    “She threatened to fire me at least once a week. I’ve worked at this bank for twenty-five years. Do you think her threats meant anything? I was here before Marlene’s reign, and I’m still here now that it’s over. My job is secure.” 
 
    She spoke with such certainty, Ridge paused. “Why?” 
 
    “Let’s just say, I’m discreet and privy to personal family and bank business.” 
 
    He leaned forward in his chair. “Like what for instance?” 
 
    “Nothing to do with her murder, but secrets she wouldn’t want made public.” 
 
    “Let me be the judge of that.” 
 
    Leah leaned forward, clasped her hands together, and rested them on her desk. “Every family has secrets, and some go way back to when Marlene’s dad served as the bank president. I doubt anything that long ago would have a bearing on her death.” 
 
    He propped his notepad on his knee and locked eyes with her. “Miss Trammell, are you refusing to answer my question?” 
 
    For the first time, she appeared uncomfortable. “No. I’m telling you this will have nothing to do with her case.” She tapped her fingers. “Her dad had at least two affairs. Her mother got addicted to prescription drugs and vacationed in Florida until she got clean. Avery, Marlene’s daughter, had an abortion at age seventeen. Those types of things, Marlene wanted kept secret. She believed if she fired me, I’d blab to get even with her. For what it’s worth, she was wrong. I would never hurt Mr. Weston. Funny, how she didn’t consider that. She always thought everyone was like her, hateful and vindictive.” 
 
    Ridge shouldered back in his chair. “Tell me about her relationship with Mr. Weston.” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment. “It was tolerable.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “They didn’t love each other but pretended to. Appearance was very important to Marlene. She wanted everyone to think she was happy, which is funny because she was the unhappiest person I’ve ever met. If not, she would have treated people better.” 
 
    “What about Mr. Weston? Did he ever cheat on her?” 
 
    “Believe me. Carl couldn’t have an affair without Marlene knowing. She kept pretty close tabs on him.” 
 
    “I understand Marlene worked after hours the night of her death. I’d like a copy of the bank’s entry record for then.” 
 
    She picked up a stack of papers, shuffled through them, located it and stared down at the page. “There’s the one entry. In at seven-fifty-one. Out, eight-fifteen.” 
 
    “Is there a video?” 
 
    “No. I’m sorry. That’s our private entrance, and we don’t have a camera there.” 
 
    “Everyone has their own passcode?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Does anyone else have the codes? I mean, could I get in under your code?” 
 
    “That’s not possible. You could get my numbers, but you would also need my password. Each employee has their own, and for security, we change them every month.” 
 
    Ridge considered her answer for a moment. “Let’s say two people arrived at the same time. I suppose they could go in together on either code or password, and the record would show only one entry?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Marlene was the only person who entered the bank that night?” 
 
    Leah handed him the sheet. “There was only one entry. But it wasn’t Marlene. It was Tizzy.” 
 
    Ridge stared down at the copy. His heart raced, but he kept his cool. “Thanks, Miss Trammell.” 
 
    As he left, he had two things on his mind. First, he’d head to the police station and pick up the paperwork that should be waiting. Second, he’d confront Tizzy. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    When Ridge pulled into the drive, two young men worked in Tizzy’s yard. One pushed a lawnmower, and the other used a weed trimmer. With a closer look, he recognized them as Troy Thornhill and Freddy Holt. Tizzy stooped over a flower bed. Gracie sat on the porch dumping dirt and leaves into a plastic bowl. As he started toward the little girl, Gracie came running full force. “Trooper Cooper!” 
 
    He lifted her into the air. “Hey, noodle-doodle.” 
 
    Tizzy straightened up. “Oh, hey. You realize she’ll never call you anything but Trooper Cooper because she likes that it rhymes.” 
 
    “That’s okay. I’m beginning to kind of like it.” 
 
    Freddy killed the engine on the mower and joined them. “Hey, Officer Cooper. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Fine. It’s Freddy, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” He turned to Tizzy. “You need us to do anything else before we go?” 
 
    “No. I think that’s it.” 
 
    Troy came to stand next to Freddy. “Next time, we should clean your gutters,” Troy said. 
 
    “Thanks for mentioning it. I forget about those.” 
 
    She reached into her pocket and pulled out two checks and handed them to each boy. “Thank y’all. I’ll see you tomorrow at the bakery.”  
 
    Ridge waited until the two loaded the mower and drove away, then went back to her. “I think those guys have a crush on you.” 
 
    She giggled, then scrunched up her face. “They’re good boys, but too young for me. Troy has an abusive father who kicked him out of the house. Freddy cared for his mom until she died a few months ago. They were close. I talked Mom and Dad into hiring them, and I give them work around here when I need it.” 
 
    Bubba was right. There was no way Tizzy could kill anybody. She was too kind-hearted. “Should you be in this heat? You’re barely home from the hospital.” 
 
    “I wanted to get this bed ready to plant azaleas. You know what they are, don’t you?” 
 
    “The pale pink bushes that were blooming at the house when I moved in?” 
 
    Threads dangled from frayed edges of her cutoff jeans, and cleavage swelled above her sleeveless V-neck shirt. She had her hair twisted on top of her head, secured with a large clip. Wisps of it, wet from perspiration, clung to her face and the back of her neck. Her skin, moist from the late afternoon heat, glistened as a trickle of sweat trailed down the valley between her breasts. 
 
    “Right.” She removed her gloves and wiped sweat from her brow with the back of her hand. 
 
    “I need to talk to you about something.” 
 
    Tizzy motioned for him to take a seat on the porch, and she sat next to him. “This isn’t a social visit?” 
 
    “Unfortunately, no. Why didn’t you tell me about being in the bank the night of Marlene’s murder?” 
 
    “I didn’t think it was important. I was only there a few minutes. Marlene’s car was there, but she wasn’t.” 
 
    “How did you know she wasn’t inside?” 
 
    “The alarm was set. If anyone had been in the building, it would have been disarmed.” 
 
    “Didn’t you think it odd her car was there, and she wasn’t?” 
 
    “Not really. I figured she and Carl had gone somewhere together in his truck and would come back later to get it.” 
 
    He exhaled. “You know what bothers me? You think being there wasn’t important enough to mention. Damn, Tizzy, I’ve asked you over and over if there’s anything else and you keep saying no, then I find out there is. How many times is this going to happen?” 
 
    She stiffened, then stood and fisted her hands. “What are you saying? I met her there and killed her?” 
 
    “No. I’m saying you should have at least mentioned it. According to Carl’s statement, Marlene called him just before eight and said she was on her way to the office. The entry log places you there at practically the same time.” 
 
    “Okay, I’ll play this ridiculous game.” Her voice rose as she went on defense. “If I committed the crime, how did I get her from there to the cemetery? Do you think I could carry dead weight out of the building, put her into a car, unload her and place her at Boone’s grave? All that without help? She weighed at least a hundred and thirty pounds. No way I could lift that, much less carry her any distance.” 
 
    “I don’t think she was killed at the bank. I think the murder happened in the cemetery.” 
 
    “Of course. I lured her to the graveyard and killed her. That way, I didn’t have to do a bunch of heavy lifting. Oh, and what about Gracie? I had her with me, so what did I do with her? Did I let her watch me commit murder?” 
 
    Tizzy swatted the air. “How silly of me. Being a horrible mother goes hand in hand with murderer!” 
 
    Ridge softened his tone. “I’m saying it doesn’t look good you chose not to tell me.” 
 
    “I can’t believe you. I thought we were past this, but you think I did it. This conversation is over. Anything you want to discuss with me concerning Marlene from now on will need to go through my attorney.” 
 
    “So now you need a lawyer?” 
 
    “I think I do. I didn’t kill her, and you won’t find any evidence to the contrary.” Her voice came out shrill and amplified. “You won’t find one fiber—one hair—one fingerprint from me on anything! Not on her—not in her car—not at the lake house. Not anywhere!” 
 
    He’d never seen her this angry. It took a second for him to follow her rant. He clasped her arm. “What did you say?” 
 
    She jerked free. “I said you wouldn’t find any—” 
 
    He stopped her. “About a lake house?” 
 
    She slapped her palms over her ears and plopped back down on the porch. 
 
    “Tizzy, are you all right?” 
 
    “My head, it’s roaring. Oh, my God! That’s one of the things they were trying to tell me at the cemetery. They wanted me to tell you about the lake house.” 
 
    He took her hands from her head and held them. “What else did they say?” 
 
    She pulled free. “Get your hands off me, and I would like for you to leave now.” 
 
    “Please, Tizzy.” 
 
    She jumped to her feet and went to the front door with Ridge following. She spun around and faced him. “I am such an idiot. That’s what all the fake concern has been about. That’s why you’ve been so nice to me—and Gracie.” 
 
    “No, that’s not why.” 
 
    She stomped her foot. “Did you think the poor lonely widow would be so taken with your charm, she’d get lost in the heat of the moment and confess? Oh, yes, I did it. Lock me up and throw away the key. You are really something. It’s one thing to play me for a fool, but to bring Gracie into it is unforgivable. You should be ashamed of yourself. Get out of my house. Out of my life. Mine and Gracie’s.” 
 
    He reached out for her. “Tizzy, that’s not how it is. Give me a chance to explain.” 
 
    She stepped back. “Why should I believe you?” 
 
    “Because I’m telling the truth.” 
 
    “That’s funny. I’ve been telling you the truth from the beginning, and you don’t believe me.” She flung the door wide. “I would like for you to leave and don’t come back. Gracie! In the house. Now!” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Ridge sat in the overstuffed chair reading over the reports he’d picked up at the police station. Tizzy’s reaction to his questions had been unexpected. But then again, he’d handled the meeting poorly. With her, his ‘A’ game was always off. Regardless of her anger, he was not at fault. This fell on her. She had lied to him—by omission—more than once. What did she expect? He had a job to do. 
 
    She had enough experience with family lawmen she should know even the smallest detail made a difference. That’s what bothered him the most. It looked as if she was trying to hide something. He should have told her he believed her if he did or not. The truth was—he did. He had too. 
 
    He crossed the hall to the kitchen, opened the fridge, grabbed a beer, and popped the top. Strolling out to the front porch, he heard Tizzy and Gracie in their back yard. The squeak of the swing, and the sweet voice of Gracie singing, if you’re happy in your nose, clap your hands, if you’re happy in your nose, clap your hands. Ridge couldn’t help but chuckle. She was such a sweet child. And Tizzy was a good mother. He hated she’d think he doubted her in that department. 
 
    Bubba’s patrol car pulled into the drive. He got out and ambled up to the porch. “You won’t believe this, but the perp from the bar died.” 
 
    Ridge rose to his feet. “Not possible. The wound wasn’t life-threatening. He was supposed to be transported to jail tomorrow.” 
 
    “He didn’t die from the gunshot. Apparently, he died from a heart attack. I guess twenty-plus years of drug use will put you in an early grave. I’m going to the hospital to take care of the paperwork. Thought you might like to come.” 
 
    “Give me a minute to get my badge and gun.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
    The next day, by early afternoon, Ridge gathered the forensic team and Bubba to accompany him to Weston’s lake house. Secluded by towering oak and pine trees, the long narrow road provided the only access. 
 
    A covered porch spanned the length of the log cabin. Ridge, along with his crew, pulled on rubber gloves and with a search warrant in hand, he tried the door and discovered it unlocked. When he stepped inside, the strong stench of bleach caused his breath to catch and his eyes to burn.  
 
    The front door opened into a large room with a kitchen-dining combo on one end, and a bathroom on the other. In the middle of the space, sectioned off by flowing white drapes hung from a ceiling track, sat a king-sized bed and a small sofa. He grabbed the curtains and slid them aside. The bed was stripped to the mattress, and there were no pillows. 
 
    He shook his head and glanced back at CSI Ted Mitchell. He’d requested Ted because Ridge thought he was the best in the department. “Go over everything with a fine-tooth comb. Work your magic and find me something, a hair, fiber, residue, anything.” 
 
    Bubba cleared his throat and wiped his nose. “Somebody did some serious cleaning.” 
 
    Ridge chuckled. “Lucky for us bleach won’t destroy DNA.” 
 
    The forensic team started at the entry, dusting for prints, while Ridge checked out the small refrigerator and found it empty. He moved to the sink and removed the trash receptacle from underneath. Also, empty. Lowering his head into the can, he sniffed. “I can smell a hint of marijuana.” 
 
    Bubba squinted. “I’m still having trouble wrapping my brain around the forensic report. Alcohol and weed in her system. Man, Miss Nose-in-the-air-I’m-better-than-you Marlene Weston using drugs. This just keeps gettin’ better and better.” He cocked his head. “Did you ever do ’em when you were young?” 
 
    “Nope. You?” 
 
    “No way, man. My biological mom was an addict. Gave me away because of her habit. The Tatum’s were too old to adopt, but they pulled strings. I was always afraid they might change their minds and not want me anymore, so that kept me on the straight and narrow. I didn’t even drink until a few years ago. How about you?” 
 
    “Never was my scene. My dad was a cop, and from an early age, I wanted to be like him, so I was a good kid.” 
 
    Ridge continued to move through the room, opening drawers and cabinets as they talked. “I wasn’t as pure as you. I did my share of drinking.” 
 
    “You think Marlene and Carl came out here to smoke a little dope and spice up their love life?” 
 
    “Are you kidding? According to their housekeeper, they hadn’t slept together in years. I’ll bet if she was using this place to flavor things up, it wasn’t with her husband.” 
 
    “If she was having an affair, and Carl found out, that would be motive.” 
 
    Ridge shrugged. “Hard to say. Maybe he knew and didn’t care.” 
 
    “A few years back, rumors circulated Carl was carrying on with his secretary. If that was true, Marlene might have been doing payback.” 
 
    Ridge did a head jerk. “Leah Trammell? Isn’t she older than Carl?” 
 
    “By about ten years, but she’s not a bad looking woman. If I had a choice between Marlene and Leah, who do you think I’d choose?” 
 
    “Good point.” 
 
    Ridge followed Bubba into the bathroom, where he opened the medicine cabinet. “Nothing in here. She could have used this place for a hookup. Not a bad arrangement, I guess.” 
 
    “But not the way you like it, right?” 
 
    “Nope. I’m in love with Rayann, and I want her beside me all night, every night. After she leaves in the morning, I can’t sleep. I’m already used to sharing my bed.” 
 
    “Speaking of Rayann, has she told you anything Tizzy said about me? Yesterday, we had a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “You like her, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yeah, a little too much.” 
 
    “I’ll see what I can find out.” 
 
    Hours later, Ridge and Bubba stood on the porch and stared across the lake. The smell of honeysuckle and wild privet caused his nose to twitch. 
 
    CSI Mitchell joined them. “We didn’t get much, but maybe it’ll be enough.” 
 
    “I knew if anybody could find something, you could. Whatcha got?” 
 
    “We found several hairs. One in a spider web, two on the air filter and one stuck in a cracked tile in the bathroom. We also retrieved a few strands from both drains. Hopefully, the random hairs will be helpful. We also got a couple of partial prints and a good one under the lip of the kitchen counter. I’ll put a rush on the tests and try to have the results in a few days. If we’re lucky, something will match one of your suspects.” 
 
    Ridge’s heart pumped double time. “You’re the man, Ted.” 
 
    Just after six o’clock, Ridge changed into a pair of running shorts and tee-shirt, then propped a dry erase board up on an easel, drew columns, and headed each with a name. Electronic devices were convenient, but he still liked to work cases old school. Writing the information down helped him think. He started with Tizzy. Long history with Marlene — Part owner of First United — Gained controlling interest — Argued with Marlene day of the murder — Inside bank night of murder/same time as Marlene — Found body — No alibi. 
 
    He frowned. That was a lot. 
 
    Carl Weston — Husband of victim — Unhappy marriage — Beneficiary of substantial life insurance — No alibi — affair? 
 
    That was loads of motive. Just as much as Tizzy.  
 
    Then there was Carl’s secretary. The woman was a trip. Leah Trammell — Bank secretary — Disliked Marlene — Affair with Carl? — No alibi. 
 
    Norma Harkey — Marlene’s only friend — Telephone call night of murder. 
 
    Finally, Kyle Richmond — Old boyfriend — Attended funeral. 
 
    He plopped onto a dining chair, leaned back, and studied the board. Plenty of suspects, but no one he could connect to the crime. So far, not much physical evidence. No hair. Fibers. Skin. Fingerprints. 
 
    He flipped through his notes concerning what had been found in Marlene’s Lexus. The single denim fiber matching her jeans was no help. However, dirt on the floor in the front matched samples from the bank parking area and the cemetery. Behind the driver’s seat, soil matched only the sample taken from First United Bank. Because of that, his theory made sense. The abductor waited at the bank in the backseat, forced her to drive to the cemetery, killed her, and drove her vehicle back downtown. With so little physical evidence, it had to be premeditated. More than ever, he was certain this was not a spur of the moment robbery. Not only did the perp know Marlene, he knew her well enough to know she was Boone’s sister. Placement of the body could be a symbol. Since she’d practically raised her brother, by putting her at his grave, perhaps the killer was reuniting them in some way. 
 
    Ridge opened the fridge and removed a beer. He could be over-thinking the whole thing. But why not leave her in her car? By taking her to another location, the murderer risked being seen. He took a pull from the longneck. That made no sense. As for Tizzy, it wasn’t logical to take her ex-sister-in-law to a place that would cast suspicion on Tizzy. And, because of their relationship, and Marlene’s vow to not set foot in that graveyard, he doubted Tizzy could convince Marlene to meet her there. 
 
    He set the beer aside, laced fingers together behind his head, leaned back, and stretched out his legs. He stared at the board and read over each item again. Unless he caught a break from the cabin search, he had nothing but speculation. 
 
    He already had DNA samples from Carl Weston, Leah Trammell, Marlene’s two children, every man and woman at the bank, Norma Harkey and Tizzy. CSI Mitchell had taken care of that. If he could find a match, he’d have his suspect. 
 
    Tomorrow, he’d return to Dallas to question employees of the hotel where Marlene stayed during her monthly visits with her children. Could be she was doing more than sleeping there. She’d have the perfect excuse to leave town. Because of that, he’d also interview her old high school boyfriend, Kyle Richmond. He lived in the area.  
 
    Since arguing with Tizzy, Ridge hadn’t slept well. He’d tossed and turned thinking about how he could make amends. He needed a plan. 
 
    The next morning, groggy again, he was up early. He gathered the papers concerning the murder and stuffed them into his briefcase. An overnight bag was all he packed. Funny, the old house felt more like home than his place in Dallas. What was it with this house—this town—this woman? 
 
    He stared across the lawn at her cottage. A light was on in the kitchen, and her shadow moved at the sink. The light went off, and the one in the living room came on. Suddenly, she appeared at the window. When she saw him, she stepped away. He chuckled. You may not be ready to talk, but you’re thinking about me. However, her thoughts might not be good. She could be planning to ask him to move out of Browning House. If that happened, what then?  No need to borrow trouble. He’d deal with that if and when it happened. 
 
    Before he headed out, he grabbed the last blueberry muffin, spread on butter, and nuked it for a few seconds. It came out hot and oozing. His daily ration of sweets was becoming a serious addiction. He’d already gained a few pounds. He sunk his teeth into the cake, leaned against the dining room wall, and stared at the crime board one more time. Something didn’t feel right. Marlene’s drug use was a surprise. She had to buy the drug somewhere. Maybe she’d gotten crossways with her dealer. 
 
    Or, could be she’d met someone in Dallas who had a score to settle. Given her bitchy reputation, she could have easily pissed someone off. Maybe a business associate. Or one of her kid’s school friends.  
 
    His head hurt from the speculation. Perhaps a connection might come to light once he interviewed the hotel employees. Or, Kyle Richmond. He attended the funeral as what? An old friend and former classmate, or lover?  
 
    Finishing the pastry, Ridge decided to swing by Sweet Thangs on his way out of town and pick up baked items to take with him. And it would give him an excuse to see Tizzy and find out if she was still angry. 
 
    After checking in at the police station to remind Rita of his plans, he drove to Sweet Thangs. He hated leaving town with Tizzy mad, but at least it would give her time to cool off. After parking, he sat for a minute to pull himself together. His nerves jittered. He’d not been this way over a woman since—high school. 
 
    Sweet Thangs had a quaint storefront with two big glass windows framed with lace curtains. Delicious aromas floated to him as he crossed the street. 
 
    Once inside, he sat as close to the kitchen as possible. That way, as Tizzy came in and out from behind the counter, she’d have to walk right past him. 
 
    An elderly woman sat nearby holding a miniature Poodle dressed like Raggedy Ann. Three old men were across from her, and Oleta Harmon and Fannie Solomon, two ladies he’d questioned at the church, occupied a table in the middle of the room. 
 
    Tizzy glanced at Ridge and whispered to Rayann. She grinned as she approached. “What can I get for you, Cooper?” 
 
    He peered past her. “She’s not coming over here, is she?” 
 
    “Nope. Still mad, and if looks could kill, you’d be laid out and candlelit.” 
 
    “No lie.” 
 
    Rayann leaned in close. “On Saturday, we have an engagement party at the McAlister’s house. Since she’s not speaking to you, I doubt you get an invitation from her, so I’m inviting you.” 
 
    “Bubba told me. I’ll be there.” 
 
    Pattiecake and Sugarpie were restocking cupcakes when Sugarpie gazed out the front and gasped. “Lor-dee, here comes Inez Kindred. Whatever you do, don’t ask her how she’s doing.” 
 
    “Why not?” Ridge focused on the old woman. 
 
    “Bless her heart, she’s always got something wrong with her, and it’s the worst that’s ever been. Nobody’s been sicker or worse off. I swear, when that woman dies, she’ll be deader than everybody else!” 
 
    He broke into laughter as Tizzy sashayed past and spoke to the woman with the dog. “Here you go, Nana, a doggy treat for Alexandra, and have you decided what you want?” 
 
    Nana ran a hand over her forehead. “Lord, Tizzy. I’m so tired I feel like I’ve been ironing all day in high heels and no brassiere, so maybe chocolate will perk me up. I want a piece of that new pie y’all put on the menu. That Chocolate Coconut Pecan sure sounds interesting. I’ll have it.” 
 
    Tizzy giggled. “All righty then. What are you doing today?” 
 
    “Doggie spa. She’s getting the full works. Bathed, groomed, pedicure. I hate having to drive all the way to Tyler to get her groomed. I wish we had someone local.” She lifted the pooch like a baby.  “Isn’t she cute in her Raggedy Ann costume?” 
 
    Ridge’s ears perked up. He walked to the table and spoke to Tizzy.  “Is this your grandmother? Aren’t you going to introduce us?” 
 
    Nana was a small woman about five-feet tall and possibly weighed a hundred pounds. From the conversation he’d overheard, he knew where Tizzy got her sass. 
 
    Tizzy drew her face into a scowl. “Nana, this is Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper—the man trying to send me to prison.” She glared at him. “There. Are you happy?” She spun around and pranced away. 
 
    Ridge offered his hand, leaned over and whispered, “I’m not trying to send her to prison. She’s a little upset with me right now.” 
 
    Nana motioned him closer and cupped her mouth. “I think she likes you. McAlister women have a thing for lawmen. We think you’re sexy.” 
 
     “Thank you, Nana. May I call you Nana?” 
 
    “Absolutely. Actually, I may need your help. I can’t find my wristwatch. Someone came into my house and stole it.” 
 
    Pattiecake spoke up. “No, you’ve just misplaced it. Saint and I’ll come over this afternoon and help search. This isn’t the first time it’s disappeared, and we always find it. I don’t think we need to get Ridge involved.” 
 
    Nana rose and cradled Alexandra. “Excuse me. I need to go to the ladies’ room. Pattiecake, I know you’re trying to help, but someone took the watch. It has diamonds in it.” She strolled away. 
 
    Pattiecake shook her head. “Sorry about that. She loses that stupid watch every other day. The last time, Saint found it in the freezer.” 
 
    Ridge reclaimed his stool at the counter. 
 
    Oleta Harmon waved at Tizzy from across the room. “Have you been to the cemetery lately?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I was there this morning, and Herman still hasn’t seen Elvis.” 
 
    “Shoot! What about Frank Sinatra?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “Dean?” 
 
    “No, ma’am.” 
 
    “What about John Wayne? Has he seen him?” 
 
    “No, ma’am. I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Has he seen any movie stars at all?” 
 
    “He hasn’t mentioned any.” 
 
    “Thanks for checking anyway.” Oleta gave attention to her friend. “Do you think it’s possible they have a Hollywood Heaven where movie stars go? Herman’s been there for over a year and hasn’t seen one yet.” 
 
    Fannie Solomon rolled her eyes. “You ever consider all those people you mentioned may not be up there? That would explain why he hasn’t seen any of them.” 
 
    “Oh, I hadn’t thought about that. I guess it’s possible.” She craned her neck around Fannie. “But keep checking for me, Tizzy. Okay?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I will.” 
 
    Tizzy picked up a box and shoved it in front of Ridge. 
 
    He snapped his head up. “What’s this?” 
 
    She didn’t answer. 
 
    He repeated. “What’s this, Tizzy?” 
 
    “Your muffins. I’m assuming that’s why you came in.” 
 
    “No, it isn’t. I wanted to see you before I left town.” 
 
    “You’ve seen me, so now you can go.” 
 
    Nana emerged from the ladies’ room. “Hey! Great news, everybody! I found my watch. It was in my girdle!” 
 
    The crowd broke into laughter. 
 
    Ridge wanted to say more, but Tizzy had disappeared. He laid his money on the counter, then headed for the door. 
 
    Pattiecake called after him, “Oh, Ridge? Have a safe trip, and we’ll all look forward to seeing you when you get back.” 
 
    From the kitchen, Tizzy yelled. “I heard that, and I wouldn’t bet on it if I were you!”  
 
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
    As Tizzy helped gather the last of the dirty dishes, Rayann stopped and rested her arms on the counter. “You’ve been quiet today. Got anything to do with Cooper leaving this morning?” 
 
    Tizzy started to answer, but the door opened, and Pattiecake and Sugarpie rushed in. “We’re back. I hate you girls missed the funeral. It was quite the show.” 
 
    “Tell us all about it. Tizzy needs cheering up. She’s depressed.” 
 
    Pattiecake came to her daughter’s side and slipped her arm around her waist. “What’s wrong, sweetie?” 
 
    “Nothing.” She shrugged away. “Can’t I have a day when I’m not perky every minute?” 
 
    “Sure, you can.” Sugarpie baby talked as she pinched her cheek. “You’ll feel better as soon as Ridge gets back.” 
 
    Tizzy stiffened. “I don’t want to talk about him. Tell us about the service.” She cleared Ridge from her mind and listened as Pattiecake and Sugarpie told the story. 
 
    “All his kids were there. Marceline, Fayrene, Maudine, Lujean, and Roy Dean. Against their better judgment, they asked John Moody to be a pallbearer. Bless his heart, he has Alzheimer’s, some days are good, and some not so good.” 
 
    Pattiecake flopped onto a stool. “The service was going well, but John must have thought it was running a little long. So right about the time Brother McDaniel had Doyce at the pearly gates, John jumped up, waved his hands in the air, and shouted. ‘Preacher, we’ve done all we can do for old Doyce, so let’s throw the dirt on him!’ Lord! Everybody in that church house burst into laughter. Even, Miss Eunice, Doyce’s wife. We hate you girls missed it.” 
 
    “Speaking of entertainment, do we have everything ready for the party tomorrow?” 
 
    Tizzy nodded. “My list is complete. The tee-shirts are here. The cake is made, and Daddy has all the fixings for the cookout. If the weather cooperates, we’ll be in good shape.” She smiled at Rayann. “Are you excited?” 
 
    Rayann’s voice trilled. “Yeah. Dwayne and I won’t swim. I don’t want to mess up my hair.” 
 
    “Right. You need to be pretty for the pictures.” 
 
    Rayann glanced toward the door. “There’s a delivery truck. Looks like somebody’s getting flowers.” 
 
    “Probably for you, from Bubba.” 
 
    The bride-to-be went to accept the delivery. “Nope. Card says, Margie Lou.” 
 
    Tizzy jerked the envelope away from her and slid the card out. “I hate him.” 
 
    Her mother stared at her. “What does it say?” 
 
    Rayann grabbed it and smirked. “It says—I’m sorry, and signed, you know who.” 
 
    “That’s enough!” Sugarpie cocked her head. “He has groveled—sent you flowers—and saved your life. You’ve got to make up with him. I’m right. Aren’t I, Pattiecake?” 
 
    “Absolutely. One hundred percent. Totally. Without a doubt.” 
 
    “I get it! You luv Trooper Cooper. You’re all on his side.” Her stomach cramped. Her head throbbed, and her lungs lost their capacity. Why did he have to be so loveable? Why did Gracie like him so much? Why couldn’t Tizzy stop thinking about him? 
 
    “That’s not true, sweetie. We would never choose him over you.” Pattiecake slipped her arm around her daughter’s shoulders. 
 
    “All of you think Ridge Cooper is the man for me?” Tizzy swallowed hard. Her mouth had gone dry, but she choked out the words. “He isn’t. He’ll only be here for a while, then he’ll go back to his life in Dallas, and I’ll stay here with mine. Besides, I hardly think a shrub and a simple apology qualifies as groveling.” 
 
    “C’mon, Tizzy, all we’re saying is a good man is interested in you. He’s crazy about Gracie, and she feels the same way about him. In the hospital, I saw the way you two looked at each other. If you want to admit it or not, you have feelings for him. I’m your mother. You should listen to me.” 
 
    “I don’t deny there’s chemistry between us. I’m saying we can’t let it go anywhere. Besides, have you forgotten he thinks I killed Marlene?” 
 
    “He doesn’t think that for a minute,” Pattiecake said. “He’s upset because you didn’t tell him everything.” 
 
    “Maybe so, but he infuriates me!” 
 
    Rayann sat down next to her. “See how fired up you get when you talk about him. Girl, if the mention of his name gets you this excited, imagine what would happen if you—you know. She cut her eyes toward Tizzy’s mom. “Sorry, Pattiecake.” 
 
    “Honey, no need to apologize. I’m thinking the same thing.” 
 
    “Momma! Since when do you approve of me fornicating? All my life, you’ve said, ‘Tizzy, make those boys keep their hands to themselves, and you keep your hands to yourself,’ and now, you’re encouraging me to break those rules?” She placed fingers to her temples and massaged in circles. “Lord, what is this world coming to? Y’all need to settle down. Stay out of my business and my love life!” 
 
    “Listen, sweetie. Why do you think you have so many jobs?” 
 
    Tizzy opened her mouth to answer, but her mother cut her off. 
 
    “I’ll tell you. You’re trying to fill a void, and you think work is the answer. Maybe Ridge isn’t the man for you, but it’s time you date again. I know you’re scared. You’ve suffered a great loss at an early age, and you don’t want to risk that kind of heartbreak again, but you can’t live like that. Love always involves risks. Since Boone died, you’ve focused on Gracie, and you’re a good mother, but you’re keeping her from having a daddy. We tease you, but we want you to be happy more than anything.” 
 
    Tears pooled in Tizzy’s eyes. Part stress. Part regret. She’d made a terrible mistake. “FYI, I have a date for the party tomorrow, and it’s not with Ridge.” 
 
    Rayann’s eyes got as big as marbles. “Oh. My. Lord. Who?” 
 
    Tizzy placed her thumb and finger at the top of her nose to stop the tears, then remembered that technique was for nosebleeds. So much for cutting off the waterworks. She wanted Ridge, but what would be the point in pursuing him? He’d be leaving soon, and she couldn’t allow herself to get more interested than she already was. “Jared Medina.” 
 
    “What did you do, retain him as your lawyer and ask him out at the same time?” 
 
    “Why not? He’s handsome, single, and gainfully employed. I could do worse.” 
 
    “It’s a bad decision, that’s all. I’ll be willing to bet the entire time you’re with him. You’ll be thinking about you know who.” 
 
    “Amen to that,” Pattiecake said. 
 
    “Uh-huh,” Sugarpie agreed. 
 
    Tizzy removed her apron, tossed it on the counter, and gathered her purse. “I’m going to get a drink. I have a splitting headache.” 
 
    Rayann followed her. “Hey, don’t forget your azalea.” She shoved the pot into Tizzy’s arms. 
 
    She zipped across the street to her van. A blast of hot air hit her in the face as she opened the door. She placed the plant on the front seat next to her and laid her head on the steering wheel. Her chest hurt. Her stomach ached. She started the engine, and another gust of scorching air shot out from the air conditioner. She hated all the questions. Advice. Hot weather. Him. But most of all, she hated they were right. 
 
    Minutes later, she arrived at the tavern, clutched the pot in one hand, and went inside. Except for two men sitting at a back table, the place was empty. She sank onto a stool and set the plant on the counter. “Hey, Daddy, can I get a shot of tequila?” 
 
    He gave his brows a quick lift. “You’re about three hours early for work. What’s wrong, baby-girl? Whatever the problem is, you think a shot will fix it?” 
 
    “No, but it’ll make me feel better.” 
 
    “Nice plant. Who sent it?” 
 
    She clenched her teeth. “You know who.” 
 
    “Ah—Cooper.” 
 
    “Yeah. But the card was actually signed you know who. He thinks he’s so clever, sending me an azalea, in place of roses. What kind of man apologizes by sending a shrub?” 
 
    She stretched her arm out across the bar and laid her head on it. 
 
    “I reckon the two of you are still on the outs. Your momma told me you’re mad at him. Do you want to talk about it?” 
 
    She rolled her eyes up. “No. I mean, yes. I don’t know.” She waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. 
 
    “What Daddy? You’re not full of advice? Momma, Sugarpie, and Rayann are. They think I should forgive, forget, and jump into bed with him.” 
 
   
  
 

 “Whoa, whoa, whoa, sweetie. You’ll never hear me tell you to do that with anybody. As for the advice, they just want you to be happy, and you already know what to do about Cooper without any help from us.” 
 
    “No, Daddy, I don’t.” 
 
    He leaned down, rested his arms on the counter, and clasped her hands in his. “Oh, I think you do. Tell me. Since he came to town, do you think about him a little, a lot, or constantly?” 
 
    “Somewhere between a lot and all the time.” 
 
    “Uh-huh. When you see him, do you get that little flutter in your stomach?” 
 
    She opened her mouth then clamped it shut again. 
 
    He chuckled. “Guys get it too. When we see the one we want, we get butterflies the same as you women.” He leaned in close. “That’s a guy secret, so don’t go spreading it around. I still feel that way when I tease your momma about something, and she flashes those eyes at me.” 
 
    Tizzy reached across and hugged him. “I love you, Daddy.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” 
 
    “So I guess they’re right. I should jump in the sack with him.” She laughed. 
 
    “Whoa! Too much information. You still need that shot?” 
 
    “Naw, I guess not.”   
 
    Chapter Twenty 
 
    During the two-hour drive to Dallas, Ridge thought of nothing except the argument with Tizzy. He played out a dozen different plans to get back in her good graces. Graces—Gracie—yeah, she’s the ticket. Unscrupulous? Maybe. But he faced the cold hard truth. Regardless of the case and Tizzy’s possible involvement, he had feelings for her.  Stronger than he’d ever had for any woman.  
 
    Traffic inched bumper to bumper, and he hated the slow pace. Brownsboro had spoiled him. He could get everywhere fast. The downside, there wasn’t much of an everywhere. Without the work assignment, he wondered if he’d tolerate how little the town offered. But then again, there was Tizzy. 
 
    He parked his cruiser, removed his bag, and made a quick inspection of the parking lot. He breathed a sigh of relief. He didn’t see Ava’s car. If his luck held out, she’d be booked for flights, and if not— he’d deal with her. 
 
    He opened the front door, beelined straight to the thermostat, and adjusted the temperature. He stripped down to his tee-shirt and boxers, then pulled on a pair of running shorts. After a quick trip to the mailbox, he was back inside sorting through advertisements and magazines. 
 
    He took a bottle of water from the fridge, sat in his favorite chair, and thumbed through Sports Illustrated. Within a few minutes, he slumped deep into the cushions and rested his head against the back. Jeez, he was tired. All those restless nights caught up with him. 
 
    A distant car alarm startled him awake. Disoriented at first, it took him a minute to remember he was in his Dallas apartment and not the old house in Brownsboro. He glanced over at the clock—two a.m., he’d been out longer than he thought. 
 
    Stiff from sleeping in the chair, he rolled his neck one way and then the other. He stared into the darkness and thoughts of Tizzy drifted into his brain again. He missed having her right across the lawn. He laughed to himself. So near, yet so far away. 
 
    He wondered about her reaction to the azalea. It may have been a stupid idea, but she’d prepared a flower bed for them, and he wanted her to know he’d paid attention. More than anything, he hoped he’d learn something at the hotel to mark Tizzy off the list of suspects for good.  
 
    At fifteen minutes past nine, Ridge strode into the Radcliff and approached a clerk who wore a name tag identifying her as Rachel. If Marlene had been having an affair here, she was doing it in style. Marble floors, crystal chandeliers, and in the center of the lobby, a large pool with two black swans, leisurely swimming. 
 
    The young woman raised her eyes and spied his badge. “May I help you, officer?” 
 
    After introducing himself, he presented a list from Marlene’s credit card statements. “I’d like to speak to the person working reservations on these dates.” 
 
    She studied the page, then punched something into her computer. “Check-in was always Friday afternoon, so that would be Allen Nobles. He should be here in about an hour, if you’d like to wait, here’s a complimentary coupon to our brunch. I’ll send for you when he arrives.” 
 
    Ridge thanked her for the ticket and went into the dining area, glad he’d skipped breakfast. 
 
    A middle-aged waitress with a weathered face and husky voice set his cup upright and poured steaming coffee to the brim. “I’m Fern, and I’ll be your server. You doing okay?” 
 
    “Fine thanks, and you?” 
 
    “Same. Would you like cream or sugar?” 
 
    “Just black.” 
 
    “Juice, milk, water?” 
 
    “A glass of water.” 
 
    She poured and recited the brunch choices. “You can go through the buffet or order from the menu.” 
 
    Ridge studied the selections for a moment. “What would you recommend?” 
 
    “They’re all good, but I like the Southwest Omelet.” 
 
    “Well, Fern. I’ll go with your recommendation. You worked here long?” 
 
    “Twelve years.” 
 
    “Would you mind if I asked you some questions?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    He presented Marlene’s picture. “Have you ever seen this woman?” 
 
    “That’s Mrs. Weston. She’s been coming here for a long time. Why? Did something happen to her or her husband?” 
 
    “She came with her husband?”  
 
    “Yeah. Big tipper.” 
 
    Ridge laid out Carl’s photo. “This him?” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. Her husband is more handsome than that guy.” 
 
    He slid Kyle Richmond’s snapshot next to them. “What about this man?” 
 
    “That’s him.” 
 
    It didn’t get any better than this. The first person questioned offered exactly what Ridge hoped for. Marlene and the man she really wanted were involved in a long-term relationship. He couldn’t wait to speak to Allen Nobles. 
 
    Ridge had just finished his meal when Rachel came and led him to a small office where a thirty-something man waited. Ridge didn’t waste time. After introductions, he started by showing Marlene’s picture. “Did she always arrive alone?” 
 
    “Yes, sir. But a man I assumed was her husband joined her later. He’d come on Friday night, but she checked out by herself on Sunday.” 
 
    Ridge placed Richmond’s picture in front of him. “Is this the man?” 
 
    “Yes, sir.” 
 
    “Is he the only person who ever came with her?” 
 
    “A young boy and girl usually joined her for Sunday brunch. I assumed they were her children.” 
 
    “Do you recognize either of these people?” He dropped Carl and Norma’s photos onto the desk. 
 
    “Not him for sure.” He picked up Norma’s and narrowed his eyes. “Her—maybe. She resembles a woman who came a few times, but she had blonde hair, not dark.” 
 
    “Appreciate the information.” 
 
    “Is Mrs. Weston in trouble? When a Texas Ranger shows up, it usually means bad news. No offense.” 
 
    “None taken. I’m investigating Mrs. Weston’s murder.” 
 
    Ridge left with a bounce in his step. Marlene and Kyle Richmond. As Bubba would say. ‘This just keeps gettin’ better and better.’ Amen, Bubba. 
 
    According to the sign, Richmond Trucking furnished 24/7 towing, hauling, recovery, and repair. As Ridge parked, he eyed the garage. Ten bays, all occupied with trucks and an army of mechanics. 
 
    The receptionist was missing when Ridge stepped inside the small office, but a door behind the desk displayed a gold plaque that read “Kyle Richmond.” Ridge knocked, and a voice from the other side said, “Come in.” 
 
    Richmond had dark brown hair, blue eyes, and was tall enough to stand shoulder to shoulder with Ridge. He didn’t seem surprised to have a Texas Ranger in his office. Kyle extended his hand. “I wondered when you’d show up.” 
 
    Ridge glanced around the room. The guy matched his décor—slick. He wore a chunky gold nugget ring with a cluster of diamonds and a Rolex watch. 
 
    “So you’ve been expecting me?” Ridge clasped hands with him and sat. 
 
    Richmond eased into his chair. “I figured I’d blip on the radar at some point. To answer your questions, yes, I was having an affair with Marlene. Yes, it had been going on for a while. Yes, Carl knew, and no, I didn’t kill her. Anything else?” 
 
    “How long is a while, and I’d like details, not yes-and-no answers.” Ridge displayed his patented stone-cold stare. 
 
    Richmond leaned back in his chair. “We were an item in high school, but you know that by now. After we hooked back up at our fifteen-year class reunion, she called and wanted to get together again. What the hell? My marriage was on the rocks, so I told her to let me know when and where.” 
 
    He appeared to be enjoying his story because he was smiling. There must be a punch line coming.  
 
    “We’d meet once or twice a month, usually at the Radcliff, and then we’d go back to our lives.” He rocked in his chair and sipped from a coffee mug. “I’d never met a woman like Marlene.  
 
    Ridge could hardly contain himself. “Do you know if she was having an affair with anyone else?” 
 
    “No. But I wouldn’t be surprised.” 
 
    “Would it bother you if she had been seeing someone else?” 
 
    “Listen. She and I weren’t in love if that’s what you’re getting at. I’ve seen other women all along, so if she’d been seeing other men, that would have been okay with me.” 
 
    “And you say Carl knew and didn’t care?” 
 
    “Right. He and Marlene didn’t love each other. Their marriage was more or less arranged by their families. They agreed from the start they’d be truthful with each other. Truthful, but not faithful. Carl had his woman, and Marlene had me.” 
 
    “What do you mean, he had his woman?” 
 
    Richmond laughed. “He’s been banging his secretary from day one, and Marlene knew it. They had ground rules. They couldn’t bring their lovers to their house, and they had to be discreet. Marlene made excuses to come to Dallas until the kids were in college. Then she used them as the reason. It was a lot easier for Carl. He’s got a bike trail from his house to Leah’s through the woods. He can go to her place without ever leaving his property.” 
 
    Ridge leaned forward and rested his arms on Kyle’s desk. “Did you ever meet Marlene at her lake house?” 
 
    He lifted his brows and lowered his chin. “Wasn’t aware she had a lake house. We only met at the Radcliff, and my apartment a few times.” 
 
    “You got an alibi for the night of the murder?” 
 
    Kyle opened a drawer and handed Ridge a piece of paper. “Here’s the number of the woman I was with. Should be easy enough for you to check out. Damn shame about Marlene. I’ll miss her.” 
 
    Back at his apartment, Ridge showered, then pulled on a tee-shirt and running shorts. Before he returned to Brownsboro, he’d change clothes before heading to Bubba and Rayann’s party. His thoughts went back to the case and how everyone considered Marlene and Boone different, but they were alike. She wouldn’t stand up to her parents to be with Kyle, and Boone wouldn’t stand up to Marlene to be with Tizzy. 
 
    Ridge had one more stop to make before he left the city, to pick up a gift for Gracie. But before he could get away, someone knocked. When he answered it, his neighbor, Ava Carlisle, stood in the afternoon sun. Auburn hair, blue eyes, and all legs, she stepped inside. “Hey, stranger.” She tiptoed to kiss him. 
 
    Damn, she smelled good. He pulled away. “Ava.” The usual rush of arousal didn’t happen. 
 
    “Apparently you’re not as glad to see me as I am you. Were you leaving without a hello?” 
 
    “Figured you had flights, and our paths wouldn’t cross this trip.” He picked up his briefcase and laid it on the bed. 
 
    She slipped her arms around him again and nuzzled at his neck. “You can’t be in that big of a hurry. I’m off the next two days, and I hoped we could spend time together.” 
 
    He shrugged away and averted his eyes. “Just not going to work out, sorry.” 
 
    She took a step back. “What’s going on, Ridge? Why so distant?” 
 
    “I have to get back to Brownsboro, that’s all.” 
 
    She made herself at home, sat on the bed, and looked up at him. “You’ve met someone in that hick town, haven’t you? Who is she? A little country bumpkin with pigtails and freckles?” 
 
    It wasn’t any of her business who he dated. But things had changed, and he should explain. He owed her that much. He locked his eyes on hers. “If I ever led you to believe our relationship was serious, I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Relax. I’m not about to throw a fit. You made it clear from the beginning what you and I were all about. We had fun together, and now it’s over. I get it. No hard feelings. Be honest with me. You have met someone. Right?” 
 
    He raked his fingers through his hair. “Yeah, I have.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-one 
 
    Tizzy sat on her back patio, watched the sunrise, and remembered what her Grandma Perry used to say. ‘With each new day comes the promise of hope, happiness, and possibility.’ Then why didn’t she feel happy or hopeful? 
 
    She slanted her eyes over at the azalea sitting on the porch, went to the faucet, and turned the spigot. She gave the plant a good soaking, drew a deep breath, then exhaled. Still not happy or hopeful. 
 
    Rayann was right. Inviting Jared to the party had been a bad idea. Tizzy had been impulsive, which was out of character when it came to men. She bit her bottom lip, sucked in more air, and tried to clear her head. Her goal today would be to make the best of the situation. At least Ridge wouldn’t be there to distract her.  
 
    She could pull off a few hours of pretending to be happy. Lord knew she’d done enough of that for the last several years. It wasn’t fair to Jared. She was using him as a diversion. On the bright side, maybe he’d be so charming she’d develop feelings for him and block Ridge Cooper from her mind. It could happen.   
 
    Hours later, guilt-ridden about her date, she stared into her closet and wondered if she’d made the right choice about what to wear. She’d bought the dress specifically for the party but was having second thoughts. Was it too fancy? She stepped into it and pulled up the zipper. White cotton, with a soft ruffle accenting the neckline from front to back. She put pearl studs into her earlobes and focused on her reflection in the mirror. Not bad. With that final assessment, she grabbed her purse and headed out the door. 
 
    Tizzy loved her childhood home. The large ranch style rested on land which had been in her family for over a hundred years. To get to there, she veered off the county road onto Lavender Lane and drove two more miles before she angled onto the long caliche driveway that led to the house.  
 
    The woods around the property always brought childhood memories to mind. Days spent climbing trees, playing Jane, while first cousin, Jinx, played Tarzan. She missed him. He was up for re-enlistment, and Sugarpie had told her he didn’t intend to sign again. Maybe before the summer ended, he’d be back home.  
 
    Her eyes drifted to the three large barns that sat behind the house. Jumping from the loft onto mountains of hay was as much fun now as it was when she was a child. Maybe she’d bring Gracie out here later and teach her how to do it. 
 
    A tear escaped as she passed the three red metal buildings. The first one contained Dad’s farm equipment, the second, rolled Coastal Bermuda for the cattle, and the third belonged to her. Climate controlled, the unit housed the four classic cars she’d inherited from Boone. 
 
    The collection wasn’t extensive, but Tizzy never felt right about getting rid of them. She frowned, thinking about the Mustang. She’d lost her virginity in it. The worse five-and-half minutes of her life. 
 
    She pushed that memory to the back of her brain and thought about the only vehicle that wasn’t vintage. A 2003 golden anniversary red Corvette, Boone’s pride and joy.  It was her favorite. Driving it always cheered her up. The way it hugged the road and the power of the engine, or maybe because Boone had loved it so much. She decided long ago to keep it for Gracie. The edition would be a classic by the time she graduated high school. 
 
    When she arrived at the house, Pattiecake and Sugarpie were busy decorating. Tables with folding chairs sprinkled the lawn under a canopy of oaks. 
 
    Gracie ran to greet Tizzy, and she lifted her into the air and twirled. “You’re beautiful.” She planted a kiss on the child’s sweet face, angelic in her yellow sundress. She put Gracie down, and she took off running. 
 
    Freddy and Troy approached. “Hey, let me have your keys, and I’ll move your car to the parking area,” Troy said. 
 
    Freddy stepped forward. “Have anything to unload?” 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know we had valet parking.” She laughed. “Sure, I have bags in the trunk. Get those for me, please.” 
 
    While the young men carried packages, Tizzy distributed disposable cameras with instructions for guests to take candid shots during the event. She swept her eyes over the grounds. Everything—perfect. 
 
    Rayann was radiant in a pastel pink cotton dress. Her long blonde hair fell softly around her face. 
 
    Tizzy gave her a warm hug. “You’re gorgeous.” 
 
    Rayann twisted her mouth. “Thanks. Where’s your date?” 
 
    “I asked him to meet me here.” She faked a smile. “This way, I can avoid the whole should-there-be-a-goodnight-kiss dilemma.” 
 
    Bubba, more handsome than Tizzy had ever seen, came to stand beside his bride, then tilted his head and rolled his eyes. “Will there be another date?” He and Rayann were perfect together. Happy, and in love. A pang of envy tightened Tizzy’s chest. “Don’t start with me. I know you and Cooper became fast friends, and you agree with Rayann.” 
 
    He raised his hands in surrender. “Hey, I’m not starting anything. It was only a question. Do you like Jared, or is this your way of trying to make Cooper jealous?” 
 
    Her eyes flashed. “I’m not trying to make him jealous. He won’t even know about this unless you tell him. Can we please not talk about him?” The sound of a car got Tizzy’s attention. “There’s Jared.” She took off to meet him. It was a good excuse to end the conversation about the one person she didn’t want to think about. Especially today. 
 
    Soon, the party was in full swing. While kids played in the pool, Pattiecake and Sugarpie stood guard. Dad tended the grill, and her uncle was in charge of two ice cream makers. Some folks milled around while others sat on the front porch. Tizzy soaked it all in—and wished to see Ridge. Then she pushed the idea from her head. She needed to concentrate on her date and forget about you know who. 
 
    Dust kicked up as a vehicle came down the long winding road to the house. As it got closer, she recognized Ridge’s truck. Her stomach knotted. She jumped to her feet and dashed to Rayann’s side. “Who invited him?” 
 
    “I did. This is my party. So get over it.” 
 
    Tizzy clamped her jaw. “I can’t believe you’ve done this. You knew I wouldn’t want him here. Especially—” 
 
    “What, Tizzy? Since you have a date? Well, excuse me. If I’d known you invited Jared, I wouldn’t have asked Cooper. I found out after the fact, and I’m sorry. You’ll just have to deal with it. Do you think you can do that?” 
 
    Tizzy gasped, unable to hold in her disgust. “Piece of cake.” What a lie. Panic flooded over her. Having both men in the same location was too much. Thankful for the cover of sunglasses, she couldn’t take her eyes off the new arrival dressed in jeans, denim shirt, both starched to perfection, cowboy boots, a brown Stetson, and a Silver Star bolo. A wave of heat slid across her skin, and she prayed for strength. 
 
    Gracie bounced onto the porch. “Trooper Cooper, Trooper Cooper.” She ran to him, and he lifted her into his arms. 
 
     “Hey, honey-bunny.” 
 
    Gracie hugged him hard. “Momma, Trooper Cooper called me honey-bunny.”  
 
    “He’s a silly boy, isn’t he?” Through the dark lens, she met his gaze then quickly turned away. Those blue eyes of his seemed to see right through her. 
 
    Gracie placed her hands on Ridge’s cheeks. “Swim with me.” 
 
    He gave her a light kiss. “I would, but I didn’t bring a suit.” 
 
    “You’re not getting off that easy.” Pattiecake shook her head. “I have swimsuits. All sizes.” 
 
    Ridge shrugged. “Okay, I guess I’ll swim. But first, I brought you a surprise.” 
 
    Her eyes widened. “What is it?” 
 
    “Come with me, and I’ll show you.” 
 
    Gracie took his hand, and he led her to his truck, then opened the back door, reached inside, and produced a box. She peered into it and squealed, “Momma! Trooper Cooper brought me a kitty!” 
 
    Tizzy walked to the end of the porch. “Cooper! You didn’t!” 
 
    In her arms, Gracie cradled a soft, fuzzy, yellow, ball of fur. “She’s so sweet.” 
 
    Tizzy knelt beside her daughter, then looked up at Ridge. “Really, Cooper, don’t you think you should have asked before showing up with a pet?” 
 
    His lips thinned into a grin. “That was kind of hard to do since you weren’t speaking to me. Besides, you would have said no. I had to go over your head.” 
 
    Tizzy’s heart slammed against her ribs. The sight of him with Gracie made her want to cry. She had attached herself like a little spider monkey. Tizzy didn’t know what to do. First, the azalea, and now, the kitten. Ridge Cooper was a dangerous man. 
 
    She removed her glasses and narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean over my head?” 
 
    “I asked your mom. She approved.” 
 
    Tizzy whirled around to find her mother. “Is that true? Did you tell him he could bring Gracie a pet?” 
 
    “Simmer down. If you don’t want the kitten at your house, she can keep it here.” She winked at Ridge. “Now, about that swimsuit. Let me show you where they are.” 
 
    Tizzy fumed. Mom, Rayann, Bubba, and everyone else were determined to play matchmaker. She took a deep breath and vowed to not let them get the best of her. She returned to Jared, and for the rest of the day, ignored Ridge. 
 
    But as the party wound down, her luck ran out, and he headed her way. She moved closer to Jared. 
 
    When Ridge reached them, he stuck out his hand. “I don’t think we’ve met. I’m Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper. Bubba tells me you’re a lawyer.” 
 
    “That’s right. Jared Medina. Nice to meet you.” 
 
    Ridge eyed Tizzy and curled his lip. “So now you don’t go anywhere without an attorney?” 
 
    “He’s not here as my lawyer. He’s here as my date.” She kept her tone soft and even. 
 
    Before he could say anything else, Gracie came running, holding her kitten in one arm and a book in the other. “Read me a story, Trooper Cooper.” 
 
     “Okay. But first, have you decided on a name for your kitten?” 
 
    Her big brown eyes doubled in size. “I’m gonna name her Cuddles!” 
 
    Ridge raked damp strands of hair away from her face. “I like that name.” 
 
    “C’mon. Read to me and Cuddles.” 
 
    Ridge sat, hauled Gracie on to his lap, and began the story. “Once upon a time, pirates sailed the seven seas.” 
 
    Tizzy’s heart faltered. It was one of Gracie’s favorite books. She pointed to the red-haired character. “Why does he have that on his eye?” 
 
    “That’s a patch. He has something wrong, so he wears it to keep it safe while it heals.” 
 
    “Like a boo-boo?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    Tizzy wanted to jerk the book out of his hands. Why did he have to be so patient with Gracie? Why did Gracie have to love him so much? She looked at him with the same affection she did her grandfather. Damn Ridge Cooper for stealing the little girl’s heart. When he left, she’d be devastated.  
 
    Gracie’s sweet voice rescued Tizzy from her misery.    “How’d he hurt it?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” Ridge said. 
 
    “Did somebody poke him in the eye?” 
 
    “I guess they did.” 
 
    Gracie giggled. “They poked him in the eye and made him a pirate.” 
 
    Ridge locked eyes with Tizzy. She couldn’t help but smile, sharing the moment with him like parents when their child says something clever.  Her eyes misted. He was killing her. 
 
    By the third page, Gracie slumped against him. Her long brown hair formed soft ringlets around her face. Cuddles snuggled in her lap. Gracie looked so sweet curled against Ridge. Tizzy wanted to cry. When she thought of her relationship with her father, she knew what Gracie was missing, and that broke her heart. And when Ridge returned to Dallas for good, it would break even more. Gracie’s, too. 
 
    As the day drifted to twilight, all the guests were gone, except for Tizzy’s date. Average height and weight, Jared had black hair, dark eyes, and a complexion most women would kill for. His smile could light up a room. Too bad it was lost on her. She sat next to him on the front porch and forced conversation. “Thanks for coming. I hope you had a good time.” 
 
    “I did. Thanks for inviting me.” He held her hand. When he stood, he pulled her up with him, then started toward his car. “Would you like to go out again?” 
 
    She hesitated for a moment.  She had trouble with confrontation and little experience with men. She smiled politely. “Sure. Call me.” 
 
    He leaned in and kissed her. “Goodnight.” 
 
    “Thanks again for coming.” As he drove away, relief washed over her. 
 
    Rayann stepped up to the porch. “Scale of one to ten, how was the kiss?” 
 
    “A four at best.”  
 
    Bubba peeked around her. “He didn’t French ya, did he?” 
 
    “No, Bubba. He didn’t. That would have been gross.” 
 
    “We’re going down to the baseball field. They’re having a firework’s show in honor of the team winning the championship. Why don’t you and Gracie come with us? She’d love it,” Rayann said. 
 
    Tizzy considered the invitation. What else did she have to do other than going home and kick herself for wanting Ridge so much? “Sure. That sounds like fun. She’s spending the night out here, so I’ll ask Momma and Daddy if they want to come.” 
 
    The thought of being alone caused Tizzy’s chest to ache. Lately, solitude was not her friend. It left her mind free to fantasize about her neighbor. Maybe if she stayed up late, she’d be too exhausted to obsess about the things she’d like to do to him. And the list was long. 
 
    A while later, at the baseball field, Tizzy spread three quilts on the ground. She and Gracie lay in the middle, with her mom and dad on one side, and Bubba and Rayann on the other. Stars in the clear sky suspended above them like shiny Christmas ornaments. Tizzy and Gracie softly sang Twinkle, Twinkle Little Star.  
 
    “Hey, cutie-patootie, can I sit with you?” 
 
    Tizzy jerked upright. Gracie reached for him and giggled. “Momma, Trooper Cooper called me cutie-patootie.” 
 
    Tizzy swallowed hard. “I know. He’s a silly boy.” 
 
    “You don’t mind if I join you?” 
 
    Her face pinched. “No. Make yourself comfortable.” 
 
    “You don’t sound too convincing. Are you sure it’s okay? I can go somewhere—” His voice trailed off. 
 
    She scowled and leaned in close so Gracie wouldn’t hear. “How can I ask you to leave, when Gracie wants you here? You’re getting good at making me the bad guy, and I don’t like it. First with the kitten and now this. Don’t think I’m not onto you, because I am.” 
 
    He laid back on the quilt and said nothing. She wanted to slap the smug smile off his handsome face. 
 
    Massive balls burst in midair and sent multi-colored orbs toward the ground. Silver streaks cascaded out like a giant glittering octopus. Rapid shots of brilliant lights rose and shattered. The crowd joined in oohs and aahs with each blast. 
 
    When Ridge slipped his hand into hers, she let him hold it for a moment before she pulled away. He rolled up on his elbow. “Sooner or later, Margie Lou, you’ll have to talk to me. You can’t stay mad forever.” 
 
    “Stop calling me that.” 
 
    “Oh, come on. You like it. Admit it.” 
 
    “No, I don’t. And staying mad is easy because you keep doing things to upset me.” She told herself it was the truth. Who was she kidding? She might fool him, but she couldn’t deceive her heart.  
 
    “You do things, too, but I can’t stay angry with you no matter how hard I try.” 
 
    She pushed up on her hands. “What are you talking about? What have I done?” 
 
    “For starters, you haven’t been forthcoming with information about the case. Then you had your lawyer at the party.” 
 
    She clenched her teeth. “I told you he wasn’t there as my attorney.” 
 
    “I disliked him even more as your date.” 
 
    She tried to keep her emotions in check but didn’t have the strength left to fight with him anymore. Damn the azalea. Damn the kitten. Damn the cutesy rhyming names. Damn the way he looked in a swimsuit. She stood, gave Gracie a quick kiss, and turned to Pattiecake. “I’m leaving. I’ll call tomorrow before I come to get Gracie.” 
 
    “Oh. Well. I put the disposable cameras in your van. They’re in a bag with some other things. Are you okay?” 
 
    “Absolutely peachy. I’ve just lost my festive mood.”  
 
    Chapter Twenty-two 
 
    Tizzy had been in the house only a few minutes when Ridge pulled into the drive. A lump formed in the back of her throat at the thought of another argument. Simple solution. She wouldn’t answer the door. 
 
    Within seconds, he knocked. “Let me in, Tizzy. This has gone on long enough. You and I need to talk.” 
 
    She tried to speak, but couldn’t make a sound. Her breath came in gasps as tears streamed from the corners of her eyes. 
 
    “I know you’re there. Talk to me. Say something. Anything.” 
 
    Emotions flooded over her, every nerve exploded, resurrecting passion dormant too long. 
 
    “If you can honestly tell me you don’t feel anything for me, and nothing is happening between us. I’ll go. I’ll leave you alone if that’s what you want.” 
 
    Silence as solid as the door hung between them. 
 
    Finally, he spoke again. “I understand. I won’t bother you anymore.” 
 
    Tizzy’s head spun. From the moment she met Ridge, a battle between desire and fear raged inside her. She wanted him, but she was afraid she’d give him her heart, and he’d leave with it. Or, she’d fall in love, and he wouldn’t love her back—or love her enough. 
 
    As soon as the case ended, he’d be gone. Dallas wasn’t that far, but long-distance relationships never lasted. She couldn’t ask him to give up his career, not that he would, but Brownsboro was her home. Gracie’s home. She couldn’t give that up either. But could she let him walk away? Out of her life forever? 
 
    “Wait.” Her voice hitched. She leaned her head against the door and pushed the words out in gasps. “I think about you a hundred times a day. When you’re close, I forget how to breathe. I lie awake at night and wonder how sweet your mouth would taste if I kissed you.” 
 
    Silence. 
 
    “Ridge? Are you still there?” 
 
    “Open the door, Tizzy. Before I rip it off its hinges.” 
 
    She clicked the lock. He stepped inside, swept her into his arms, and covered her mouth with his. Hard at first, then softly. Blood pulsed through her and with that one deep, wet, lingering kiss, the battle was over. Fear was gone. Desire kicked its butt. 
 
    She didn’t want to think anymore. She didn’t want to be reasonable or logical or a good girl. She wanted to be wild and wicked. 
 
    She gazed into his molten eyes. The pupils were fixed on hers. “Please don’t break my heart.” 
 
    “I won’t. I swear it.” 
 
    He held her, kissed her soft, slow, and deep, and when their mouths parted, he rimmed her lips with his tongue, making a full circle. She’d never been kissed like that, and it caused every thought in her brain to vaporize. To hell with world hunger—lost souls—getting her tires rotated. 
 
    The next morning, Tizzy woke with a smile on her face. She eased out of bed and into the bathroom. When she finished her shower, she toweled off, slipped on a silky robe, and strolled into the kitchen. She grabbed a bowl from the cabinet, poured in cereal, and piled on whipped cream. The sack on the counter caught her attention. She peered at the cameras from the party, and the tee-shirt Ridge wore when he arrived. She set the dish down, lifted the shirt, and pressed it to her nose. 
 
    From behind, he slid his arms around her waist and rested his chin on her shoulder. “Are you sniffing my clothes?” 
 
    Heart pounding, she spun to face him and shoved the shirt hard against him. “It smells like a woman. I am such an idiot! When something seems too good to be true, it usually is. That’s what you were. Perfect beyond belief. I should have known.”  
 
    She was stupid to think a man like him would be unattached. He’d probably had a woman in Dallas all along. Tizzy wanted to cry, but she had no one to blame but herself. 
 
    Ridge pitched the shirt onto the table and crossed his arms over his chest. “Are you done?” 
 
    Her stomach knotted. She braced herself. He’d played her for a fool, and the sad part was, she’d not even put up a fight. Tears pooled in her eyes. “Yes, I’m done. You can leave now.” 
 
    He grasped her shoulders and squared them to his. “Look at me. It isn’t what you think. She lives in the same apartment complex as I do. I hadn’t seen her since I started this case. Yesterday when I was leaving, she showed up. She kissed me. Hugged me. She was interested. I wasn’t. I told her I’d met someone.” 
 
    Tizzy’s mouth had gone dry. She struggled to get the words out. “Do you love her?” 
 
    “No. You’re not listening. It wasn’t serious. I never led her to believe it would be. From the minute you curled those sassy lips around the words, Trooper Cooper, you’re all I’ve thought about.  I’ve tried to ignore the attraction, but today, when I saw you with that Jared guy, I couldn’t fight it anymore. Even if it puts my job in jeopardy.” 
 
     “I can’t be the reason for that.” 
 
    “What are you saying? You want to forget last night and go back to being friends?” 
 
    She drew a deep breath and bit her bottom lip. It was the last thing she wanted, but if being together caused him to lose the career he loved, their relationship wouldn’t survive anyway. “No. But you’re risking a lot if we continue to see each other.” 
 
    He gathered her into his arms and held her close. “It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”   
 
    Chapter Twenty-three 
 
    For the next two days, Ridge forced the results of the autopsy report to the back of his mind, but now he had to face the facts. He walked into the dining room, picked up a marker, and stepped to the crime board. Under Tizzy’s name, he wrote insulin overdose/volunteers at the clinic.  
 
    To take the spotlight off her, he needed to get busy and connect someone else to the drug. First stop: The bank. When he arrived, the receptionist told him Carl Weston and Leah Trammell were sharing an early lunch in the conference room. He sent word he wanted to speak to each of them privately. 
 
    Leah emerged first and invited him into her office. “How can I help you today, Officer Cooper?” 
 
    “I have a few things I want to clear up about your statement. During our initial meeting, you lied about Carl having an affair when in fact, he’s having one with you.” 
 
    Leah settled back in her chair. “I didn’t lie. I said he couldn’t have an affair without Marlene knowing.” 
 
    “You’re saying you and Carl had her blessing?” 
 
    “Yes.” Leah leaned forward, clasped her hands, her demeanor confident, and her voice steady. “And I should explain one more thing. The reason Carl had no idea Marlene didn’t come home that night was that he was with me.” 
 
    Ridge mirrored her body language and added steel to his voice. “Tell me, does Carl know about Kyle Richmond?” 
 
    From her reaction, the question caught her off guard, and that’s what he wanted. Something to bring her down a notch or two. He couldn’t help but think of how she and Richmond were alike. Cocky. 
 
    “What about Kyle?” 
 
    “Marlene was having an affair with him.” 
 
    She gasped. “Really?” 
 
    “I’m assuming your answer is ‘no.’ He didn’t, did he?”  Now Ridge felt cocky. He wanted to enjoy the moment, so he paused before continuing. “They’d been carrying on for years. Perhaps Carl found out and didn’t approve. With her out of the way, he’d get the bank, the insurance money, and you. Do you still say you were together all night?” 
 
    She laced her fingers so tightly, her knuckles turned white. Clearly, she hated Marlene. He’d be willing to bet Leah was already picking out her wedding dress and booking the honeymoon. 
 
    “It wouldn’t have mattered to Carl if Marlene had been sleeping with every man in Texas. My statement stands.” 
 
    “What time did he get to your house?” 
 
    “Between eight-thirty and nine and didn’t leave until around seven the next morning.” 
 
    “I hope Carl will corroborate your story. The two of you stand to gain the most from her death.” Ridge locked his gaze on her. “As long as Marlene was alive, you’d always be the other woman. Just his secretary, unless she was out of the picture.” 
 
    Leah’s rosy cheeks faded. Ridge continued his attack. “With her gone, you’d have smooth sailing. You’d wait a little while. You’d already been waiting for years. Once enough time passed, you and Carl would marry. You’d move up the ladder and into the big house. Sounds like motive.” 
 
    “Think what you want. Carl will confirm we spent the night together. So it seems he and I both have alibis. Do you have any other questions?” 
 
    “One more. Are you, or anyone in your family, diabetic?” 
 
    Leah swallowed hard and darted her eyes away for a moment. “No. Why do you ask?” 
 
    “Marlene died from an overdose of insulin, so whoever killed her had access to the drug.” 
 
    Leah’s hot pink lips spread into a wicked grin. “I can think of one person with plenty of access. Tizzy volunteers at the clinic. You should ask her about that, don’t you think?” 
 
    Ignoring the question, Ridge stuck his notepad in his shirt pocket. “Don’t leave town.” 
 
    On the outside, he remained calm, but inside he was popping champagne and shooting off fireworks. He had a feeling about Leah Trammell, and it wasn’t good. 
 
    Carl was on the phone but motioned for Ridge to come in and take a seat. He ended the call and greeted him. “How’s the investigation going? I hope you have good news for me—like an arrest.” 
 
    “I don’t. But I’m making progress. I’ll be as direct as I can. I know you’re having an affair with Leah. Did you know about Marlene and Kyle Richmond?” 
 
    Carl shouldered back in his chair. “Yes, I did. My wife—how can I put this? Let’s just say it took a lot to make her happy.” 
 
    Ridge read something in his hesitation. “Sounds like you had first-hand knowledge. I thought the two of you were married in name only.” 
 
    “You're direct, so I’ll return the favor. I didn’t love my wife. I love Leah. But when Marlene wanted something, she could be convincing.” 
 
    Ridge studied Carl’s body language as he shifted in his seat, picked up a pen and doodled. 
 
    “She’d meet Kyle every month in Dallas. But sometimes, she—we—.” He lowered his voice. “You get the picture. That’s for your ears only. Understand?” Carl put the pen down, adjusted his tie, and shifted his shoulders again. “Leah doesn’t know, and I don’t want her to.” 
 
    “That you slept with your wife?” 
 
    “C’mon now, Cooper, you’ve never been guilty of a casual encounter? You might not even like the person much, but you still did it. What I’m trying to say is, it wasn’t torture. Did I feel guilty about it? Sure, but then again, Marlene was my wife.” 
 
    “Do you want to stick with your original statement about being home the night of the murder?”  
 
    Carl shook his head. “No. I lied about that. I was with Leah.” 
 
    “Was it your idea or hers to lie?” 
 
    “We—Leah and I hoped you would solve this thing before we had to admit to an affair. But admitting it would have put more suspicion on us, and since she and I knew we had nothing to do with Marlene’s death, we kept quiet until push came to shove. No need for you to waste time investigating us when we’re innocent.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question. Your idea or hers?” 
 
    “I—she—we—I don’t remember. We both agreed.” 
 
    “What time did you go to her house?” 
 
    “Around eight-thirty to nine o’clock and didn’t leave until seven the next morning.” 
 
    Ridge rubbed the back of his neck to smooth the hairs. Carl used almost the exact same words as Leah as if scripted. When suspects furnished phony alibis for each other, they were prone to give identical statements. He needed to plant doubt. 
 
    “Is anyone in your family diabetic?”  
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    “What about Leah’s?” 
 
    Carl averted his eyes. “Her father was, I think. But he died a few months ago. What does that have to do with anything?” 
 
    “Marlene died from an overdose of insulin. And it’s odd, Leah denied having any access to the drug.” 
 
    “That’s probably because she doesn’t, now that her dad is gone.”  
 
     Ridge closed his notebook, stood, and walked away. When he reached the door, he stopped and faced Carl again. “Oh, one more thing. Are you absolutely sure Leah had no idea you were sleeping with Marlene?” 
 
    He hesitated. Stared into space. “I don’t think there’s any possible way. No one did, except for Marlene and me.” He drew his brows tight. “No. Absolutely not.” 
 
    Ridge wasn’t sure who Carl was trying to convince, him, or himself. No need to press the matter. Ridge had given Carl enough to think about. “Thanks.” 
 
    Ridge strolled back into the lobby and fell in line at one of the teller windows. He’d use the lame excuse of needing change when what he really wanted was to see if Carl made a beeline for Leah. Within a minute, Carl flew out of his office and rushed into hers. 
 
    Back in his car, Ridge googled the shelf life of insulin. Unopened, one to three years, depending on the brand. He removed his notebook and checked what Carl had said about the time of death for Leah’s father. A few months ago. 
 
    Ridge added one more piece to the puzzle. Leah had access to insulin—and lied about it. That, along with the doubt he’d planted in Carl’s mind about Leah knowing he was sleeping with Marlene, might be enough for him to recant his alibi. 
 
    Today had been a good day.  
 
    Chapter Twenty-four 
 
    Tizzy’s body floated up, then down. Dense black fog surrounded her, and a light in the distance compelled her to come closer. She struggled to move, but the mist held her back, suspended, hovering in place. Where was she? She scanned the surroundings. Something swooped overhead. A raven. A shadow moved toward her. She focused on the shape—oh, no. 
 
    She pitched forward from the dream. Her scream, caught in the back of her throat, sounded more like a cat trying to cough up a hairball. She clamped her hands over her ears. 
 
    Ridge came to life and grabbed his gun. “What’s wrong?” 
 
    She brought her knees to her chest, fell back on the bed in a fetal position, and stared at the clock. Two a.m. “Bad dream.” She tried to ignore Marlene’s ghostly image, gaunt, and hollow-eyed. No luck. The apparition had loomed over her and repeated, “Whore, whore, whore.” A jumble of voices joined in. They whispered, then roared like a freight train picking up speed. “Ranger, ranger, whore, ranger, whore.” 
 
    So the chorus thought she was a whore for sleeping with Ridge. She covered her ears, and everything stopped. 
 
    He replaced the gun and folded her into his arms. “Are you okay? Your heart’s going ninety miles an hour. What was the dream about?” 
 
    “Let’s not talk. Just hold me.” 
 
    He kissed the top of her head. 
 
    She moved out of his arms and gazed at him through the darkness. “Kiss me like you mean it.” 
 
    He kissed her, rimmed her lips. All that heat went straight to lady town. She loved his kiss. It turned her brain to mush and her body into linguine. She sucked in a deep, staggering breath. “I’m glad you’re here.” 
 
    “Me, too. It might help if you talked about your nightmare.” 
 
    “I will, but not now.” She snuggled deeper into his embrace. 
 
    Early the next day, dawn filtered into the room. Tizzy sat up, hugged her knees. Across the room, Ridge put on his jeans. She never grew tired of looking at him. Not because he was handsome, but because he was solid and steady. Sure of himself, even a little cocky, and she found that appealing. “I wish you didn’t have to sneak out every morning.” 
 
    “Me too, but I better leave before Gracie wakes. We agreed. She wouldn’t understand us sleeping together.” 
 
    Tizzy fell back on the bed and pulled him down with her. 
 
    He leaned in and gave her another kiss. “I’ve got to go, darlin’.” 
 
    “Don’t.  Kiss me again.” She tugged at his sleeve. 
 
    “Absolutely not. That kiss gets me in trouble. That kiss is uptown shopping for downtown business, and I’ve done all the business I can right now.” He wiggled her nose, gave her one more quick smooch, and then disappeared down the hall. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Ridge rushed into the station and marveled at Rita’s ability to file, answer the phone, and eat a devil’s food cupcake all at the same time. Talk about multi-tasking. Bubba sat with his nose in the weekly news, all six pages. He tipped the corner down. “Hey, Cooper.” 
 
    “Morning to you both. Ted Mitchell’s office called, saying I’d get the results from the cabin search today.” 
 
    Rita shook her head. “Nothing yet. Bubba said they found hair and prints. Maybe you’ll get a match, and you can wrap this thing up. You’re probably ready to get back to the city—or not.” 
 
    Bubba refolded the paper. “I think he’s liking Brownsboro a whole lot better. Am I right?” 
 
    Ridge fought a smile. “Don’t remember saying I disliked it.” 
 
    Bubba stood. “Oh, I checked with Carla Ferguson like you asked. Mark her off the suspect list. She has an alibi for the night of the murder. I guess her arrival is a coincidence.”  
 
    “Thanks. Leah Trammell lied about having access to insulin, so she’s moved up to suspect number one.” 
 
    The hum of the fax machine broke the moment. “That’s probably your report.” Rita removed the pages and passed them to him. 
 
    Ridge flipped through the documents and widened his eyes. “I’ll be damned. I can’t believe this. I finally caught a break. One of Marlene’s hairs has someone else’s DNA.” 
 
    “Let me guess. Kyle Richmond,” Bubba said. 
 
    Ridge laughed. “No. Not Richmond. Norma Harkey.” 
 
    Bubba reached for the report. “Am I reading this right? Norma’s DNA on one of Marlene’s pubic hairs. You’ve got to be kidding. That means—” 
 
    Ridge drew his face into a hard line. “Yeah. She called Norma the night of the murder. Norma claimed it was to make plans for the weekend. But what if it was to rendezvous at the cabin?” 
 
    Bubba slumped in his chair. “Marlene and Norma—ho-lee crap! Marlene Weston, resident bitch, was a switch hitter? This just keeps gettin’ better and better.” 
 
    Rita closed the file cabinet. “I would have never guessed in a million years Marlene swung both ways. Do you think Carl had any idea?” 
 
    Ridge lowered his head and tried to wrap his brain around the information. “Maybe Carl found out and couldn’t handle it. That would give him motive. People kill for a lot less. He might ignore the affair with Kyle Richmond, but a lesbian affair was too much. Not proper for the bank president’s wife. Talk about a big slap in the face. Especially in a town where appearances are so important. That would provide material for plenty of jokes about Carl’s manhood. Even though that has nothing to do with it, you know how people can talk.” 
 
    Rita ran her hand across her face. “Poor Avery and Carl Jr. This will destroy them.” 
 
    This revelation added another wrinkle. Ridge had to consider perhaps Leah hadn’t acted alone in the murder. Carl could be just as guilty. Maybe he was tired of Marlene’s promiscuity. “I need to pay Norma another visit. Bubba, you want to come?” 
 
    “Man, I wouldn’t miss it.” 
 
    Since the salon was a block away, Ridge and Bubba walked. The sun was shining, birds were singing, and Ridge thought fresh air might clear his head.  
 
    When Ridge and Bubba arrived, Norma was shampooing one woman’s hair, while another one sat under a dryer. “Mrs. Harkey, I wanted to follow up with a few more questions.” 
 
    She nodded. “Take a seat in my office, and I’ll be right with you.” Five minutes later, she came in and closed the door behind her. She looked toward Bubba, then back at Ridge. “How can I help you?” 
 
    “Some new evidence came to light. Marlene had a lake house. But you already knew that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. She’d had the place for years. Why is the cabin important? Is that where it happened?” 
 
    Ridge removed his hat and propped it on his knee, taking his time before answering. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    She shifted in her seat, darting her eyes everywhere, except at him. “Then what is this visit about?” 
 
    “I got the forensic report from the lake house search. Your DNA showed up on a hair. Marlene’s hair. How long were you lovers?” 
 
    Norma buried her face in her hands and cried. “This can’t be happening. I prayed you wouldn’t find out about the cabin. No one used the place except Marlene and me. Carl probably hasn’t thought about the property in ages. I hoped you’d solve the case before it came to this because one thing has nothing to do with the other.” 
 
    “What do you mean? It has everything to do with it.” He leaned forward, invaded her space. “You cleaned the cabin, didn’t you? You lied about seeing Marlene that night. About your relationship with her. About the phone call.” He stretched his body forward until his face was only a few inches from hers. 
 
    “Tell me, Mrs. Harkey, have you been truthful about anything?” 
 
    She clenched her jaw. “Yes. I didn’t kill Marlene. I loved her, and she loved me. And when everyone finds out about us, it’ll hurt her memory and her family. All these years, no one even suspected.” She cried harder. “I suppose now, everyone will know, and it’ll be one more reason for people in this town to disapprove of her. Poor Marlene. Even in death, she’ll be despised.” 
 
    Ridge straightened and leaned back again. “How long had the affair been going on?” 
 
    Norma wiped at her face. “Forever. Since high school.” 
 
    “Were you upset the two of you never came out?” 
 
    “Don’t be ridiculous. Neither of us wanted our relationship public. Marlene and I were happy with the way things were. We both married. Had children. Our lives were perfect.” 
 
    There was that word again. So far, everything he’d discovered proved everyone involved in this case was anything but perfect. Liars. Cheaters. And a murderer. 
 
    “What about Carl? Was he in on the secret?” 
 
    “He’s the only one who was.” She cocked her head and displayed a stiff smile. “You’re not a small-town boy, are you? You don’t understand. Marlene and Carl were ideal for each other. She wanted the facade of a happy marriage and children. Carl wanted respect and standing in the community. They provided each other with what they both needed. Marlene had me, and Carl has Leah.” 
 
    Ridge glared at her, the hair on the back of his neck prickling. “Tell me the truth about the night of Marlene’s murder.” 
 
    She wrung her hands. “We planned to go to the cabin, and she said she’d let me know when the church meeting was over. After she called, I drove down to the bank, picked her up and we went to the lake. We arrived a little before nine and stayed a couple of hours. I dropped her at her car around eleven-thirty, and I got home fifteen minutes later and didn’t see or speak to her again.” She wiped her tears. 
 
    “When you left her, did you see anybody? Any cars parked nearby? Anything unusual?” 
 
    “No, Marlene was still buzzed. I’m sure the autopsy showed the alcohol and drugs in her system. She only used them when she’d had a bad day. They helped her unwind. I asked her if she would be all right to drive, and she said yes. It was only a few blocks and no traffic, so I thought she’d be okay.” Tears poured. “If I’d insisted on driving her, she’d be alive.” 
 
    Ridge paused from taking notes. “Did you know you weren’t Marlene’s only lover?” 
 
    She lurched upright and gasped. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    Ridge cut his eyes to Bubba then back to her. “She was having an affair with Kyle Richmond.” 
 
    “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    Ridge softened his tone. “Kyle admitted it.” 
 
    “For how long?” 
 
    “Since your fifteenth-class reunion.” 
 
    “No. No. That can’t be right.” 
 
    “I’m sorry.” 
 
    “Did he say they loved each other?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    She sobbed harder. “I can’t believe this. She loved me. I know she did.” 
 
    Ridge thinned his lips into a hard line. “I don’t have much faith in what you’ve told me. You’ve lied about so much I’m inclined to think you’re lying about your knowledge of Richmond. Maybe you found out about him and decided Marlene had been making a fool of you, and you wouldn’t tolerate it anymore. You confronted her, gave her an ultimatum—you or Kyle, and she chose him. I’d say you had motive and opportunity.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true! Even if I had known, I would have never hurt Marlene. How many times do I have to tell you? I loved her.” 
 
    “Is anyone in your family diabetic?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “No one?” 
 
    “No. Why?” 
 
    Ridge flipped through his notes. “You have a son, right?” 
 
    “My son is fourteen years old. He’s a child. He wouldn’t hurt Marlene. He doesn’t know about us, and even if he did, he wouldn’t kill her. Besides, he was home when I got there and didn’t leave. I’m his alibi.” 
 
    Ridge wrote as he talked. “Where did Marlene get her drugs?” 
 
    Norma hesitated and fixed her eyes on Bubba. “Toby Ulrich. He lives down in Kickapoo Bottom.” 
 
    “It’s not looking so good for you, Mrs. Harkey. You were the last one to see Marlene alive. You tampered with evidence. Claimed no knowledge of her other affair. You’ve lied over and over, so what’s one more?” 
 
    “Please, believe me. I did not kill her.” 
 
    Ridge stood. “At the least, I can charge you with obstruction. I’m not going to yet, but don’t even think about leaving town.” 
 
    On the way back to the office, Ridge asked Bubba, “Do you know this Toby Ulrich?” 
 
    “I do, and I’ve never known him to deal. He grows a little Texas Tea for his personal use. He gets bad migraines, and the weed helps. It’s not worth the effort to bust him. He lives down in the boonies, doesn’t bother anybody, so I’m surprised he’d sell to Marlene. You want to interview him now?” 
 
    “Yeah, show me the way.” Ridge slid behind the wheel of his car and Bubba climbed into the passenger side.  
 
    “Let’s head east.” Bubba cocked his head. “So dope-smoking Marlene played for both teams, and Carl knew. Man, this just keeps gettin’ better and better.” 
 
    Bubba wasn’t lying when he said the guy lived in the boonies. Ridge turned off the main highway, drove down a county road, onto a blacktop, then a two rutted lane which led to a small house and outbuilding with a sign that read ‘Motorcycle Repair.’ 
 
    When Ridge and Bubba got out of the car, a man emerged from the shop wiping his hands with an oily rag. Ridge sized him up. He was about Bubba’s age, maybe six inches shorter and twenty pounds lighter. Brown hair, dark eyes, and a scar sliced through his left eyebrow. 
 
    “Bubba, what brings you out here?” he asked. 
 
    “Toby, this is Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper. He’s investigating Marlene’s death.” 
 
    “Mr. Ulrich, I understand Marlene bought dope from you. Is that true?” Ridge asked. 
 
    Toby cut his eyes to Bubba. “You here to arrest me?” 
 
    “You dealing?” 
 
    “You know me better than that.” 
 
    “You’re saying Marlene Weston didn’t get marijuana from you?” Ridge asked. 
 
    “That’s not what I’m saying. I’m saying I didn’t sell it to her.” 
 
    Ridge folded his arms across his chest. “What? You gave it to her out of the goodness of your heart?” 
 
    Toby shook his head. “I’m not saying that either.” 
 
    Hooking his thumbs in his pockets, Ridge widened his stance. “Let me guess. She traded a favor for it.” 
 
    Toby said nothing. 
 
    Bubba grunted. “She was almost old enough to be your momma.” 
 
    “It was all her idea. She never wanted much, so I gave it to her, then she came on to me. She was something. I guess she liked slumming because she’d show up out here sometimes, and it wasn’t for pot.” 
 
    Ridge cut his eyes over at Bubba, then back to Toby. “You got an alibi for that night?” 
 
    “I was in Lubbock, visiting relatives. Are you going to arrest me—for giving her the grass?” 
 
    “No, but I need the names of those relatives.”  
 
    Chapter Twenty-five 
 
    From the corner of her eye, Tizzy caught sight of Ridge as he settled onto a stool. Her stomach somersaulted. The man could set her on fire with just a glance. “Can I get you anything, Officer Cooper?” 
 
    “Yeah. Oh — you mean to drink?” Just give me my usual.” 
 
    “Watch out, city boy.” She twisted the top from a beer and handed it to him. 
 
    “Did you talk to your mom about keeping Gracie this weekend?” 
 
    “We’re all set. I’m excited about going. I’ll get to shop, sleep late, and eat out in a fancy place with pretty food. We are eating in a swanky restaurant, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Absolutely. The location is a surprise, so don’t ask. I don’t live far from the Galleria, so while I’m checking in with Captain Reynolds, you can go to the mall. Are you listening?” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry.”  
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    “Today has been a terrible day. We’ll talk later.” A terrible day was a bit of an understatement. She’d gone to the doctor earlier, and his diagnosis had definitely taken the ‘J’ out of joy. 
 
    By eleven o’clock, the crowd dwindled to less than a dozen patrons. Bubba claimed the stool next to Ridge. Tizzy busied herself gathering empty glasses, clearing tables, and wiping down the counter. She didn’t notice the woman with the bleached, spiked, hair until she spoke. 
 
    “Well, well, well. As I live and breathe if it isn’t sweet little Tizzy McAlister.” 
 
    Tizzy jerked her head up and zeroed in on Carla Ferguson. She looked like the poster child for drive-thru restaurants—fast, cheap, and easy. Warpaint make-up and clothes so tight, they were probably cutting off the blood supply to her brain. 
 
    “Hello, Carla. What brings you to town? Boy band convention?” 
 
    “Sticks and stones, Tizzy, sticks, and stones. Let’s say I’m between marriages, so I came home for a visit.” 
 
    Silly to hold a grudge after all these years, but Carla was the only person Tizzy came close to hating. In high school, Carla had flirted with Boone non-stop, and Tizzy couldn’t miss an opportunity to offer sarcastic jabs. “How many exes now? Four?” 
 
    “You’ve always been so uppity—thinking you’re better than everyone else just because you snagged the richest boy in town.  But you know what, Tizzy? Even Boone knew how stuck up you were. I think it’s finally time I share a little secret. One I’ve been keeping about your precious Boone.” 
 
    “I’m not interested in anything you have to say about him or anyone else.” 
 
    “Oh, yes, you are. So get ready. You thought he saved himself for you, but he didn’t. Whew! That felt good! I’ve wanted to tell you that for years!” 
 
    Anger coursed through Tizzy’s veins and seethed at the surface. “Liar!” 
 
    “Bitch!” Carla screeched. 
 
    “White trash!” Tizzy pointed her finger. 
 
    “What was the poor guy to do? You were Miss Goody-Two-Shoes. How would I know about the strawberry birthmark on his inner left thigh if I hadn’t seen it up close and personal?” 
 
    Tizzy climbed on top of the bar and crouched like a tiger stalking a wild boar. “You dirty liar!” She launched and landed on Carla’s back. Bleach-bimbo worked to escape, but Tizzy locked her legs around Carla’s waist. Carla flapped her arms and tried to get a hold of her rider. Tizzy grabbed two handfuls of pointed hair and hung on for dear life. Screaming, they spun first one way, and then the other, Tizzy clutching tight and the spiked-hair slut trying to break free. 
 
    “It was your fault, you little prude! Let go of me!” 
 
    Strong hands grabbed Tizzy by her shoulders and hauled her off. She snapped her head around to see Ridge, wide-eyed and teeth clenched. She fought to pull away, but his hold was unyielding. Bubba stepped forward and pulled Carla clear. The physical fight was over, but Tizzy wasn’t done. 
 
    She flailed her arms about, her brain no longer capable of reasonable thoughts. “I’m not a prude anymore! I’m so un-prudish, I have a urinary infection! And Boone Donovan pales compared to the man I’m with now. He’s like Superman, and he wouldn’t touch a skank like you with a ten-foot pole! Tell her, Ridge.” 
 
    He gulped for air. “Uh—she’s right. Uh—uh—the man she’s with wouldn’t touch you with a twenty-foot pole.” 
 
    Tizzy snapped back to reality and realized what she’d said. She straightened her clothes and cooed over her shoulder. “Thank you, Officer Cooper.” 
 
    She set her eyes on Carla. “Now, get out of my bar and never come back.” 
 
    “I want her arrested for assault! You all saw it. She attacked me!” Carla scanned the crowd for support and got none. “Bubba, I said—arrest her.” 
 
    “Sorry, Carla. I didn’t witness an assault. I think Tizzy accidentally fell on you.” He glanced at the spectators. “Anybody see an assault?” Everyone murmured and looked away. He placed his hand on the small of Carla’s back. “Let me help you to your car.” 
 
    Tizzy stared after them, then turned to see every eye focused on her. Ridge still held her shoulders. She shrugged away and addressed the crowd. “I apologize. I lost my temper. So unladylike. But I’ve had a really bad day, so drinks on the house for everyone!” 
 
    They all rushed to the bar. Tizzy slumped into a chair. Her dad grinned and winked at her. Ridge sat next to her. She laid her head on the table and cried. “I’m sorry. I’m so, so sorry. But today—first, Jared Medina called and asked me out. Then, I went to the doctor because I have ‘honeymoon’ sickness, and the nurse at the doctor’s office knows me and thinks I got it from sleeping with Jared. By tomorrow, I’ll be in Town Talk—Local girl, Tizzy Donovan, goes crazy from too much sex and attacks old classmate.” 
 
    Ridge laughed. “You did have a bad day.” 
 
    Bubba ambled back in and slapped Ridge on the shoulder. “Man, I had no idea you could leap tall buildings in a single bound.” He broke into laughter. 
 
    Ridge patted Tizzy. “Bubba’s right. How can I be upset when you gave me such a glowing recommendation?” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    At three a.m., Tizzy crawled into bed next to Ridge and snuggled into his neck. “Hmmm, you smell good.” 
 
    “Your coconut body wash. I’m beginning to like that stuff.” 
 
    “I’m sorry about tonight. I’m an emotional wreck.” 
 
    He rolled over to face her. “I’m sorry you had to find out about Boone like that. She planned her attack in a public place. She had the advantage. It wasn’t a fair fight. But I have to say you’re pretty impressive.” He kissed her. 
 
    “You meant what you said, didn’t you?” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “About touching her. You wouldn’t, would you?” 
 
    “Not even if she’d been boiled. Know what else?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “I wouldn’t even use my x-ray vision on her.” He laughed. 
 
    “You always say the perfect thing.” 
 
    “Let’s back up to the part about Jared Medina. I hope you cut him loose. It’s not good to keep him hanging if you’re not interested. You’re not—are you?” 
 
    “You really are a silly boy. No, I’m not, and yes, I cut him loose. He won’t be calling anymore.” 
 
    “Good. Because every time I’m with you, it’s like I’ve died and gone to heaven.” 
 
    Tizzy sat up straight. “Don’t ever say that. Even if I had the comfort of knowing you were in Heaven, I’d never see you again.” Tears spilled down her cheeks. 
 
    He gathered her in his arms. “Just a figure of speech, darlin’. But I won’t ever say it again.” 
 
    “I promise this is the last time I’ll cry tonight.” 
 
    “On a change of subject, let me ask you something—hypothetically. Do you think a man can sleep with two different women, and neither one knows about the other? I’m talking long term, not a one-night stand now and again.” 
 
    “Hypothetically?” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “That’s it? No reason, explanation, rant, questions?” 
 
    “I’m assuming this hypothetical, is about the case. We’re talking about Carl. Right?” 
 
    “I’m not at liberty to say.” 
 
    “You want my opinion, but you’re playing the Ranger Card?” 
 
    “Good point. Yeah, it’s about him.” 
 
    “He and Marlene didn’t share a bed, but they slept together if you get my drift. And, I’m reasonably sure he’s been having an affair with Leah for a long time. You want to know if Leah knew about Carl and Marlene?” 
 
    “How do you know they didn’t sleep together, but still had sex?” 
 
    “Good grief, Ridge. Boone lived with them for years.” 
 
    “I keep forgetting. How do you know about Leah and Carl?” 
 
    “It’s hard for a woman to hide her feelings for a man when they’re together every day. I’ve seen how they look at each other.” 
 
    “Women seem to have a sixth sense about that stuff. You picked up on Ava from her perfume on my shirt. Ava picked up on you by my body language. You don’t think there’s any way Leah wouldn’t at least suspect Carl and Marlene?” 
 
    Tizzy gave the question some thought. “It’d be a little harder in Carl’s case. After all, he was married to Marlene. He lived with her. He wasn’t sneaking around. In public, they appeared as a loving couple. They sat close. Touched each other. They were affectionate.” 
 
    She paused. “But knowing Marlene, that’s the kind of thing she would have taken pleasure in. She wouldn’t have told Leah outright. Instead, dropped subtle little hints to torture her with doubt.” 
 
    Tizzy ran her hand back and forth across his chest. “I saw the board.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The suspect board. I took your laundry home this afternoon, and I saw the entries under my name. Marlene died from an insulin overdose, and that puts more suspicion on me because I work at the clinic.” 
 
    He pulled her closer. “You know I don’t believe you did it, right?” 
 
    “It’s okay. If I didn’t know better and saw that board, even I would believe I did it.”   
 
    Chapter Twenty-six 
 
    Ridge strolled all around the red Corvette and leaned in for a closer look. 
 
    Tizzy figured if she asked him to choose between her and the car, she’d lose. “What do you think? Beautiful, right?”  
 
    He pulled his head from the open window, took out his handkerchief, and wiped his handprints from the top. “Yeah, whose is it?” 
 
    “What would you say if I told you it was mine?” 
 
    “I’d say anything this beautiful, suits you. Is it yours?” 
 
    She crossed the porch, ran her hand along the surface, and patted the hood. “Yep, she was Boone’s pride and joy.” 
 
    Ridge pulled her body away and wiped the smudges she’d left behind. “What model?” 
 
    She turned to face him, leaned against the fender, and tugged him in close for another kiss. 
 
    Taking her two steps away, without breaking contact, he polished the metal. 
 
    “Really, Ridge? You’re kissing me and cleaning the car at the same time?” 
 
    “I’m sorry, Tizzy. We might scratch the paint. You didn’t answer my question. What model?” 
 
    “Men. Golden Anniversary 2003. They only made a few of them. I don’t remember. Boone talked about it so much I tuned him out. Apparently, you’re just as taken as he was.” 
 
    “This is some car.” He walked around the Vette, ran his hand along the smooth lines, then circled again with the handkerchief. “I wonder how fast she’ll go.” 
 
    “One-twenty-one.” 
 
    “You’re kidding. You’ve clocked this thing?” 
 
    “No. Lord, no. I’d never drive that fast. I’m not an idiot.” 
 
    He tipped his head down and rolled his eyes up. “Boone was the idiot?” 
 
    “That’s my opinion. I’m pretty sure you don’t agree. I imagine you’re thinking about trying for one-twenty-two.” She smiled and hugged him again. “But, in my head, I have you busy doing other things, and you’re not worried about scratches or smudges.”  
 
    “Oh, brother, here we go. Do I have to put up with that ‘in my head’ stuff all weekend? It drives me crazy—in a good way.” 
 
    “Would you like to go to Dallas in it?” 
 
    He broke the hold, and she stumbled. “Do I get to drive?” 
 
    She steadied herself. “Only if you promise to stay within the speed limit.” 
 
    He ran around to the other side, slid in, adjusted the mirror, and moved his hands up and down the steering wheel. Then he rubbed his palm across the leather seat, leaned forward and looked out the window. “Get in.” 
 
    “Aren’t you forgetting something?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Luggage?” 
 
    “Uh—yeah. Luggage.” 
 
    Later that day, Ridge punched in the four-digit code necessary for entry into Sherwood Apartments and two large wrought-iron gates swung open. The complex was single-story buildings with covered parking stretched across the front of each section. 
 
    If Tizzy described his apartment, sparse and orderly came to mind. Other than exercise equipment in the living room, the place appeared as if no one lived here. Across the hall in the bedroom, sat a bed, an overstuffed chair with a reading lamp, and a flat-screen television sitting on a footlocker. 
 
     “Isn’t it almost time for your meeting?” 
 
    “Yeah, and I hate to face Reynolds. I’m no closer to solving the murder than when I started.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    His boss raised his eyes and peeped over the top of his glasses. “Take a seat, Cooper. I’ve been going over your case.” He tossed his specs onto his desk. “Anything new to tell me?” 
 
    Ridge tried to appear calm and confident. “Both Leah Trammell and Carl Weston furnished solid alibis for each other. Norma Harkey was Marlene’s lover and the last person to see her alive. Kyle Richmond has a flimsy alibi from a woman he sleeps with on occasion, but I’ve questioned her twice, and she hasn’t changed her story. Plus, I don’t see a motive for him. No hard evidence connecting any of them to the crime. Unless something changes, I’m afraid not. I’ve followed every possible lead and hit a brick wall.” 
 
    Reynolds stroked his jaw. “I agree there’s little to go on. Practically no physical evidence. All circumstantial. I’m assuming you’ve ruled out some suspects, including Tizzy Donovan.” 
 
    Ridge leaned forward in his chair. “No way she did it. She doesn’t fit the profile. She doesn’t have an alibi, but—” 
 
    Captain Reynolds stopped him short. “You don’t need to convince me. I’ve known her since the day she was born. The girl hasn’t got an evil bone in her body.” 
 
    Apparently, he’s never seen her in a bar fight. 
 
    Reynolds leaned back. “How well do you know her?” 
 
    Ridge’s stomach churned and guilt twisted in his chest. “Well enough to rule her out as a suspect. Given the victim’s dislike for Tizzy, Marlene wouldn’t have agreed to meet her at the cemetery. And I don’t think Tizzy could have killed her and moved the body without help. She’s not physically capable.” 
 
    “It’s unusual for a small town to have so much crime in a short period, and she’s been in the middle of it. Finding a dead body, then the incident in the tavern. Is she doing okay?” 
 
    “Seems to be doing fine. Any suggestions about something I’ve missed?” 
 
    “No. You’ve followed every lead.” 
 
    Ridge breathed a silent sigh of relief. 
 
    Captain Reynolds picked up his bifocals and chewed on the earpiece. “But most cases are solved by the little things. I’ll leave it active for two more weeks. Let’s hope that’s long enough to break the alibis of the Trammell woman and the husband. Or something new will come to light to incriminate the lover or the Richmond guy. If not, I’m pulling you back to the city. I figured because of the location, it would be open and shut. I was wrong. Whoever did this, planned it, and covered their tracks.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Thankful the meeting was over, Ridge swung by the apartment, picked up their luggage, and drove to the mall to meet Tizzy. He found her waiting on a bench near the entrance. “Wow, you went on a shopping spree.” He gathered her packages. 
 
    “I had fun. Bought clothes for Gracie, candy for Rayann, and I even got you something.” 
 
    “You shopped for me? What’d you buy?” 
 
    “It’s a surprise.” 
 
    His mouth curled into a grin. “I have a surprise for you too.” 
 
    Once inside the car, Tizzy looked at him. “How did the meeting go?” 
 
    “He gave me a couple of weeks to close the case.” 
 
    “Only fourteen more days, huh?” She stared out the window, and her eyes misted. Two more weeks and Ridge would be gone. She’d known it was coming, but having a deadline made things worse. She’d never regret the time she’d spent with him. A short, passionate affair that she’d remember for the rest of her life. If they’d only had more time together, maybe it could have been more. 
 
    “Let’s not let that ruin the rest of our weekend.” He poked her on the shoulder. “Okay?” 
 
    “You’re right. Where are we going? This isn’t the way to your apartment.” 
 
    “We’re not staying there tonight.” A few minutes later, he wheeled into the Radcliff Hotel. 
 
    Tizzy widened her eyes. “This is the surprise? I’ve always wanted to stay at this hotel. They have swans swimming in a pond inside.” 
 
    “They’re black swans.” 
 
    “You’ve stayed here?” 
 
    “No. This is where Marlene stayed when she came to Dallas.” 
 
    “What about our luggage?” 
 
    “Taken care of.” 
 
    Ridge gave the valet attendant extra instructions about the car and stood like stone until it was out of sight. 
 
    Up in the room, Tizzy twirled and fell onto the bed. “This place is so beautiful. Let’s order room service.” 
 
    “As tempting as that is, it won’t fit into my plans. I made dinner reservations.” 
 
    She ran her hands around his neck and kissed him. “When we get back here, I’m going to be on you like a chicken on a June bug.” 
 
    “That’s funny—and strangely erotic.” 
 
    While Ridge showered, he thought about the time he had left. He needed to break the case and intended to work non-stop until he did. Then what? Leave Tizzy behind? No way. He loved her. 
 
    When he came from the bathroom, his heart raced. Tizzy stepped into a black form-fitting dress, then lifted her hair for him to fasten the one top button of the backless number.  
 
    He’d never seen a more beautiful woman. He fought the urge to tell her how he felt, but he’d save that for later. He eyed the ironing board. “Are you done with that?” 
 
    “Yes. You have a new shirt hanging in the closet. I pressed it for you to wear tonight.” 
 
    He put the ironing board away, then slipped into the shirt. “I like it. Thanks for thinking of me.” 
 
    “I think of you all the time.” She smiled. “You look gorgeous in it. The blue matches your eyes.” 
 
    He wanted to sweep her into his arms. Kiss her until she was breathless. But if he did, he wouldn’t be able to stop. He had to get her out of that room and downstairs to the restaurant, or his surprise would be a disaster. “Come on. Let’s go.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    When they arrived, the hostess led them toward a small secluded area in the corner of the restaurant where two couples sat. Tizzy leaned into Ridge and spoke through her teeth. “Please tell me those people are not your family.” 
 
    He tightened his hold around her waist. “Relax. You’ll be fine.” 
 
    “No, I won’t. If I’d known, I would have worn something different.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? You’re beautiful.” 
 
    “You don’t understand. This dress doesn’t say I want to meet your mother. It screams ‘I want to get in your son’s pants!’” 
 
    “When we’re back in the room, these pants will let it have its way.” His hand slipped to the small of her back, feeling bare flesh, his skin warmed. When they reached the foursome, he pulled out a chair for her. “Tizzy, I’d like for you to meet my mom, Hazel Martin, and her husband Charles, my sister, Erica Bentsen and brother-in-law, Robert. Everyone, this is Tizzy.” 
 
    Her insides turned to Jell-O. She scooted into the chair, and her leg bounced beneath the table. 
 
    Erica smiled sweetly. “Ridge says you’re in the banking business.” 
 
    Tizzy shifted in her seat. “Among other things. My mom and aunt own a bakery, and my dad owns a bar. I work at both. Actually, I spend little time at the bank.” 
 
    Erica’s husband, Robert, leaned forward. “I researched First United. Your deposits are substantial for its size. Apparently, it’s well managed.” 
 
    “I’ll pass the compliment on to our president.” Her pulse quickened. “Did y’all happen to be in Dallas this weekend?” 
 
    “No, dear. Ridge wanted us to meet you.” Hazel’s lips moved into what Tizzy thought might be a smile, but it never developed. Pretty sure the woman’s stone face might crack if her expression changed.  
 
    Tizzy’s other leg bounced. 
 
    Ridge squeezed her hand. 
 
    Tizzy spoke to Erica. “Ridge tells me you have two daughters. Did they come with you?”  
 
    “No, they’re staying with friends. I understand you also have a daughter.” 
 
    “Yeah. Gracie. She’s almost four.” 
 
    Hazel glanced at Ridge. “Oh, yes, we’ve heard all about your little one. My son is quite taken with her.” 
 
    Tizzy wasn’t sure how she made it through dinner. Most of the evening, her brain remained in a fog as she tried to figure out why Ridge ambushed her. Although she experienced an immediate bond with his sister, his mother was another story. Hazel disliked her. The entire evening, Tizzy thought his mother judged her and decided the verdict wasn’t a good one. 
 
    Back at their room, Ridge opened the door and pulled Tizzy in for a kiss. 
 
    She shoved away from him. “Don’t try to make nice with me. I’m mad at you for waylaying me with your family.” 
 
    “You shouldn’t be upset. The evening went great.” 
 
    “No, your mother hates me. She thinks I’m a slut because of this dress, and she’s right.” 
 
    Ridge laughed out loud. “Margie Lou, with no more experience than you have, you give sluts a bad name.” 
 
    “Don’t joke. I can tell when someone likes me, and she was the only one at that table who didn’t.” 
 
    “My mother is distant, and it’s difficult for her to show affection. Dad was in charge of that department, but she doesn’t hate you. They all loved you, but even if they didn’t, I wouldn’t care because I love you, and I’m the one who matters.” Before he gave her a chance to say anything, he swept her into his arms and kissed her again and again, and when their lips parted, he knelt. 
 
    “What are you doing? Get up, Ridge.” 
 
    He reached into his jacket pocket and produced a small box and opened the lid. “I want to marry you, Tizzy. I love you. I have, from the moment I met you.” 
 
    She stared down at a silver filigree ring, with a blue sapphire, circled with diamonds. Her pulse pounded in her ears. What was he thinking? She’d met him less than two months ago. How could he even consider proposing? The ring looked vintage. Like a family heirloom. That’s why his mother hates me. He’s trying to give me her ring!  
 
    When Ridge tried to slide it on her finger, she pulled her hand away. “I don’t know what to say.” 
 
    “The last time I checked, it was a one-word answer. But if you mean you’re speechless. I’ll accept a nod.” 
 
    “Oh, Ridge.” 
 
    His expression hardened. “Oh, my God. I never considered you’d say no.” 
 
    “I’m not.” 
 
    He stood and staggered backward. “Well, you’re not saying yes. What are you afraid of? You love me. You haven’t said it, but I can tell you do.” 
 
    “Ridge, if you’re honest, you’ll agree we barely know each other. We’ve only been together for a few weeks. I don’t even know trivial things about you. Your favorite color. Your faith. Your birthday. I’m not saying no. I’m saying we need more time together. And what about you leaving? That needs to be discussed before we take such a big step.” 
 
    His body stiffened. “Do you think that’ll give us a guarantee? Jenny and I had been together for two years when we got married, and we still couldn’t make it work. You knew Boone forever, and you see how that turned out.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” 
 
    His lips tightened. “You fell in love with him when he was a boy. You married him when he was a man. You knew everything about him. But you didn’t know him at all. You never dreamed he would join the military. Or thought in a million years he’d put Marlene’s feelings over yours. You certainly didn’t think he’d ever be unfaithful. And by the time he left for duty, you’d already started falling out of love with him, and you still feel terrible guilt over it. I may not know your favorite color. But I know you can look forever, and you’ll never find a man who loves you the way I do.” 
 
    “If you love me so much, you should give me what I need— more time.” 
 
    “Fine. How about time and space? Isn’t that what people say when they want out?” 
 
    She stepped forward and clasped his arm. “That’s not what I want.” 
 
    “What do you want, Tizzy? Do you even know? You say time. For what? To decide if you love me? If you want to marry me? Or you’ve been single so long you needed stud service.” He shrugged his arm away and stepped to the door. “When you make up your mind, let me know. I’m going to get a drink.” 
 
    Tears flooded down her cheeks. “That’s a cruel thing to say. You know you mean more to me than stud service.” 
 
    “I thought I did. Now I’m not so sure.” 
 
    “Please, Ridge. Don’t go. Let’s talk about this. I don’t want you mad at me.” 
 
    Her request stopped him. “Don’t you understand? I’m not angry. I’m hurt. I guess I should have had you promise not to break my heart.”  
 
    Chapter Twenty-seven 
 
    Exhausted from crying, Tizzy fell into an uneasy sleep. She didn’t know when Ridge came to bed, but now, lying next to him, she heard the rhythm of his breathing. When she shifted her body, he reached out and spooned her into him. 
 
    Opening her eyes, it took a moment to adjust to the darkness. Someone laughed beyond the door. Dishes clanked. The elevator dinged. A wheel squeaked as it rolled past. For a minute, her head was fuzzy, then she remembered the argument, and once again, tears came. She tried to blink them away, but they streamed down the side of her face and fell onto her pillow. 
 
    What was she going to do? What did she know about him? He was attractive. Wonderful with Gracie. A dynamite kisser. A good man. Her brain spun to process all his attributes. 
 
    What if he squeezed the toothpaste in the middle? What if he had some weird habit or a deep, dark secret from his past? Or worse—what if he was a Democrat? 
 
    She worked to force the thoughts away. His hand slid from her waist, and he rolled over, sat up, and swung his feet to the floor. He stayed there a minute as if trying to clear his head, pounding no doubt, from his late trip to the bar. Serves him right. Finally, he went into the bathroom. 
 
    As soon as the shower started, she jumped up, pulled on her jeans, grabbed two tee-shirts from her luggage, and layered them on. Next, she strapped on her silver metallic sandals and gathered her hair into a ponytail. She wouldn’t bother with make-up, she’d not seen the last of her tears, so why go to the trouble? 
 
    When the bathroom door opened, Tizzy’s heart raced. He was naked except for a towel wrapped around his waist. His body still moist, his hair damp, and his face unshaven. She wanted to go to him. Apologize, yet give him a swift kick. He deserved it for tricking her into meeting his family. 
 
    “Morning,” he mumbled. 
 
    Her chest ached. She gathered her wits and willed her voice not to quiver. “I guess we’re speaking?” 
 
    “Why wouldn’t we be?” 
 
    Her response came in a whisper. “After last night, I wasn’t sure. Are you mad at me?” 
 
    He moved to the end of the bed and sat across from her. Resting his arms on his legs, he leaned forward and lifted his head to look at her. “No. Let’s go get something to eat, and we can talk.” 
 
    Too early for the breakfast crowd, they had their choice of seating in the restaurant. Ridge chose a corner table, and the waitress approached. “Nice to see you again.” 
 
    He smiled up at her. “You, too, Fern.” 
 
    The waitress laid down the menus and left. 
 
    Tizzy opened hers and tried to read the selections, but she couldn’t concentrate on food when all she wanted was to hear what Ridge had to say. He tipped the folder down. “What would you like?” 
 
    I’d like to go back to the way things were. Have you hold me—and, slap your face for setting me up. I’d like for the case to never end so you’d never leave. “The Belgian waffle sounds good.” 
 
    Fern reappeared with a coffee pot, turned up their cups, and filled them. “Y’all ready to order?” 
 
    “Yes. The lady will have the Belgian waffle with strawberries and extra whipped cream. I’ll have the Southwest Omelet.” 
 
    Fern took the menus and walked away. 
 
    Tizzy reached across the table and touched his hand. “Do you think just for today we can pretend last night didn’t happen?” 
 
    She stroked his fingers for a moment before he pulled them away. “No. I can’t pretend I don’t love you. But I respect you’re not ready. I won’t pressure you. I’ll back off. I understand I can’t make you feel something you don’t.” 
 
    Black spots danced in her eyes. Her lungs burned. “Exactly what do you mean when you say you’ll back off? You don’t want to see me anymore?”  
 
    “We’ll still see each other. Just not as much.” 
 
    There was sadness in his eyes. She looked away and tried to take in the full weight of his words. “No more stud service?” 
 
    Fern set the plates in front of them. “Y’all enjoy.” 
 
    Ridge waited until they were alone again and leaned forward. “I shouldn’t have said that. It was cruel. I’m sorry. But you need to sort out how you feel about me before we get more involved.” 
 
    Tizzy could tell by his tone he decided they’d talked enough about the subject. Damn fool man. How could they get to know each other better if they didn’t spend time together? She’d show him. She’d spent the last five years alone, and she could go right back to it. She’d abandoned her morals for him, put her soul on the highway to hell. He could at least keep sleeping with her and make the trip worthwhile. 
 
    She moved her food around on her plate but didn’t eat much. She’d lost her appetite. Ridge didn’t speak again. So much for not being mad. His expression told her everything she needed to know. He was done with her. He’d lied when he said he wouldn’t break her heart because it was shattered. 
 
    At least the trip wasn’t a total loss. Surely, he appreciated getting to drive the Vette. A small consolation, but she’d never let another man drive it, so that was something for him to remember long after he’d forgotten her.  
 
    When they got to her parents’ house, her lungs were tied in a knot. Ridge transferred his luggage to his truck, then gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “Goodbye, Tizzy.” He slid behind the wheel, started the engine, and drove away. 
 
    Her goodbye tripped on her tongue. She stared at the car until the taillights disappeared. Darkness closed in on her, and she cried. 
 
    Pattiecake opened the door, and Gracie ran to Tizzy. She wiped at her eyes and hugged Gracie tight. “Hey, sweet girl. This bag is for you. Why don’t you take it inside and find out what you’ve got?” Tizzy faced her mother. “Can I spend the night here?” 
 
    “Oh, honey. What’s wrong? Did you and Ridge have a fight?” 
 
    Tizzy fell into her mom’s arms and sobbed. “We broke up.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    On the way home from Dallas, Ridge wanted to talk, but his heart had lodged in his throat, or at least a piece of it because it was broken. She was right. They barely knew each other, but what he felt was more than lust. 
 
    He’d been wrong to make the stupid remark about stud service. He’d hurt her and regretted it. She’d waited a long time to give herself to another man and wouldn’t have if she’d not felt something for him. Even though she’d not said it, that’s how he knew she loved him. It was also the reason he hadn’t considered a rejection of his proposal. 
 
    Springing his family on her was a bad decision, but what was done, was done. Time to move on with a new plan. He only had two more weeks to make things right, and he would. Didn’t know how yet, but he wouldn’t leave Brownsboro without putting that ring on her finger. 
 
    He loved her more than he thought possible. At the end of every day, he couldn’t wait to see her. Talk to her. Tease her and have her tease back. She was the first thing he thought of each morning and the last thing at night. Waking up with her made his life better. Up until a few hours ago, he couldn’t remember ever being this happy. Now he couldn’t recall being this miserable. 
 
    He parked in the drive at Browning House and killed the engine. 
 
    He’d give her the time she asked for. See how she liked not having him in her life. Not to punish her, but to make her admit she was in love with him. Because she was. If she didn’t come around in a week, he’d—what? He didn’t know, but he’d wager she didn’t make it that long. Gracie loved him. Her whole family loved him. Everybody except Dan, but he was just one vote. 
 
    He stared across the yard at Tizzy’s empty house, and his heart sank. This would be harder than he thought. She’d become such a big part of his life in a short amount of time and knowing he couldn’t see her tied him in knots. But he had to stick to his plan. It’s the only way she’d come to terms with her feelings. 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    For the next two days, he went through the motions of working the case, but Tizzy was never far from his thoughts. After the third sleepless night, Ridge stumbled out of bed, dressed, and just as he poured himself a second cup of coffee, Rita called. 
 
    The kid from the bakery, Freddy Holt, wanted to talk to Ridge about becoming a ranger. As much as he wanted to put the boy off, Ridge had promised to make time for him. And, on the bright side, since Freddy worked with Tizzy, maybe Ridge could get some information concerning her frame of mind. He hoped she was as miserable as he was. 
 
    Upon arriving at the station, Ridge found Freddy already waiting in the break room. A good sign. The kid seemed anxious to get the details. 
 
    “Good morning, Freddy.” 
 
    Ridge strode to the coffee pot. “You want a cup?” 
 
    “No, sir.” 
 
    Ridge helped himself, then slipped into the chair across from the boy. “Let me go over the basics first, then if you have questions, I’ll try to answer them.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Ridge sipped his coffee. “To join the Texas Rangers, you have to be a state trooper.” 
 
    Freddy straightened in his chair. “I didn’t know that. For how long?” 
 
    “At least twenty-eight months with the DPS, but you need a total of eight years’ experience in law enforcement before you can apply.” 
 
    “Eight years? That’s a long time.” 
 
    “And—earned sixty college credit hours to qualify for state trooper.” 
 
    Freddy scrunched his face. “That’s like getting a degree, so that’s four more years.” 
 
    Ridge leaned forward and rested his arms on the table. “My suggestion would be to start locally. Maybe apply for deputy or city police officer. Even so, to qualify for that job, you’ll need at least an associate degree. Do you have any college credits?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “I understand there’s a good junior college in Athens. That’s a short commute for you. My advice is to let that be your first step.” 
 
    “So it’d be at least two years before I could arrest any bad guys?” 
 
    “Fraid so.” 
 
    “Damn.” 
 
    “If it’s the career you want, it’s worth the effort.” 
 
    “I think I’d be good at it because I’ve always been good at solving puzzles.” 
 
    “This one’s a puzzle for sure.” 
 
    “If you don’t solve it, will it become what they call a cold case?” 
 
    “It will.” 
 
    “And you’ll go back to Dallas?” 
 
    “I suppose, but I intend to solve it.” 
 
     “You think you’re close?” 
 
    For the last two days, Ridge had replayed every possible scenario of the case and still come up short. Freddy’s questions reminded him the clock was ticking, but he wasn’t about to admit it to the boy. 
 
    “Getting there. Say, I notice Tizzy hasn’t been home in the last few days. Is she okay?” 
 
    “She hasn’t been at work either. I don’t know what’s going on. I should probably go out to her momma’s house and check on her.” 
 
    “I’m sure if it was anything serious, Pattiecake would have said something—right?” 
 
    “I guess.” 
 
    Freddy stood. “Thanks for the information. Good luck with the case.” 
 
    Ridge didn’t remember telling Freddy goodbye. All he could think about was Tizzy. What if all he’d been was a fling? No. Couldn’t be. She had feelings for him. He was sure of it. But what if she’d decided a long-distance relationship wasn’t worth the effort.  
 
    The thought landed in his head like a rock. The answer was clear. He needed to change that. He’d write up a transfer request tonight, and if things went his way, Brownsboro would be his new home.   
 
    Chapter Twenty-eight 
 
    Almost a week passed, and somehow, Tizzy dragged herself out of bed each morning and went to work. She’d stayed at her parent’s house since returning from Dallas, easier than being at home with Ridge a stone’s throw away. In seven more days, he’d be gone, and she could forget all about Ridge Cooper, wonderful man, world’s best kisser, perfect daddy material. Or could she? 
 
    She and Gracie, along with Cuddles, snuggled close and buried deep into the feather mattress. Tizzy fell asleep quickly, but woke early, more depressed than ever. She sat up and covered her face with her hands. She couldn’t force herself to go another day pretending everything was wonderful when it wasn’t. 
 
    Cuddles stretched her body out like a furry rubber band, laid back, licked her paw, and washed her face. 
 
    Tizzy stared down at her. “I hate him. I know he was your savior, but I hate him.” Cuddles looked up and meowed as if she doubted Tizzy’s statement. She stroked the cat’s head with her finger. “Okay, maybe I don’t. I just wish I could.” 
 
    She slipped into her jeans, pulled on her tee-shirt, and slid her sandals between her toes. Twisting her uncombed hair to the top of her head, she secured the mess with a giant clip. 
 
    She eased down the hall, took a pen and pad from the kitchen, and wrote a note that said she wouldn’t be at work. Next, she grabbed two bottles of Perrier-Jouet left from Bubba and Rayann’s party and retrieved the box of Godiva chocolates she’d bought for her friend. Tizzy angled herself behind the wheel of the Vette and rolled out of the drive. Once she reached CR 1030, she shifted gears and spun out, feeling the power of the car racing at high speed. The way it hugged the road and handled the curves exhilarated her. 
 
    To hell with Ridge Cooper. I don’t need him. I don’t want him. I don’t love him. She kept repeating the thought until she drove past the cemetery. 
 
    The familiar sound began as a low rumble and built to a roar. Voices screamed, their words all jumbled together. 
 
    “Ranger—whore—ranger—whore.” 
 
    She pulled into her garage and shouted, “Stop it! Not now. Not today.” She rocked back and forth against the seat. “Stop! It’s over! I’m not with him anymore.” She adjusted the radio to drown them out. 
 
    She zipped inside, uncorked the champagne, and took a long hard swig, then set it on the counter. Undressing as she flew down the hall and into the bathroom, she turned the spigot to fill the tub. Back in the kitchen, she stared across the room at Boone’s picture hanging near the fireplace. 
 
    Tizzy wedged the candy under her arm and gripped the bubbly in both hands. She drank again and stood beneath the frame. “What are you gawking at? This is all your fault. If you hadn’t gone and joined the military, I wouldn’t be in this mess. Oh, and just so you know, Carla told me all about you and her.” She tilted the bottle up again. 
 
    “I’m furious, Boone. You left me. You slept with Carla.” She took another gulp.  “Oh. My. God. I’ve shared a penis with Carla Ferguson!” Tizzy set the Perrier-Jouet down and snatched the picture off the wall. She jerked open the desk drawer and shoved it inside, then slammed it shut. 
 
    Two more drinks. She pulled the drawer open again, and Boone glared up at her. “I’ve been sleeping with a Texas Ranger.” She banged the drawer, then brought the picture into view once more. “I’m not Little Miss Goody Two-shoes anymore.” She slammed the drawer once more and went to the bathroom. 
 
    After stripping the rest of her clothes, she sank down into the tub and promised to forget Ridge and enjoy the comfort of the hot water. The heat eased the ache in her muscles. The champagne and chocolate relieved the pain in her heart. She popped a piece into her mouth and a rush of sweetness melted over her tongue. She took a sip and let it mix with the Godiva. Little bubbles exploded. Heaven. Absolute Heaven. 
 
    She grabbed her phone and pulled up her playlist, then ate, drank, and sang off-key at the top of her lungs.  
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    “Tizzy! What are you doing?” Rayann screamed from the doorway. “Dang, Tizzy! Is that my candy you’re eating?” 
 
    Tizzy’s head fell to one side. “Oh—hi.” Her speech was slow, eyelids heavy, and pupils glazed over. She slurred everything together. “More—time—and—space.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? Is that what Cooper told you?” She dipped her fingers into the tub. “We’ve got to get you out of this water. It’s ice cold.” 
 
    “I’m sorry I ate your candy, but I needed it.” 
 
    “Sissy, you’re past a prune. More like a raisin. Forget the candy. I can get more.” 
 
    Tizzy flung her arm over the side of the tub and rested her head on it. “It’s no use. I’ve tried to climb out, but I can’t. I’m too tired. Just as well. I’m staying here—till—I wash him out—cry him out—and never want to see him again.” 
 
    “Honey, he’s not worth this. No man is.” 
 
    Tizzy whined, then cried. “Yes, he is. Don’t you understand? The man can kiss. He gave Gracie a kitten—and me a shrub. Where will I ever find another man like that?” 
 
    Rayann blew out a long steady breath. “I understand. A kiss, a kitten, and a shrub. That’s a powerful combination. Not to mention a great title for a movie. C’mon. I’ll try to get you out of the tub.” 
 
    Tizzy twisted to get leverage, but her legs and arms didn’t cooperate.  
 
    “We’re not making progress here. As much as I hate to do this, I don’t have a choice.”  
 
    Tizzy wanted to open her eyes and protest, but her brain wouldn’t make her mouth work. 
 
    Rayann’s conversation sounded like a foggy buzz. “Dwayne? I’ve got to have your help.” She strung her words together in an octave above her normal range. “Tizzy’s in a bad way. She’s listening to Patsy Cline and singing along. You know what that means? She hasn’t listened to Patsy since Boone died. She’s been soaking in the tub for God only knows how long, and she’s drunker than Cooter Brown from champagne, and my Godiva chocolates. I’ve drained the tub, but I can’t lift her. This is all Cooper’s fault. What? Put him on the phone.” 
 
    Tizzy raised her finger, tried to say something, but couldn’t and then Rayann yelled into the phone. “This is your doing! Tizzy told us you’d hurt her. But we wouldn’t listen. We all wanted her to be happy. Well, you’ve gone and done it now! She’s drunk, in the tub and I can’t get her out. Unless you want Dwayne to see her naked, you’d better get over here.” 
 
    Ten minutes later, Tizzy squinted up at Ridge. “I don’t want you here.” 
 
    “That’s too bad.” He lifted her, wrapped a towel around her, and carried her to bed. “Margie Lou, you could have avoided this with one little word.” 
 
    “Why did you come here? Why did you have to be so wonderful? Why did you make me love—?” Her voice faded, and she half-closed her eyes. 
 
    Ridge stepped back and let Rayann take the lead. 
 
    “Okay, sister, Rayann said. Let me help you.” 
 
     Rayann removed the towel, opened the drawer to her bureau, and took out a nightshirt. 
 
    “Ridge, help hold her up while I put this on her.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    He followed instructions. After tucking her in, he followed Rayann into the living room where Bubba waited. 
 
     “Thanks for calling. She shouldn’t be left alone, so I’ll stay with her until you get off work,” Ridge said to Rayann. 
 
    She folded her arms. “Thanks. It should only be a couple of hours. Why did you break up with her?” 
 
    He cocked his head. “Is that what she told you?” 
 
    “She wouldn’t talk about it. Today, she left a note saying she was taking a sick day. She wouldn’t answer her phone. So as soon as things died down at the bakery, Pattiecake thought I’d better check on her. Good thing I did. When I got here, she wasn’t making a lot of sense. Mumbled something about time and space, and we all know that translates to I don’t want to see you anymore.” 
 
    Ridge clenched his jaw. “For your information, she’s the one who asked for it. Not me. I proposed.” 
 
    Rayann gasped. “You asked her to marry you?” 
 
    “Yeah, and she said no.” 
 
    Bubba hooked his fingers in his belt. “Let me get this straight. You asked her to marry you. She refused. And now she’s drunk because she broke up with you? That don’t make a lick of sense.” 
 
    “She didn’t exactly say no. She thinks we should get to know each other better.” 
 
    Bubba smiled. “Oh, I get it. You’re giving her tough love.” 
 
    Ridge smirked. “Yep.” 
 
    ~~*~~ 
 
    Tizzy struggled to sit up and failed. 
 
    Rayann flipped off her book light. “How are you feeling?” 
 
    “Like my teeth have hair growing on them. What time is it?” 
 
    “Six o’clock. Gracie’s spending the night with your parents again.” Rayann moved to her and sat on the edge of the bed. “Why don’t you tell me what’s going on with you and Cooper?” 
 
    Tizzy placed her hand on her forehead and lay back. “Was he here or did I dream it?” 
 
    “He was here all right. Held your hair while you puked in the trash can. Stayed with you until about four when I came back. He left you some Post-its. They’re kind of crazy.” 
 
    “Where are they?”  
 
    “Here on the mirror.” 
 
    “Hand them to me, please.” She took the notes and read them aloud. “Green, Presbyterian, March 24.” 
 
    “What do they mean?”  
 
    Tizzy pressed the notes to her chest. “It’s his favorite color. His faith and his birthday.” 
 
    Rayann jumped up. “Oh. My. Lord. He’s an Aries. What did I tell you? Your horoscope was right.” 
 
    Tizzy propped pillows behind her back. No more denial. She was in love with Ridge, and more time wouldn’t change that. “Bring me the notes, please.” 
 
    Two hours later, Tizzy heard his car pull into the drive, and her heart picked up speed. She leaned her head forward and fluffed out her hair, then slung it back and hoped for a sexy effect. Climbing onto his bed, she planted herself in the middle, undid the top of her blouse, buttoned it, then unbuttoned it again. Crap, what was she doing? 
 
    He loved her. He’d said so. He’d forgive her—or would he? A refused marriage proposal had to be one of the worse blows to a man’s ego, and she’d wielded a good one. The notes rustled when he opened the back door. Within a minute, he appeared and looked surprised to see her. He leaned against the jamb and flipped his finger out with a note stuck to it. Along with the ninety-nine left on the wall, it had the single word yes written on it. 
 
    “Margie Lou, you got something you want to say?” 
 
    She swallowed hard. “You were right. About everything.” 
 
    He cocked his head and cupped his ear. “What was that?” 
 
    “I said you were right.” 
 
    “Come again.” 
 
    “Don’t push it, city boy.” She took a ragged breath. “I was falling out of love with Boone when he left. Then he died, and I hated him for leaving me. When I found out I was pregnant, I felt guilty for hating him. I was afraid I’d never find anyone else, and I’d convinced myself I didn’t deserve to.” 
 
    She cried softly. “Then you show up, and you’re—perfect. Like Christmas and my birthday, all rolled into one. Gracie immediately loved you, and that scared me to death. I was terrified I’d love you, and you wouldn’t love me back.” She sniffed and wiped at her eyes. 
 
    “These past few days, I realized there’s only one place I’m not scared. Where I feel safe—and that’s in your arms. I do love you. More than anything. So if your offer of marriage is still on the table, and I hope it is, my answer is yes.” 
 
    Ridge flashed a slow, easy smile. “That depends. Is the chicken on a June bug offer still in play?” 
 
    “Absolutely.” She jumped from the bed into his arms, and they held each other heart to heart. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    “Darlin’, I haven’t had any sunshine since I left you at your mother’s house.” 
 
    “Is that what you’re calling it now—sunshine?” 
 
    “Shut up, Tizzy. I’m trying to be romantic.” He stepped to the nightstand, removed a small box, and sat next to her. “I love that you always smell like fresh-baked cookies, and you’re a little bit odd when it comes to dead people. But most of all, the sight of you makes me happy. So let’s try this once more.” 
 
    He slipped the ring on her finger and kissed her. “Will you marry me?” 
 
    She kissed him back and leaned away. “Yes, but I think we should keep it a secret until the case is over.” 
 
    He furrowed his brows. “You don’t want to wear it?” 
 
    “I do.  More than anything. But if you make an arrest or not, the investigation will be done in a few days. It’ll be better for your career to wait until then. Don’t you think?” 
 
    He heaved a deep breath. “I just want the world to know you’re mine, but you’re right. That is the best decision.” 
 
    She hoisted her hand into the air and stared at it. “It’s beautiful. It isn’t your mother’s ring, is it?” 
 
    “No. Belonged to my grandmother. And just so you know—I didn’t give it to my first wife.” 
 
    “Can I ask why?” 
 
    “For some reason, I didn’t want to. That should have been a red flag that the marriage was doomed from the beginning. You want to put it back in the box?”  
 
    “Not until morning.” 
 
    He smiled. 
 
     And Ridge, by chance, are you Republican?” 
 
    “No, is that a deal-breaker?” 
 
    She shook her head. “Another first.” 
 
    “First what?” 
 
    “You’re my first Democrat.” 
 
    “What do you think?”  
 
    “I have seriously underestimated your party.” 
 
      
 
    Chapter Twenty-nine 
 
    Days later, Ridge had a bounce in his step. Once Tizzy accepted his proposal, he didn’t think there was anything that could spoil his mood. Wrong.  
 
    A brown envelope scraped across the floor as Ridge opened the door to Browning House. He picked the packet up and examined it. Curious where the letter came from, he stepped back outside onto the porch and scanned the area. The smell of bacon drifted through the morning air and the only sound, the chirping courtship of crickets.  
 
    Pinching the clasp together, he lifted the flap and removed the contents. The heading on the first page read: Brownsboro Clinic Insulin Patients. He replaced the pages and sprinted across the lawn. 
 
    Soon she’d leave to take part in the breast cancer awareness ‘Walk for a Cure’ campaign. He yelled as he went inside. “Tizzy!” 
 
    Her answer echoed down the hall. “Back here.” 
 
    When he stepped into the bedroom, he lost his thought. The slogan on her shirt, Help Save Second Base—Walk for a Cure, stretched tight over her chest. He flashed the brown envelope. “You know anything about this?” 
 
    She continued to tuck in her shirt. “I don’t think so.” 
 
    “C’mon, Tizzy, do you have any idea how much trouble you can get in for doing this?” 
 
    She sat on the edge of the bed and pulled on her socks and shoes. “I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “This is a list of insulin patients from the clinic. I found it under my door. How do you think it got there?” 
 
    “No idea.” She tied her laces. 
 
    “Tizzy?” 
 
    “Are you asking as my fiancé or as a Texas Ranger?” 
 
    “They’re the same.” 
 
    “Nuh-uh. As my soon-to-be husband, it’s because you’re curious. As a law officer, it’s an interrogation.” 
 
    “Cut the crap. The maximum sentence is twenty-five years for stealing medical information.” 
 
    She grinned and wrapped a rubber band around her ponytail. “You got any proof? Fingerprints? DNA? Eyewitnesses?” 
 
    “Dammit, only one of us is taking this seriously.” 
 
    “Okay.” She faced him and rested her hands on her hips. “Hypothetically, let’s say I did it. Will you arrest me?” 
 
    He stared at second base. “No.” 
 
    “Then what’s the point of this conversation?” 
 
    “Did you do it or not?” 
 
    “Oh, good grief, Ridge. People hack into computer systems every day. Just because I volunteer at the clinic and have access to records, doesn’t make me guilty.” 
 
    “Tizzy—” 
 
    “You don’t believe me, do you? Let me ask you some questions. Was the envelope under there yesterday?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Did you spend the night with me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then ranger me this, when was I able to deliver it?” 
 
    “Maybe you got someone else to do your dirty work.” 
 
    “Does the list contain information that’ll help with the case?” She slathered on sunscreen. 
 
    “You’re missing the point. If you did this, you’ve broken the law.” Watching her rub lotion on her leg caused action in his southern region. 
 
    “What if something on the list proved someone lied about having a diabetic family member?” She squirted the other leg and rubbed long, even strokes.  
 
    He averted his eyes. “Forget it. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    She glanced at her watch. “Oh, wow, I’ve got to go.” She put her arms around his neck and kissed him. “Remember, after the cancer walk, Rayann and I are going for a spa day. Tonight, I plan to grill steaks.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” He reached into his pocket and pulled out a twenty. “Here, take this donation. I’m a big fan of second base.” 
 
    She took the money and kissed him. “I love you.” 
 
    “Oh, baby. I love you, too. So damn much I can’t stand it, but this is a real problem.” He held up the envelope. 
 
    “Use it or lose it. I don’t care. But I have nothing to confess. See you later.” She disappeared down the hall. 
 
    Damn woman. Best thing—let it go. She was right. What would he do if she’d committed the crime? He wouldn’t arrest his future bride and mother of his children. With that final thought, he walked outside, climbed into his car, and drove to town.  
 
    After a quick stop at the bakery, he arrived at the station and found Rita at her desk about to open a pink marshmallow snowball. “Wait! I brought you something from Sweet Thangs.” He passed her a bag. “How can you eat prepackaged stuff when you’ve got homemade pastries right down the street?” 
 
    “They aren’t open when I come to work.” 
 
    “Is Bubba here?” 
 
    “He’s in the break-room. Go on back.” 
 
    Ridge stepped to the doorway. Bubba stood at the coffee pot, pouring himself a cup. Ridge pitched the brown envelope down on the table. “I found this about thirty minutes ago.” 
 
    “What is it?” 
 
    “A list of insulin patients from the clinic. You think Tizzy would be stupid enough to do this and get Rayann to help her?” 
 
    “Beats me. Did you ask her?” 
 
    “Yeah, and she denied it. But if she did do it, how many people will believe I didn’t put her up to it?” 
 
    “I can see that might be a problem given your relationship with her.” Bubba carried the envelope with him as they walked to the front office. 
 
    “Oh Lord, Ridge, this muffin is delicious. Thank you,” Rita said. 
 
    Bubba added the list to a stack of other papers and looked at Ridge. “I have a warrant to serve. You want to go with me?” 
 
    Before he could answer, Rita, interrupted. “Here comes Stella Easton.” 
 
    Ridge peered out the window. “Stella Easton? Why does that name sound familiar?”  
 
    “She’s Ms. Town Talk. You’d better get ready. She fires off questions quicker than a machine gun.” 
 
    The door swung open, and the reporter breezed inside. “Hello, Rita, Bubba.” She zeroed in on Ridge. “You must be Texas Ranger Ridge Cooper.” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I enjoy your articles.” 
 
    “Thank you. Now, let me think. You’re from Pennsylvania, but moved to Texas about four years ago, is that right?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am.” 
 
    “You’re transferring to the Henderson County office from Dallas, right?” 
 
    “How did you know? I only got the call about an hour ago.” 
 
    “It’s my job to keep up with the news. Don’t worry. I won’t put anything in the paper—unless you want me too. How’s the case going? Poor Marlene. To think, while I bought birdhouses from Carl, she may have been getting murdered. It blows my mind.”  
 
    “What did you say?” 
 
    “About blowing my mind?” 
 
    “No, the part about the birdhouses. You bought them from Carl the night of the murder?” 
 
    “Yes. My husband decided at the last minute to visit my sister, Gwen, in Arkansas. She loves my birdhouses and comments about them when she visits, so I figured I’d take her a couple. Even though it was late, I went to his house. You can’t see his workshop from the road, but I could hear his saw buzzing, so I drove on up to the shop, and sure enough, he was working away.” 
 
    “What time was that?”  
 
    “Oh goodness, it was about nine-thirty, and we got so busy talking, I didn’t leave until about ten-forty-five. Anyway, Gwen loved the birdhouses. My husband put them up for her, and she had birds already building nests in them before we left. Oh, goodness, I’m about to forget why I came in. Rita, I need the arrest reports.” 
 
    “Oh, I thought I’d sent those. Just a moment.” Rita thumbed through a file folder and handed a page to Stella. 
 
    She creased it down the middle and stuck it in her pocket. “It was nice to meet you, Mr. Cooper. I’d better run along. I’ve got a deadline.” 
 
    When the door closed, Ridge faced Bubba. “That was a stroke of luck. Carl and Leah lied about the time of their alibis. And, she lied about having access to insulin. Looks like she might be the murderer. Guess I need to pay her another visit.” 
 
    Rita flapped her hand in the air. “Sorry, Ridge, I’ve got bad news and good news. Leah got called for jury duty. She’ll be tied up until five o’clock. The good news, at least you know where she is.” 
 
    “I guess I’ll go with Bubba to serve the warrant, and plan on talking to Leah and Carl first thing in the morning. Don’t want to give him the opportunity to warn her.” 
 
    Rita stuck her pencil behind her ear. “What’s the deal with the transfer?” 
 
    “Oh, the ranger in Athens, wanted to move to a larger city, so we’re trading places. I haven’t even told Tizzy yet. I plan to surprise her tonight.” 
 
    Rita shifted in her chair. “Oh, what did Gracie name her kitten?” 
 
    Ridge chuckled. “Cuddles.” 
 
    “That sounds like a name she’d choose. Cat names are important. They reflect their owner’s personality.” 
 
    Bubba hooked his thumbs in his belt. “What are the names of your cats, Rita?” 
 
    She smiled. “Manson, Bundy, Sara Lee, and Little Debbie.” 
 
    “You’re right. Those names certainly reflect what you’re all about.” 
 
    “Don’t make fun. Cats are a lot less trouble than dogs.” She directed her question to Ridge. “You ever had cats?” 
 
    “No. Growing up, dogs were my pets of choice.” 
 
    “Be sure and spay her. If you don’t, she’ll be having kittens faster than you can give them away. And, if she’s an inside cat, have her declawed. If you don’t, she’ll shred every piece of furniture in the house. If she lives outside, she’ll need her claws to avoid predators and do all that trophy hunting.” 
 
    “Trophy hunting?” 
 
    Rita finished her muffin and wiped her mouth. “Cats are natural predators, but if you feed them, they don’t need to kill for food. To win your love and approval, they’ll hunt and present their prey to you.” She wagged her head. “My mother used to scream bloody murder when she’d find a dead bird or mouse at the door. But the worst was snakes. She would go crazy.” Rita broke into laughter. 
 
    “I’ll be sure and tell Tizzy. I stay in hot water with her enough. I don’t need litters and dead animals adding to the problem.” 
 
    When he reached the car, they got in, and Bubba laid the folder between them. What started out as a nice day had faded. Lightning streaked the sky, and a low rumble moaned the threat of rain. 
 
    Ten miles out of town, Bubba swung into a mobile home park where all the trailers shot-gunned into lots on both sides of the street. Each had a small yard bordered by chain link fencing. 
 
    Ridge glanced at the warrant. Connally Beckem, twenty-one, Caucasian, five-feet-eight-inches, one-hundred-thirty pounds, wanted for breaking and entering. He pointed. “Is this his?”  
 
    “No. Grandma’s house. He lives with her.” 
 
    Ridge stood behind Bubba while he knocked. An elderly woman opened the door and stared up at them with eyes that said she’d been disappointed in life. 
 
    “You here for Connally?”  
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Is he here?”  
 
    “You gonna arrest him?” 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. I’m afraid so.” 
 
    “He’s not here, but I’ll tell you where to find him.” She stepped out onto the small porch and aimed a finger toward the main road. “He’s down there in that first trailer on the right when you come into the park. You can’t miss the place. It’s pink and purple. He’s shacked up with that no-good, Lula Tucker. She’s put a spell on him. Her husband drives a truck, and he left this morning for California. Won’t be back for two weeks. He’d only been gone a few minutes when Lula called, and Connally high-tailed it down there. I’ve tried to get that boy in church, but he won’t go. I’ve told him the Savior don’t take kindly to men who sleep with other men’s wives, but he won’t listen, so take him to jail. He’s better off there than he is with her.” 
 
    Bubba and Ridge returned to the car and eased down to the colorful residence. When they stepped onto the porch, someone shouted from inside. “You’re a stallion! Giddy-up, baby! Giddy-up!” 
 
    Ridge smirked. “What do you think?” 
 
    Bubba shook his head. “Seems a shame to interrupt a man in the middle of a ride.” 
 
    “Giddy-up, giddy-up, giddy-up!” A loud moan, then the trailer went quiet.  
 
    Bubba knocked. 
 
    A large woman with flaming red hair, wearing a pink chenille robe and a cowboy hat opened the door. “May I help you?” She lit a cigarette. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am. Is Connally Beckem here?” 
 
    She sucked in a long drag, aimed the smoke at the ceiling, and spoke over her shoulder. “Connally! They’s some men here to see you, sugar.” 
 
    Connally came into the room wearing nothing but cowboy boots. Bubba and Ridge slanted a look at each other, and Ridge figured they were thinking the same thing. The guy was a stallion. 
 
    He focused in on them. “Damn! You here to arrest me?” 
 
    “Fraid so. Put some clothes on, boy.” 
 
    Lula wrapped her arms around him. “Go on, baby. I’ll be down to get you out. Lula’s not gonna let you stay locked up.” 
 
    Once Connally dressed, Ridge put him in the car, and they headed toward county jail. 
 
    The threat of rain had passed, and the sun struggled to dominate the sky. But after processing Connally, and grabbing some lunch, clouds had rolled in again, and a fine mist fell.  
 
    Bubba cut his eyes over at Ridge. “Stella Easton’s information points the finger at Leah. You’ve thought all along she’s the best suspect.” 
 
    “Yeah, but even now, something doesn’t feel right. I can’t put my finger on it. I have the same problem with Leah as I did with Tizzy committing the crime. Unless Leah had help, she couldn’t lift Marlene and place her at Boone’s grave.” 
 
    “Maybe Carl helped her.” 
 
    “I’ve considered that, but Carl wasn’t unhappy with his situation. Somehow, I don’t think he’d risk losing everything by killing his wife.” Ridge squinted. “Of all the locations the killer could have left Marlene, he chose Boone’s grave. A place Tizzy ran past every morning.” 
 
    Fragments of conversations exploded in Ridge’s head. Brownsboro has a low crime rate. Tizzy’s been in the middle. Trophy hunting. Ridge gasped. “That’s the answer.” 
 
    Bubba jerked toward him. “What is?” 
 
    “Marlene—at Boone’s grave. I’ve wondered all along if placing her there was some sort of symbol. Then Rita talked about trophy hunting. What if Marlene was a trophy kill! What if it was never about Marlene—but Tizzy?” 
 
    Bubba looked puzzled. “Who would do that? You’re saying somebody’s obsessed with Tizzy?” 
 
    “Why not? You said plenty of men in town had the hots for her. What if one is crazy obsessed with her?” Ridge picked up the brown envelope and ripped it open. He removed the list and ran his finger down the alphabetical listing, flipping pages back and forth. He stopped and sucked in a deep breath.  
 
    “And I know who it is.”   
 
    Chapter Thirty 
 
    Tizzy found a parking space in front of Hometown Grocery. For a small town, their meat market was top-notch and would rival any big city butcher shop. She might not know everything about Ridge, but he was a steak and potatoes man.  
 
    After the grocery store, she stopped by the tavern and swiped a bottle of wine. In a few days, Ridge would leave, and until then, she wanted their time together to be special. 
 
    The days were flying by, and soon they’d only see each other on weekends. The thought made her sad.  
 
    They agreed the city wasn’t where they wanted to raise Gracie or their future children, and he’d promised to make it work, even if he had to give up being a ranger. 
 
    But the more she thought about that, the more it became clear it was too much to ask of him. There was sure to come a time when he’d resent her for it. That would be harder to bear than being without him. 
 
    She slipped behind the wheel of her car and turned on her lights as raindrops fell. Before heading home, she drove to the post office to drop a letter into the mailbox, then continued on past the high school track where earlier they’d had the cancer walk. All the banners were down, and Troy loaded the last of the barricades into his truck. She honked and waved.  
 
    Within a few minutes, she angled into her drive and pulled into the garage. 
 
    Suddenly, her head roared. “Whore—ranger—whore—ranger—” 
 
    “Stop!” She screamed. “Stop! Too many of you are talking. You’re too loud.” As quickly as the chant started, it stopped. She relaxed her head against the seat and took a second to calm down. Every time she passed the cemetery, it happened. She needed to find another route. 
 
    Gathering her wits and the grocery bags, she stepped to the door, inserted the key in the lock, and froze in place. An eerie sensation wrapped around her and the voices came again. This time in a whisper. “Whore—ranger—whore—” 
 
    She turned the latch, bumped the door open with her hip, stepped inside, and reached for the light. 
 
    “Whore—ranger—wh—Holt—danger.—.” 
 
    Too late she made sense of the warning. Out of the darkness, his voice came. “Hello, Tizzy.” 
 
    She flung herself against the wall. Bags fell to the floor, steak and potatoes spilled out in front of her. The wine bottle shot out across the hardwood and hit the iron base of the floor lamp. Broken glass and Merlot became air born. Tizzy grabbed onto the drapes to steady herself and pulled them down on top of her as she lost her footing. Dazed, she tried to focus. 
 
    He switched on the lamp. Ghostly white, he sat in the corner chair holding a gun. Tizzy struggled to get up and ground broken glass into her palm. “Freddy. What are you doing here?” 
 
    Fear gripped her. She reached toward the table for support, and the glass buried deeper into flesh. She winced, raked the crushed pieces onto the floor, but for one large shard lodged at the base of her thumb. She pulled the piece out, and blood dripped from the wound. 
 
    “What are you doing here, Freddy?” 
 
    “I’ve come for you, Tizzy.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Her words came out in a forced breath as her phone rang. 
 
    He pointed the gun at her. “Don’t answer it.” 
 
    Across the lawn, a car door slammed. Her stomach clenched. Within a few seconds, someone knocked. 
 
    Freddy moved toward her. “Don’t make a sound.” 
 
    “Tizzy, I know you’re home. I see your car. Open up. I need to talk to you.” 
 
    “Freddy, let me talk to him. He won’t leave until I do. Please,” she whispered. 
 
    He narrowed his eyes as if in deep thought, then pulled her forward. “Get rid of him, or I’ll shoot through the door and kill him.” 
 
    She opened the door a few inches and ran her sentences together before Ridge had a chance to speak. “I’m sorry, Ridge, I’m not feeling well. I really can’t talk right now, and I know what you’re thinking, you’re going to offer to keep Gracie, but she’s with Mom, and like I always say when she’s with them, she thinks she’s died and gone to Heaven.” 
 
    Ridge lost his color. The veins in his neck popped out. When a single drop of blood fell to the floor from her hand, he scanned everything within his vision. 
 
    He stepped back. “I’ll check on you later.” He started to leave, then stopped. “Tizzy, do whatever you have to—to get better.” 
 
    Freddy yanked her from the door and waited until Ridge drove away. “You did good.” 
 
    A wave of relief washed over her. Ridge got the message. All she had to do was stay alive. “What do you want?” 
 
    “You. I’ve always wanted you. You love me. That’s why you had your momma and daddy hire me. You wanted to be near me like I wanted to be close to you.” 
 
    “Freddy, you’re very special to me, but you’re younger than I am and—” 
 
    “Stop it! Age doesn’t matter. Besides, six years is not that much of a difference.” He paced the length of the room, his hands animated as he talked. “I love you, Tizzy. But you went and slept with the ranger.” He stopped and pounded his head with the heel of his palm. “Why did you do that?” He moved two steps closer, and his eyes went wide. 
 
    Tizzy’s heart jumped into her throat. Her head spun. Her brain went into survival mode. “I had no choice. He thinks I killed Marlene. I had to do something to discredit him. Something to get him removed from the case. All the evidence pointed to me. I didn’t kill her, but I don’t have an alibi, so I slept with him.  And, it worked. He’s been ordered back to Dallas. He’s leaving in two days.” 
 
    He stopped pacing and laughed. “He thinks you killed her? That’s priceless. I did it. For you.” 
 
    A shudder ran up and down Tizzy’s spine. Bile rose from her stomach. She fought to keep it down. “Why? I didn’t want her dead.” 
 
    He shook his head and waved the gun in the air. “She was a bitch. She was mean. She treated you and me like dirt.  She didn’t deserve to live. She didn’t even put up a fight.” His eyes wild, he smiled. 
 
    “I waited in her car. Made her drive to the cemetery. She was drunk or high on something. She laughed at me. Thought I was joking. Even after we got to Boone’s grave, and I told her to kneel and ask him to forgive her for the way she’d treated you, she still didn’t take me serious. She knelt, and you know what she said?” He looked at Tizzy for an answer. 
 
    Tizzy bit her lip. “No.” 
 
    “She said, ‘I’m sorry, Boone — you married that little bitch.’  I showed her. I plunged the needle into the back of her arm, right through her blouse. She didn’t even flinch. Kept telling me how sorry I’d be, and how she’d send me to prison. Yapping and yapping like a chained mongrel-mutt. She didn’t die quick. She suffered. I listened to her gasp for her last breath, then I got into her car, drove back to the bank, parked, and walked away. Easy-peasy.” 
 
    “Freddy? Can I wash my hand, please? The cut hurts.” 
 
    He hit his head with the palm of his hand again. “Oh, sure.” 
 
    She staggered to the sink with him right behind. She could feel the heat coming off his body. She turned on the faucet and let cool water run over the wound, then blotted it with a paper towel. 
 
    “It was even easier killing the guy in the hospital.” 
 
    Tizzy snapped her head up. “What guy?” 
 
    “The guy who tried to take you that night at the bar. He went quick because I put the insulin right in his IV. I dressed in my mom’s old scrubs, went in with a mop and bucket, shot him up, and was out of there in a flash. That cop at the door never thought a thing about me. Invisible, that’s how people treat me.” 
 
    “Are you going to kill me?” 
 
    “I would never hurt you. And I’ve proved I’ll punish anyone who does. I love you. I was pissed about the ranger, but now I understand why you slept with him, so I forgive you. You don’t love him, right?” 
 
    “No, I don’t.” She struggled to keep the quiver from her voice, tears at bay, and from throwing up. 
 
    “You love me, right?” 
 
    “Freddy, please.” 
 
    “You love me. Say you love me! Dammit! Say you love me!” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    “Say, I love you, Freddy.” 
 
    “I love you, Freddy.” 
 
    “Good. Now, take off your clothes.” 
 
    Hot tears rolled down her cheeks. She wiped at them with the back of her hand. “Please, don’t do this.” 
 
    “I won’t do anything to you, I promise. Not until we’re married. That’s the way it’s supposed to be. But that ranger’s seen you, and I want to see you.” 
 
    “What happened to you, Freddy?” 
 
    “I’m tired of people treating me like I don’t matter. My momma was the only one who cared about me, and now she’s gone.” 
 
    Tizzy’s breath strangled. Mrs. Holt’s death must have caused a psychotic break because Tizzy had never considered Freddy dangerous—until now. “That’s not true. You have lots of people who care about you.” 
 
    “Shut up! Shut up!” He brandished the gun again. 
 
    From the look in his eyes, he meant business. His emotions were high, and she wasn’t sure she could reason with him, but she had to try. At least to buy some time. “Freddy, you know what you mean to my family. You’re our right-hand man. Dad couldn’t run the bar without you. Momma and Sugarpie depend on you more than anyone. Think of how they’ll feel once they find out you’ve held me at gunpoint.” 
 
    His face drew into a scowl. She could tell he was giving it some thought and hoped swelled within her. “If you let me go right now, I won’t ever tell anyone about this. We can forget it ever happened.” 
 
    “What about Marlene?” 
 
    “That’s different. You killed her. But if you confess, my family will testify to what a good person you are. Since you’ve never been in trouble before, you might get off with probation. I mean, she was a horrible person, and nobody liked her. I don’t think a jury will hold you responsible for what you did.”  
 
    That was a lie. They’d send him up the river in a minute, but Tizzy was grasping at the proverbial straw. She’d say or do anything to end this. 
 
    “You’d stand by me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Because you love me?” 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “Then prove it. Take. Your. Clothes. Off.” 
 
    Her hands trembled, and her knees went weak, but she raised her tee-shirt, pulled it over her head, and threw it at him. Then she stepped out of her shoes, unbuttoned and unzipped her pants, yanked them down, and kicked them away. Fury raged through her. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction of seeing her slowly undress. She reached behind her back, unhooked her bra, slung it to the floor, then shed her panties. Standing naked before him, she spoke through clenched teeth. “There. Are you happy?” 
 
    He stood frozen—eyes glazed over. “Damn! You are friggin’ beautiful.” 
 
    She stepped back. “Stay away from me. You said you wouldn’t do anything. We need to wait until our wedding night. We can leave now. Go to Vegas. I need a few minutes to throw some things in a bag.” 
 
    “Okay. We can do that. I’ll be a good husband and the best daddy to Gracie. I promise.” 
 
    Tears burned her eyes. The thought of Gracie with him was too much. “Just put the gun down.” 
 
    He set his jaw and stalked forward. 
 
    She took two more steps back. “Please. I can pack in a hurry. I’ll call Mom from the road and tell her we’ll pick Gracie up when we get back from our honeymoon.”  
 
     “No, we need her to go with us. We can’t come back here. Tell me you love me again.” 
 
    “I’ll do better than that. Put the gun down, and we’ll seal the deal with a kiss.” 
 
    That’s the only promise he needed. He placed the weapon on the counter and held out his arms.  
 
    Front and side doors flew open. Tizzy dropped to the floor. Ridge and Bubba, rushed in, weapons drawn. “Get down now!”  
 
    Freddy dove for his gun and shots rang out from both directions. He fell to the floor. 
 
    Ridge rushed to kick the gun away, checked Freddy’s pulse, then looked over at Bubba. “He’s dead. Call it in.” 
 
    Tizzy lay on the floor, unable to move. Bubba stared down at her like a treed coon. 
 
    Ridge grabbed an afghan from the couch, threw the blanket down on top of her and poked Bubba in the shoulder. “I said, call 9-1-1!” 
 
    Bubba snapped from his trance. “Oh, yeah.” 
 
    Ridge knelt and kissed her. “Damn, Tizzy. You scared the hell out of me.” He pulled her close. “If anything ever happened to you—,” His voice trailed off. 
 
    She clung to him. “I never saw this coming. Thank goodness, you knew I was in trouble.” 
 
    “I came to warn you, but I was too late.” 
 
    “You knew it was Freddy?” 
 
    “Something Rita said about a cat trophy killing, to prove their love for their owners. I figured it had to be Troy or Freddy. They both suffered from big-time crushes. I noticed that when I met them but wrote it off. With their troubled pasts, they fit the profile. Once I read over the insulin list, and Bubba confirmed Freddy’s mother was diabetic, it fell into place.” 
 
    “The list helped you.” 
 
    “You stole it, right?” 
 
    Tizzy wanted to answer, but Ridge stopped her. 
 
    “No. Forget it. I don’t want to know.” 
 
    “So much for your first case, huh? You solved it within the two weeks.” 
 
    He pushed her away and fought a smile. “Yeah, and so much for Bubba never seeing you naked.” 
 
    The waterworks started again. 
 
    “Baby, it’s all right. I’m not mad that Bubba saw you.” 
 
    “That’s not it. Your time is up, so now you’ll be leaving. What are we going to do?” 
 
    He pulled her close. “I’m not leaving. I got a transfer.” 
 
    She threw her arms around him. “You did? Really?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “I love you.” 
 
    He inspected the cuts on her hand. “This one might need stitches. You want to break into the clinic and stitch it up yourself, or should we do it legally and see a doctor?” 
 
    “Very funny.” 
 
    He brought her hand to his mouth and kissed it.  
 
    “Ridge—just now—in my head—” 
 
    He sighed. “Oh, brother, here we go.  
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    Preview 
 
    Gloom, Doom, and Missing Groom 
 
    Coming Soon 
 
    Twenty-four hours ago, Tizzy Donovan was naked in Ridge Cooper’s bed, screaming to get God’s attention. She loved everything about Ridge. How his dark hair curled at the nape of his neck when he needed a haircut. Steel-blue eyes set against the hard lines of his face. Broad shoulders, thick chest, the way he held the steering wheel of his truck. She pictured him, standing straight, thumbs hooked in his front pockets, cowboy hat settled just right.  
 
    A knock at the door snapped Tizzy from her daydream. She turned from the window as Matron of Honor, Rayann Tatum, peeked into the room and held out a mug. 
 
    Tizzy accepted the drink. “Is he here?”  
 
    Rayann flipped her long blonde hair back and widened her green eyes. “Not yet.” 
 
    “He’s not coming.” Tizzy put the cup to her lips and gulped. “Holy crap!” 
 
    “Sorry, I should have warned you, that’s tequila, not punch. I thought you needed something stronger, but go easy on it because I don’t think you’ve eaten since yesterday.” 
 
    “Wonderful, now I’m going to hell for drinking in the Lord’s house. Not to mention all the fornicating I’ve been doing with Ridge, and today, he doesn’t show up to make an honest woman of me.”  
 
    Tizzy knocked back the rest of the drink and thought of every possible scenario for her groom’s absence. Wrong church? There was only one Methodist Church in town. Flat tire? He lived close enough to walk to the ceremony. Cell phone dead? Two land lines were at his disposal. Heart attack? The chance of that couldn’t be high, but it would be the most acceptable excuse. 
 
    “It’s been over an hour. He isn’t answering his phone. Daddy went to his house. His truck’s gone.” She paced. Her bare feet sank into the deep carpet, a small comfort against heartache. “What’s wrong with me? Boone joined the Marines to get away, and now Ridge doesn’t show up for our wedding. Am I that bad?” 
 
    Rayann fell in beside Tizzy and matched her pace. They zigzagged across the room like a band formation during a half-time show. “C’mon, Tiz. It has nothing to do with you. Boone enlisted to avoid Marlene. You know better than anybody what a witch his sister was. He didn’t want to spend his life working with her at the bank.” 
 
     Tizzy stopped at a small table and picked up her engraved invitation. James Ridge Cooper and Marjorie Louise “Tizzy” Donovan, request the honor of your presence. 
 
    Until an hour ago, it had been a perfect day. The sun shone across an endless blue sky, and the temperature hovered in the upper sixties. It held the promise of being one of the best days of her life and now might be one of her worst. “Ridge told me he fell in love with me at first sight. You knew I was in love with him before I did.” 
 
    “Oh, honey.” Rayann embraced her. “You’d been a widow and without a man for five years. To say you were horny would be an understatement. You named your vibrator.” 
 
    A lump formed in Tizzy’s throat and her thoughts jumbled. She rested her cheek on Rayann’s shoulder. “Ridge is the perfect man for me.” 
 
    “Yes, I know.” 
 
    “When he calls me ‘Margie Lou,’ my heart skips a beat.” 
 
    “I know, sweetie.” 
 
    “He gave Gracie a kitten.” 
 
    “Yes, and he gave you, azaleas.” 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about. Any other man would have sent roses, but not Ridge. He gave me shrubs.” 
 
    Rayann patted her friend’s back. “I’m sure he has a logical explanation for not being here.” 
 
    “You’re right, but what is it?” 
 
    Tizzy distracted herself with happier thoughts. First United Methodist Church held wonderful memories. Youth fellowship, Bible school, choir. Her church family loved her. They grieved when Boone died and rejoiced at Gracie’s birth. They even accepted Tizzy’s weird habit of sometimes talking to dead people. 
 
    She raised her head and stared out the window. Brilliant leaves danced on the branches of sweet-gum trees standing at the edge of the woods. She lost herself for a moment. “October is such a beautiful month, don’t you think?” She didn’t wait for Rayann’s answer. “You go on now. I’ll be out in a minute.” 
 
    “Take your time. Nana McAlister and her Sunday school class started serving the congregation punch and cookies, so they’re happy.” 
 
    Once the door closed behind Rayann, Tizzy ran her hands across her ivory trumpeted lace gown. Ridge would love this dress. She adjusted the shawl collar. She’d tried on at least twenty styles before deciding it was the one. 
 
    She fiddled with her hair, secured a loose strand, then pinched the top of her nose to hold back tears.  
 
    A table full of gifts got her attention. She slid the silky ribbons through her fingers. These will all have to be returned. 
 
    Moving to the mirror, she practiced smiling a few times, then checked her makeup, and decided there was no need to rehearse anymore. She straightened her shoulders and stepped into the adjoining room. 
 
    Everyone waiting turned, not to greet a radiant bride, but to console her. 
 
    Saint McAlister fixed his gentle blue eyes on his daughter. “Do you want me to announce for the congregation to go home?” 
 
    “No, Daddy. I’ll tell them.” 
 
    She walked out into the sanctuary with the rest of the party members close behind. They stopped near the doorway, but she moved to the center of the room and stood beneath the ivy-twined arbor. At the sight of her, the crowd became so quiet; she could hear the air move. 
 
    Her eyes swept the full view of the area. Flower-filled wicker baskets hung from each pew. The sweet fragrance of roses and frilly snapdragons drifted to her. Her hand tingled. She still held her bridal bouquet. She brought the flowers to her nose, inhaled, prayed for strength, and addressed the gathering. 
 
    “Thank y'all for coming today and being so patient. Unfortunately, there won’t be a wedding.” 
 
    Her voice trembled, but she managed a weak smile. “However, I would like for you to go into the fellowship hall for the reception. The cake is to die for. Five layers, each one with a different filling. Raspberry, lemon, coconut, cherry, and chocolate. Ridge insisted on chocolate.” 
 
    The congregation didn’t move, apparent shock and awkwardness held them in place. “Please, go. I’m fine.” A lie, because she wasn’t and might never be again. 
 
    She faced the organist. “Mrs. Steele, please play the recessional.”  
 
    The musician bore down on the first note, holding the tone for a few beats. One by one, the group came to their feet and whispered among themselves as they filtered from the room. 
 
    Tizzy settled beneath the arbor and gazed to the end of the aisle. Her chest tightened. Emotions flooded over her. Maybe she had one of those post-something-or-other disorders. Post-wedding disorder. PWD. Left at the Altar Disorder, LATA had a nice ring to it. Perhaps she should call it WTF Disorder, Wed Tizzy—Fuhgeddaboudit. 
 
    A headache developed from all the questions spinning in her brain and the fact she’d had nothing to eat all day, except a double shot of tequila. 
 
    The attendants clustered together. Her parents sat on either side of her.  “What do you want us to do, Tizzy?”  
 
    She lowered her head and massaged her temples. “Make sure everyone gets served. I put a lot of time into choosing the cake, and I hate for it to go to waste. That would be a shame. Ask Aunt Sugarpie to take all the flower arrangements to the nursing home. I want someone to enjoy them. There won’t be a honeymoon, but I’d still like for you to keep Gracie for the next few days.” 
 
    “Why don’t you both stay with us? You shouldn’t be alone.” 
 
    “I can’t. I’m going to find Ridge.”   
 
    Preview 
 
    Pretty Bows and Turned Up Toes 
 
    Coming Soon 
 
    Jay Roy Hobbs held the county record for talking women out of their panties. At least that’s what Tizzy Cooper had heard. Rumor said ladies ignored his lack of good looks and fell for his quick wit. Now, staring at him through binoculars, she wasn’t so sure humor was his main appeal. 
 
    She swallowed the lump lodged in her throat since arriving on the scene. It wasn’t the sight of a dead body that bothered her. She’d seen plenty of those over the years. Her talent for talking to the dearly departed made it a frequent occurrence. But while the rest of Brownsboro’s citizens were having their first cup of coffee, she was five miles out of town, at the edge of a field, swatting mosquitos. Not the way she intended to start her day. 
 
    Sunlight filtered through naked limbs of an old tree and cast shadows across colonies of Bishop’s Weed standing tall like lacy parasols. The only thing ruining the spring array—Jay Roy’s lifeless body. 
 
    At first, Tizzy considered he might be asleep or unconscious, but after calling out to him with no response, and given the color of his skin, along with the buzzards overhead, she decided on a third choice. 
 
    Stepping onto an old stump to get a better view, she focused the field glasses. About fifty yards away, the man lay naked, except for boots and a bow, on a patchwork quilt, face toward Heaven. Something twisted in Tizzy’s chest. Jay Roy and her mom graduated high school together, which made him much too young to die. 
 
    A few feet to the right, Tizzy’s friends, Synola Harper, and Rayann Tatum, shaded their faces and squinted toward the dead man. Tizzy stepped off the stump, adjusted the straps of her sundress and decided they must be as surprised as she by the sight because neither of them uttered a word until she passed the field glasses to Synola. 
 
    “Lord, can you believe the size of that thing?” Synola let the binoculars dangle around her neck. She tugged her red tank top against warm mocha skin, tucked it into the slender waist of her jeans and eyed Rayann. “I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen anything that big.” 
 
    Rayann tossed her head, blonde curls bouncing with the movement, then narrowed her green eyes. “Of course, I have. I watch HBO.” 
 
    “Uh-huh.” Synola went back for a second look. “Reminds me of a wilted purple tulip.” 
 
    “It does, doesn’t it? Especially with the bow tied around it.” Tizzy swiveled her head toward the road where clouds of dust billowed like smoke signals. 
 
    Within a few minutes, two patrol cars pulled to the side of the blacktop. She laughed under her breath. Nothing matched small-town life where every emergency vehicle responded when they got a 9-1-1 call. 
 
    From the first car, Henderson County Sheriff, Dan McAlister, Tizzy’s older brother, climbed out. Next, Rayann’s husband, police officer Dwayne “Bubba” Tatum ambled toward them. 
 
    “What are you doing out here this early?” Dan’s massive bulk blocked the rising sun and cast Tizzy in shadow. 
 
    “Don’t get bent out of shape. We’ve stayed away from the body, so nothing’s been disturbed.” 
 
    “I’m not worried. You have enough sense not to upset a crime scene.” He removed his hat, spit on the ground, and resumed his chew of tobacco like a cow chewing cud. “Just curious.” 
 
    “Rayann stayed with me last night because Bubba worked the graveyard shift and Ridge is still out of town.” The mention of Ridge made Tizzy’s heart ache. Marriage to a Texas Ranger could sometimes be a bad thing when cases involved nights away from home. 
 
    “Fraidy-cat Rayann can’t be alone at night.”  
 
    Rayann gave her the evil eye. “Shut up, Synola.” 
 
    When Bubba moved to stand next to his wife and planted a kiss on her cheek, she backed away. Tizzy eyed them and then nodded toward the house down the road. “Synola spent the night with her aunt. This morning, they noticed those buzzards.” She pointed up at the sky filled with birds gliding in a circle of ebony above Jay Roy. “Synola called us, I called 9-1-1, and here we are.” 
 
    The shrill whine of sirens sliced the air as the ambulance arrived, followed by the Justice of the Peace.  
 
    Synola shook her head. “Those EMTs love to use sound and lights. You’d think with that swarm of vultures overhead, they’d figure the guy’s dead, and it’s not an emergency.”  
 
    “He ain’t dead until the JP says he’s dead.” 
 
    Tizzy ignored her brother’s sarcasm. A sudden gust caught long strands of her hair and blew wisps across her face. Summer came early in Texas. Seven o’clock in the morning and the middle of May, and the temperature already hovered at eighty. Thankful for the breeze, she pushed the locks behind her ear and glanced at Dan. “Any chance Ridge will get this case?” 
 
    “What’s wrong? Feeling neglected?” 
 
    “Kinda. He comes in after I’ve gone to bed and leaves before I wake. Sometimes he doesn’t come home. I’ve barely seen him in the last two weeks. 
 
    “I talked to him earlier. He’s almost finished with the investigation in Gun Barrel City. The local guys can handle it. When he’s done with the paperwork, he’ll be here.” Dan put his hat on and hooked his thumbs in his pockets. “Wait a minute. You didn’t kill this guy to get Ridge back in town, did you?” He broke into a rowdy laugh. 
 
    She punched him on the arm. “No. That guy, by the way, is Jay Roy Hobbs.” 
 
    “No, shit.” Dan looked toward the body, then at her and laughed again. “Are you getting something? A communication from him? It’d sure be nice if he sent you a message from beyond to tell us what happened. Ooh-ee-ooh.” Dan sang and wiggled his fingers.  
 
    Tizzy punched him again. “Oh, you sound so spooky. And the answer is no. No messages.” No need to go into a long discussion of how her ability had taken a drastic turn 
 
    “Appears the JP pronounced him, so I’ll take a gander.” Dan sauntered away with Bubba right behind like a kindergartener in a game of Follow the Leader. 
 
    Within a few minutes, the two men returned, and Dan spoke. “It’s Jay Roy all right. Nekked as a jaybird, dead as a doornail, looking happy as a lark.” 
 
    “So his tally-whacker is that big?” Synola asked. 
 
    Dan swatted the air. “What? You think it’s fake?” 
 
    Synola placed hands on hips, rocked back on her heels, and peered at the body one more time. “No, I thought the binoculars might have magnified it.” 
 
    “Nope, it’s that size. The blue ribbon is a nice touch.” Dan wagged his head, then smiled and followed Synola’s gaze to Jay Roy.  
 
    “Looks like he won first prize in a Cock-a-Diddle-Do Contest.” Synola slapped her hand against her neck to kill a mosquito, then wiped the spot and cleaned her finger on her jeans.  
 
    Bubba stayed fixated on the body. “Maybe it’s for presentation.” 
 
    “Could be. Oh, and you shouldn’t mention the color of the ribbon to anyone,” Dan said. 
 
    Tizzy looked back at the Justice of the Peace as he covered the body. Someone needed to stay to keep Jay Roy from being buzzard bait. “So—it’s murder?”  
 
    “Gee, Tiz. Jay Roy’s naked, in a field at daylight, and he’s got a ribbon tied around his Johnson. I don’t imagine he came out here, stripped off, tied a bow, and died of natural causes. Do you?” 
 
    She frowned. “He could have been here for a rendezvous and suffered a heart attack.” 
 
    Dan spit on the ground, then raked the wad of tobacco from his mouth and hurled it across the road behind him. Tizzy grimaced. How he chewed that stuff was beyond her.  
 
    “I didn’t see any blood or visible wounds, but according to the law, we have to treat it as foul play until the autopsy says otherwise,” Dan said.  
 
    “If murder proves to be the case, Ridge is going to have plenty of suspects.” 
 
    “Whaddaya mean?” Synola asked. 
 
    “The girls from Jay Roy’s graduating class are in town for a reunion, and the story goes he nailed almost every one of them their senior year. I remember Dad telling stories how back in the day this was the place Jay Roy brought his dates. With the women here, could be he hooked up with one again for old time’s sake and got caught by someone who didn’t appreciate it.” 
 
    “That might be a good starting point, but Jay Roy was a legend when it came to the ladies.” Bubba cocked his head. Could be a recent conquest.” 
 
    Dan removed his hat and ran fingers through his hair, then replaced the Stetson and fished car keys from his pocket. “There’s a picnic basket, so it does appear he planned to hook up with somebody. Finding him this way, and a class of former lovers in town can’t be a coincidence.” 
 
    “Wow, I bet those girls had interesting slumber parties. Did any of them fall in love with him?” Synola asked. 
 
    “Yeah. He married three of ’em. One of ’em twice.” 
 
    Tizzy shaded her eyes with her hand and looked at the road in both directions. “How’d he get here? I don’t see a car.” 
 
    “No sign of clothes either but he’s wearing boots, so he probably walked. He lives right through those trees.” Dan pointed past the crime scene. 
 
    “We’ve got to go to work. I imagine the bakery will be buzzing with plenty of Jay Roy stories today.” 
 
    When they reached the car and slid in, Tizzy started the engine and looked at Rayann. “You’ve been mighty quiet, and I noticed something going on with you and Bubba.” 
 
    She remained silent for a moment, then burst into tears. 
 
    Synola leaned forward from the back seat. “What the heck? Jay Roy upset you? Were you even acquainted?” 
 
    “I am sorry Jay Roy’s dead, but it’s not him. It’s Dwayne. I’m sure he’s having an affair.” She swallowed and babbled on. “Should I have him followed? Bug his phone? I can’t imagine he’d do this to me.” 
 
    “Oh, good Lord. You’ve jumped off the high-rise of insanity and landed in the middle of crazy town.” 
 
    Tizzy reached over and patted Rayann’s shoulder. “Synola’s right. He’s been in love with you since high school. He wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Rayann wiped tears and tried to catch her breath. “I’m a terrible person. Poor Jay Roy is dead with his jiggly-bits exposed to the world, and I’m concerned with my own problems.” 
 
    “We can’t do anything for Jay Roy.” Synola grunted like a disapproving teacher. “Tell us why you’re convinced Bubba’s cheating.” 
 
    Rayann hiccupped the words out. “I—found—makeup—on—his—collar.” 
 
    Tizzy gripped the steering wheel. She didn’t believe it, but apparently, Rayann did. “That’s not proof. An innocent hug will leave makeup.” 
 
    “I’ve found it more than once. How many innocent hugs is he getting?” 
 
    “Lord, this is why marriage is not for me,” Synola said. “The two of you are still newlyweds, and one’s being ignored, and the other thinks her man is cheating. I was crazy enough to think Jay Roy’s giant pocket rocket would be the drama of the day.”  
 
    Sneak Peek 
 
    No Good Without You 
 
    A Sparrow, Texas Romance 
 
    Coming Soon 
 
    Swan Malone dug her fingernails into Chase’s chest, warning him to get his tongue out of her mouth. But like always, he ignored the signal, leaving her no other choice than to shove her knee to his groin. 
 
    A little gurgle came from the back of his throat, and he jumped away. “Dang, Swan! That hurt.” 
 
    “Serves you right.” 
 
    “Cut!”  In one motion, Director Sam Spangler yanked his headphones off and rushed toward the pair. “Chase, this is your last warning. Do the scene the way it’s written or—” 
 
    Swan didn’t let him finish. “It’s okay, Sam. One more take and I’m sure he’ll nail it.” She zeroed in on the troublemaker, held his gaze for a long moment, then scowled. “Right?” 
 
    Chase ran his hands over his face and pressed fingers to his temples as if to keep his head from exploding. “Sure. Just having a little fun. Clearly, I’m the only one here with a sense of humor.” 
 
    “Not true.” Swan rocked back on her heels and fought the urge to dig the wedgie out of her butt. She wanted to rip off the irritating costume and soak in a hot bath, and that wouldn’t happen until Chase cooperated.  
 
    “My sense of humor is as healthy as the next person’s, but honestly, you don’t know when to stop. Pull a prank once, it’s funny. Twice, amusing, three times, it’s downright annoying. One more take, right or not—I’m out of here.” 
 
    Red-faced and tight-lipped, Sam sighed so hard it was a wonder smoke didn’t shoot from his nostrils. He squared up to Chase. “Must not have made myself clear. Test audiences hated the ending. They want Raine and Tracer to share a kiss at the end. A sweet kiss. So, stop trying to perform a tonsillectomy on Swan! Remember, with the few scenes you have, it isn’t too late to replace you. Hell, this reshoot has put us over budget, so recasting your part will be easy. Got it?” 
 
    Oh, he got it all right. Swan could tell by the way his face blanched. Not a good sign for a superhero. If the threat of losing his budding career didn’t whip him into shape, nothing would—except his agent. 
 
    Swan wondered how long it’d take before Deidra stepped in. Since she represented Swan and Chase, she stood to make a truckload of money off this picture. Dee must have been telepathic because she pocketed her phone and hurried toward her leading male client. She looped her arm in his and flashed Sam a smile so sweet it was a miracle it didn’t attract bees. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about a thing. Just do it once more, and I promise he’ll be a good boy.” She glared at Chase and stretched her Georgia drawl as tight as it would go. “Won’t you, sugar-pie-honey-bear?”  
 
    “Absolutely.”  
 
    Swan marveled at how skillfully the woman managed him. Then again, she’d landed him the part over hundreds of other unknown actors and two box office hotties. And with social media buzzing, this movie would be a top-grossing film. Not to mention the ridiculous charade of an off-screen romance Dee invented. Taking advantage of Swan’s inexperience, Dee insisted having Chase as a fake boyfriend would make Swan off-limits to unwanted advances. 
 
    A good selling point, since Swan’s heart already belonged to Teague Shanahan. But unfortunately, he was halfway around the world, ensuring America’s freedom. Maybe he was even on his way home. He’d already been gone over a year, and as much as she admired his patriotism, enough was enough. Let someone else defend our country. 
 
    Although she’d not heard from him in months, she’d texted and emailed him every day. The whirlwind of stardom kept her busy, but a combination of missing him and homesickness made her stomach hurt. But she had a plan, and as soon as she returned to Sparrow, she’d remedy the problem. 
 
    “Places everybody,” Sam said. “We’re going to try this one more time. Keyword, one. Right, Chase?” 
 
    He rolled his eyes, then flicked his finger. “Got it.” 
 
    Sam replaced his headset, plopped into his chair, and motioned to the assistant director. She held the clapperboard in front of the camera. “Quiet on the set. When Raine Falls, take 9. Action!” 
 
    An hour later, Swan sat in the backseat of a stretch limo headed to Hollywood’s Hot Topics daily show. She hated interviews, repeating the same information over and over. How did singers perform a song thousands of times without going nuts? Perhaps the sound of their own voices made them happy. No way her Texas twang brought joy to anyone in TV land. 
 
    Deidra nudged her shoulder. “Hell-lo? Hollywood to Swan.” 
 
    She snapped from her trance. “What?” 
 
    “What’s on your mind, sweetie?” 
 
    “Having to answer the same old questions, yet again. With my life picked apart on social media, you’d think people would be sick of me.” 
 
    “Loosen up, buttercup. No matter how many times you’re interviewed, people still want to hear about your rise to fame. And with my clever co-star boyfriend angle, they’re more intrigued than ever.” 
 
    Swallowing the lump in her throat, Swan announced her decision, “About that. So far, it’s been speculation. But the minute I’m asked a direct question about my relationship with Chase, I intend to tell the truth.” 
 
    “Okay.” 
 
    Swan blinked and tried to clear the confusion. Okay? Was that all she had to say? Way too easy. “Did you hear me? I’m not willing to pretend Chase and I are an item.” 
 
    Dee rummaged in her purse, retrieved a compact and a tube of lipstick. “Loud and clear.” 
 
    “You’re not upset?” 
 
    “Listen, dumpling. It doesn’t matter what you say. The more you deny it. The more fans will believe it because it’s what they want. In Hollywood, nothing’s more realistic than a lie.” 
 
    “So even though I’ll be telling the truth, they’ll think I’m lying?” 
 
    “Right on, honeycomb.” 
 
    Swan pressed her fingertips against her pounding head. Sometimes having an agent proved to be more trouble than it was worth. She shifted in her seat. “There’s one thing fans love more than an off-screen romance.” 
 
    Dee smoothed her lips with cherry red, then snapped her compact shut. “Which is?” 
 
    “A messy breakup. I can announce our split today and fix the problem.” 
 
    “How will you explain this sudden turn of events?” 
 
    “I’ll say it wasn’t working, or better yet, no comment.” 
 
    “That’ll never fly, honeypie. If you ditch Chase for no apparent reason, you’ll come across as shallow, and your fans won’t like you. If left open to interpretation, they’ll decide he cheated, and then they’ll hate him. Either way, not a good idea.” 
 
    She opened her briefcase and removed a document. “I planned to save this news for later, but given your problem with telling a little fib, I’ll share it now. The studio sent over a contract last night for two Raine sequels. They plan to franchise the hell out of the character. A clothing line, games, dolls, the whole works. They’ve offered twelve million, but I think I can negotiate up to at least fifteen.” 
 
    All the air left Swan’s lungs. She put her hand against her chest. “What?” 
 
    “Listen, honeybunny, When Raine Falls is going to be huge. I’m talking bigger than Black Panther, which is about to gross two billion dollars worldwide. That’s billion, with a B. You announce a breakup, you can kiss your career goodbye—and what about Chase and me? We’ll go down with you. Is that what you want?” 
 
    The dilemma took Swan right back to the game she used to play at slumber parties. Given the right circumstance, anyone would bend their moral code. Like, would she ever commit murder, even if the person deserved it? Easy answer, no. But if the murder cured cancer? Lord, she hated that game, and here she was again, stuck in the middle of it. Tell the truth and wreck her career? Fine. But could she destroy the hopes and dreams of two other people? 
 
    Especially these two. At one time, Dee was homeless and managed to claw her way out with pure tenacity. Chase spent his childhood in foster homes, not all of them loving. Swan’s good fortune came easily. Perhaps this one little lie was her way of paying her dues. Besides, who would it hurt? Chase understood it wasn’t real. A sharp pain twisted in her chest. Yeah, she wasn’t lying to him, just everyone else.  
 
    The limo driver wheeled into the station parking lot, and Dee patted Swan’s knee. “Look, sunshine, I know this isn’t easy. So, here’s the deal. Don’t deny or confirm the love affair. Be vague. That will keep you from lying outright. Besides, people believe what they choose. In a few weeks, you and Chase will start the movie junket and will be traveling all over the country together. Paparazzi will eat that up.” 
 
    The knife of guilt plunged deeper. “We won’t stay in the same hotel room, will we?” 
 
    “No worries. I’ve reserved all suites.” 
 
    As the driver opened the door, Swan climbed out, then bent to face her agent again. “Good. Because I’ve decided to hire an assistant, and if all goes well, she’ll travel with me.” 
 
    “A companion? Anyone I know?” 
 
    “No. She lives in Sparrow. When I return home this weekend, I plan to make her an offer she can’t refuse. Now, let’s get this over with.” 
 
    Hollywood Hot Topic’s host Monica Wolfe clipped on her microphone and eyed Swan. “Don’t be nervous. I promise not to ambush you with any questions not cleared with your agent.” 
 
    “Thanks. I appreciate it.” 
 
    The producer counted down. The music swelled. Monica plastered on a smile and focused on the camera. “My next guest is the hottest star of the most anticipated movie on the planet. When Raine Falls. Swan Malone is in the house! Welcome, Swan.” 
 
    “Thank you, Monica.” 
 
    “Let’s start with your rise to fame. It defines overnight sensation.” 
 
    Swan pretended it was the first time she’d heard the statement. That was the only way she could muster enthusiasm. “It does. I appeared in a TV promo for the University of Texas, and director Sam Spangler, who happens to be a UT alumnus, saw it and contacted me to screen test for the movie. It was a stroke of luck. Right place. Right time.” 
 
    “Don’t be so modest. This is a huge production. You wouldn’t have gotten the part without talent.  Since it’s a superhero movie, it goes without saying it will have a lot of action, but that isn’t what it’s all about. I understand it also speaks to relationships. Especially between Raine and her mother. I’m lucky enough to have seen a couple of snippets. One involves you and your onscreen mom, Soleil, and I have to tell you, I believed you were mother and daughter. How did the two of you develop chemistry in such a short time?” 
 
    Swan cocked her head and shrugged. “I suppose it has something to do with the great relationship I have with my mother. We’ve always been close. Those scenes were the easiest for me.” 
 
    “There are some scenes that weren’t easy. This is a role with lots of physical demands. How hard did you train?” 
 
    “Extremely hard. With all the physicality of cheerleading, I thought I was in great shape.” She chuckled. “I discovered not so much. But I had a great trainer. That’s one thing I like about Raine. She isn’t naturally powerful. She does have powers, but she trains every day. I think that’s important. Especially for younger viewers to know even superheroes have to work hard.” 
 
    Monica leaned forward. “Speaking of young fans, especially girls, how proud are you to be a strong female lead and role model?” 
 
    Biting back tears, Swan commanded her emotions to stay in check. Serving as a good example, was the main reason she’d wanted the part. “So very proud. Not only about this movie, but the direction Hollywood has gone in the last year, featuring more women in roles like this.” 
 
    The host relaxed against the back of her chair and crossed her legs. “We’re almost out of time, and I can’t pass up the chance to ask about your co-star. Is he a dreamboat or what?” She fanned her face with both hands. 
 
    Swan giggled. “He is that, for sure.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, Swan. Give us the dish on your relationship. The two of you are all over social media.” 
 
    Swan flashed Monica her best bashful grin and pictured the cameraman naked to achieve a blush. “Are we? I haven’t read any of those articles or had time to keep up with social media.” Lying wasn’t so hard for her after all. Those rolled out of her mouth with no trouble. 
 
    “I can’t let you slide with that answer. Are you a couple or not?” 
 
    After a long pause, Swan grinned. “All I’ll say is—he is very special to me.” Vague, but the truth. 
 
    Monica pressed her palms together as if praying, then clapped and squealed. “There you have it. You heard it first on Hollywood Hot Topics. Swan Malone and Chase Collins are officially America’s hottest couple!” 
 
    Once back in the car, Swan gulped water to cool down. Not from the weather, but the reaction caused by lying to Monica’s viewers. When the TV host made the false announcement, more than Swan’s pants caught fire. She gave new meaning to the word liar. 
 
    Deidra patted her shoulder. “Take a deep breath. You didn’t lie. You consider Chase a good friend, right?” 
 
    “I went along for the ride when Monica announced us as a couple. Same thing.” 
 
    Before Deidra could offer what would surely be an argument, Swan’s phone chimed. 
 
    “Hello, Mom. What’s up?”  
 
    “You’re still coming home tomorrow, aren’t you?” 
 
    “Yes, but I won’t be there until after midnight.” 
 
    “Okay. Todd’s planned a family meeting. Oh, not the right word. Brunch. Saturday morning. That’ll let you sleep late and give Thacker time to arrive.” 
 
    An odd feeling crawled up Swan’s spine. “Mom, what’s wrong? You don’t sound like yourself.” 
 
    “I guess I’m just tired from cleaning out the garage. Have a safe flight, and we’ll see you tomorrow night. I love you. Bye.” 
 
    “Don’t wait up,” Swan said, but Mom was already gone. 
 
    “What was that about?” Deidra asked. 
 
    Swan stared at the blank phone screen. “I don’t know, but something is wrong because Mom sounded weird.” 
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