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      Brodie McGuire was a bold, fearless skier whose dreams of Olympic gold vanished in one career-ending fall. Now, he's following in the footsteps of his grandfather as a cop in his hometown of Whisper Lake. Surrounded by the mountains he once conquered, Brodie is trying to find stability and purpose in his new future...when a case brings him together with a beautiful woman, whose cool reserve intrigues him more than he'd like.

      

      Chelsea Cole was a country music singer on her way to the top when her music inspired a tragedy. Unable to face her fans or the spotlight, she went into hiding, reinventing herself as a small-town music teacher. But Whisper Lake has its secrets, and a problem with one of Chelsea's students introduces her to a brash and altogether too sexy cop who wreaks havoc on her plans for a quiet, drama-free life.

      

      As Chelsea and Brodie work together to solve a mystery, sparks fly between them. Brodie tempts Chelsea out of her safe cocoon, but will more pain be waiting? And when Brodie pushes Chelsea to find her voice again, will she be one more dream he has to give up? 
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      Brodie McGuire woke up abruptly. Someone was in the yard.

      He glanced at the clock. It was two a.m. A shadow passed by his window. He grabbed his gun from the drawer in the nightstand and moved to the door.

      As a police officer in Whisper Lake, he was always prepared for trouble. In the last month, there had been two arson fires in homes only a few blocks away, and both had started in the middle of the night.

      Those houses had been empty, but considering he'd just moved in two days ago, and there was not a stick of furniture in the front of the house, someone might not know he was there.

      He moved out of his bedroom, down the hall, and through the kitchen, pausing by the back door. With gun in hand, he turned the knob, and slowly opened the door.

      It was a clear night with a big, bright moon. As he crept down the path, he heard a rustling in the bushes. Then one of the potted plants on the patio fell over.

      "Dammit! Just stay put!" a woman said, coming out of the bushes.

      As she came into view, he said, "Stop right there."

      She whirled around, gasping at the sight of the gun in his hand. The calico cat in her arms hissed and then jumped back toward the bushes.

      "Ow," she yelped, as the cat scratched her arms on his frantic leap to safety. She glared at Brodie as blood trickled down her arm. "What the hell did you do that for?"

      "I thought you were breaking into my house." He lowered his gun, realizing the attractive woman dressed in leggings and a form-fitting workout top was probably not out to do him any harm. But why she was in his yard in the middle of a night was another question. "What are you doing here?"

      "I was trying to catch that damn cat. I finally had her in my arms, and then you come busting out the door with a gun. A gun," she echoed, her gaze narrowing in wariness, as if she suddenly realized he might not be a good guy. "Who are you?"

      "Brodie McGuire. I'm a police officer." He wished now that he'd thrown on some pants, because standing barefoot on the patio in black boxer briefs and a gray T-shirt didn't make him look too professional. "Your turn. Name?"

      "Chelsea Cole. I live across the street—one house down."

      "Cole? Are you related to Adam?" he asked, referring to one of his fellow cops.

      "Yes. He's my brother." She paused as the bushes next to her rustled once more. She parted the branches. "Lady Jane, is that you?"

      "The cat's name is Lady Jane?"

      "Yes, and she's a haughty queen, from what I've seen. I'm watching her for the Bakers."

      "Who are the Bakers?"

      "Your next-door neighbors. How do you not know that?"

      "I just moved in."

      "Oh, right. Mrs. Petrie, the neighborhood know-it-all, said you used to be an Olympic skier."

      "Used to be. Now I'm a cop." He'd been a police officer for two years, but he'd been a skier from the age of six to twenty-seven, when his Olympic dreams had come to a crashing end. "Where are the Bakers? Why aren't they chasing their cat?"

      "They went to San Francisco for two weeks. They left on Saturday night. They told me to just let the cat out in the morning and then bring her in at night. But guess what? After I let her out on Sunday morning, I found out Lady Jane doesn't want to come in at night, and she wants nothing to do with me. I've been trying to lure her into the house for the past three nights. I haven't slept a second because of this damn cat."

      "So, let her stay out."

      "And get eaten by a coyote or a mountain lion? I couldn't live with that. She's my responsibility. The second I catch her, she is staying in the house. She can live with being an indoor cat until they come back."

      "Well, good luck."

      "Wait. Do you think you could help me?" she asked, with a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

      "Catch the cat?" He was amazed by the question. "It's the middle of the night."

      "You don't want anything to happen to her, do you?"

      "From what I've seen, I don't think you're going to catch her, unless you have food."

      "I've already tried that. But she was sneaky and too fast for me. I need to lure her into the house, and then have someone come up behind her and shut the door once she's inside."

      "I'll help you in the morning."

      "But something could happen to her between now and then."

      "You're taking your cat-sitting responsibilities very seriously."

      "Isn't that a good thing?" She challenged. "Oh, it's fine. Go back to sleep. I'll try to get her in on my own."

      He could either spend the night hearing her rustle around in the bushes or he could try to help her. "Just let me put some pants on."

      "Thank you."

      He moved quickly into the house, put away his gun, and pulled on a pair of jeans and his sneakers. Then he made his way back into the yard.

      Chelsea was on her hands and knees, peering into the bushes between his house and the Bakers. She looked up at him. "Okay, here's the plan."

      "We have a plan?" he asked with a grin, thinking that if he was going to be tasked with catching a cat, he could at least appreciate the fact that this beautiful woman was going to soon be in his debt.

      "Yes," she said, getting back to her feet. "I'll go next door. I'll get her food bag and shake some food into the bowl. Hopefully, she'll hear it and come running. Then you sneak up behind her and close the door. You'll have to be quiet. She's very suspicious."

      "Got it."

      He followed her through a break in the bushes between the two properties.

      "Try to stay out of sight," she told Brodie.

      "I'll do my best."

      Chelsea slipped through the open back door, and he moved off to the side, away from the cat's direct path into the house. He heard the rattle of a food bag. A minute passed. The bag was shaken once more. The cat came around the far side of the house. She slunk low to the ground, ready to bolt at the first sign of trouble.

      He stayed as still as he could, thankful that it was a warm August night, and he wasn't freezing his ass off hiding in the bushes. He still couldn't quite believe he was doing this much.

      The sound of food being poured into a bowl came once again through the quiet night.

      The cat slid toward the open door.

      He suddenly felt the pressure of the situation. If he moved too fast, the cat would escape. If he moved too slow, the cat might go in and then come back out again.

      Finally, Lady Jane moved through the door. He left his hiding spot, walking as quietly and as quickly as he could. When he got to the door, he pulled it shut, feeling ridiculously triumphant at the completion of such a simple task.

      "Got her," Chelsea said from the other side of the door.

      He blew out a breath of relief, wondering why he cared. He didn't know the Bakers, much less their snooty cat.

      He was about to go home when Chelsea opened the door and waved him inside.

      "Lady Jane went under the bed," she said, as he stepped into the Bakers' kitchen.

      "Mission accomplished."

      "Thank you so much, Brodie." A grateful smile spread across her face and in the light, he finally had a chance to get a good look at her. She had light-brown hair with gold highlights that gleamed under the kitchen lights and fell halfway down her back in wild waves. Her big, blue eyes were the color of a morning sky. Her skin was clear and golden, as if she'd caught some sun in the past few days. The only things marring her beauty were the dark shadow under her eyes, probably the result of little to no sleep the past three days, and several long, red scratches, courtesy of the cat.

      "You should clean those scratches."

      "I'll do it when I get home." She let out a breath. "I'm so relieved to have Lady Jane inside. I almost had her last night, but some kid was flying a drone, and it came right through the yard. The whirring sound made Lady Jane bolt."

      "A kid was flying a drone in the middle of the night?"

      "It was about midnight, but yes."

      "That's odd."

      "I guess." She paused, her gaze narrowing. "Why do you look concerned?"

      "There have been two suspicious fires set at night over the last month."

      "I heard. One of the kids in my second-grade class lives on Carlmont, across the street from the most recent fire. Do you think the drone is connected?"

      "I don't know. Did you happen to notice anyone or anything else while you've been running around the neighborhood the past few nights?"

      She frowned as she considered his question. "Nothing out of the ordinary. I saw the occasional person taking a walk, having a cigarette or letting out their dog, but that's about it."

      "Did you know those people?"

      "I recognized a couple as neighbors, but I wouldn't say I know them. Anyway, I'm ready for bed, and I'm sure you are, too."

      He waited while she turned off the lights and locked the door behind them. "I'll walk you home."

      "That's not necessary. I'm just across the street."

      He shrugged. "I'll feel better."

      "And here I thought I'd moved to a town with little to no crime."

      "There's crime everywhere, but for the most part, Whisper Lake is a safe place to live."

      "Are there any arson suspects?"

      "Unfortunately, no. Thankfully, the fires were set in empty homes, where no one would be hurt. When I heard you rustling around in my bushes, I had the thought that someone might think my house was empty since I only moved in a couple of days ago."

      "Good point. I assume that's why you came out with your gun. But you scared the hell out of me."

      "You didn't look scared; you looked pissed off."

      She smiled, and he felt his gut clench.

      "Well, that, too. Mostly because you made Lady Jane jump out of my arms." She paused when they got to her front door. "I owe you one."

      He nodded. "You do. Maybe we could have dinner one night."

      She immediately shook her head. "I don't think so."

      "Why not?" He was surprised by her abrupt and rapid rejection of his invitation.

      "I'm really busy. Good night, Brodie."

      She closed the door in his face while he was still trying to come to grips with the fact that she'd just blown him off.

      He frowned. She hadn't even bothered to make an excuse. Maybe she had a boyfriend, or a fiancé. Although, it appeared she lived alone. But that didn't mean anything.

      Shaking his head, he headed home. The block was quiet, and while there were two streetlights, there were also lots of dark shadows. He thought about the drone Chelsea had mentioned.

      Could it be tied to the fires? Was the drone casing the homes? Or was it a completely unconnected incident?

      It was something to think about.

      In about six hours, he thought with a sigh, as he entered his house. It was three now, and he had to be at work at eight. Hopefully, the rest of the night would be uneventful. He needed to sleep. But as he got into bed and closed his eyes, his mind went straight to Chelsea Cole.

      As the sister of a fellow cop, she needed to be off-limits.

      Not that she was interested in him. She'd made that clear. He'd just been someone to help her catch a cat. His past fame certainly hadn't impressed her, either.

      There had been a time when women had hit on him, just because they wanted to sleep with a celebrity. But Chelsea didn't want to sleep with him. She didn't even want to have dinner with him. He smiled to himself. He'd always liked a challenge. He'd just have to change her mind.
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      Eight more days of summer school, Chelsea told herself, as her second-grade class wrapped up at three o'clock on Monday afternoon. She really shouldn't be counting down the days, but she couldn't seem to stop herself. She'd only planned to teach music and substitute as needed this summer. But Emily Harper, the second-grade teacher, had found herself in the midst of a high-risk pregnancy, and Chelsea had become a permanent sub for that class.

      She loved the kids, and she enjoyed teaching, but there was still a big hole in her life that she couldn't seem to fill, and more and more she'd begun to feel restless. She'd changed her life eighteen months ago, and it might not be the life she'd thought she would lead, but it was what it was, and she was happy…enough.

      She'd come to Whisper Lake to start over, to heal, to find a new life. Her sister and brother both lived in town and she'd spent most of her childhood summers at the lake.

      Maybe calling herself happy was a stretch, but she was settling in.

      Forcing those pointless thoughts out of her head, she said good-bye to the last few stragglers, her gaze moving to Travis, now the lone child in the room. Travis Walker was a seven-year-old brown-haired kid with dark eyes that rarely met hers. He was on the autism spectrum, having difficulties engaging or communicating. His problems had gotten worse since both of his parents had deployed, and he'd moved in with his grandfather, who worked part-time at the post office and was trying to manage his job and being a surrogate parent for the next two months.

      She'd been trying to connect with Travis throughout the six-week summer session, with very little success. At times, she'd thought they were making progress, but last week after the fire in the house across the street from his, Travis had become even more withdrawn. He seemed reluctant to leave her classroom, always being the last one out of the room, sometimes only walking out when his grandfather or older cousin came inside to get him.

      She walked over to his desk, where he was slowly putting his artwork into his backpack, one piece of paper at a time. As one drawing slid off the desk, she picked it up from the floor, frowning at the picture. He'd once again drawn a house on fire. It was at least the tenth drawing she'd seen with that subject matter. Travis was clearly obsessed with the fire.

      But what surprised her with this one was the stick figure standing next to the house, a big smile on its face. The smile seemed out of place with the roaring orange and red flames, and it sent an uneasy feeling down her spine.

      "Is this a picture of the fire you saw last week?" she asked.

      Travis nodded.

      "I bet that was scary. Who's this?" She pointed to the figure.

      Travis shrugged and grabbed the paper out of her hand, shoving it into his pack. Then he ran out the classroom door, as if afraid he'd revealed something.

      She frowned at his speedy exit. Did Travis know something about the fire? Had he seen something? Maybe someone watching the fire?

      Hurrying out of the room, she caught up to Travis in the roundabout in front of the school. His grandfather was standing next to an old gray truck. George Walker was a tall, thin man, with gray hair and a square face, and the impatient expression on his face did not invite conversation, but she barreled ahead anyway.

      "Mr. Walker, can I have a word with you?" she asked.

      He didn't look happy about her request, but he urged Travis into the passenger seat of the truck and closed the door. "Something wrong?"

      "I'm concerned about Travis. He seems to be obsessed with the fire on your street last week. He's been drawing it every day."

      "Well, it scared him. The sirens woke us up in the middle of the night. He dove under the bed and wouldn't come out until morning."

      "So, he saw the fire?"

      "No. Like I said, he was hiding under the bed. Sirens always spook him. Doesn't matter how close they are. They could be miles away, and he still tries to hide. His parents told me it started happening when he was a toddler."

      "Well, today, he drew a person standing next to the house on fire. It's in his backpack if you want to take a look. I just wondered if he might have seen something before he went into hiding. I know the police are still looking for a suspect."

      "I'll talk to him about it, but you know his pictures are always kind of strange. I put them up on the fridge, because that's what his parents always did, but they don't ever make sense to me. Travis doesn't think the way most people do. And he barely talks, you know that."

      "I know." She could get the occasional word out of him, but only with much reluctance. "I just thought you should be aware that the fire is still bothering him."

      "I'm glad you told me. I don't know what I can do about it. Hopefully, he's working it out in his head. I'm just glad no one was hurt. The Abbotts had moved out two days earlier, and the new owners weren't coming in for another week. It was good timing. Although, I don't know what the new people will do now. Guess they'll have to rebuild before they move in. Damn shame."

      "It is."

      "Is that all? I have to go."

      "That's it. Thanks."

      George got into the truck. As they drove away, Travis turned his face toward the window, meeting her gaze for the first time in a long while. He was staring at her as if she'd somehow figured something out. But all she had was a bad feeling. It was possible she was making more out of Travis's drawings than she should. He could just be painting his imagination. But it might be worth talking to Adam about. Her brother was a detective, and he was no doubt looking into the fires. He might want to talk to Travis. Any small clue could be the breakthrough they were looking for.
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      Brodie walked into the breakroom at the police station, nodding to Adam Cole, who was sitting at the communal table downing an energy drink and a protein bar. Adam was tall with dark hair and blue eyes that were usually serious and intense. Since he'd been promoted to detective a few months earlier, he'd ditched his police uniform for gray slacks and a maroon dress shirt, with sleeves that were currently rolled up to the elbows.

      "I need one of those drinks," Brodie said, opening the fridge and pulling out a can.

      "Rough day?"

      "Yeah. I thought I had to worry more about summer weekend nights, not summer weekdays, but not today."

      He popped open the can and chugged half the drink in a long swallow. He'd been on one call after another starting with a multi-vehicle car accident on the west shore just after nine, followed by a tense domestic dispute at a home with several minors present that had taken hours to resolve, and a brawl at the beach between drunken college students, who were now cooling down in separate holding cells. Thankfully, he only had thirty minutes left on his shift.

      "You do look beat," Adam said.

      He slid into the chair across from him. "That's mostly your sister's fault."

      Surprise flared in Adam's eyes, along with a gleam of suspicion. "Which sister? And what were you doing with her, or do I want to know?"

      "Relax," he said quickly. "It was nothing like that. I found Chelsea digging through the bushes on my property in the middle of the night, looking for a cat."

      Adam's tension eased as his lips parted in a smile. "Lady Jane. Chelsea has been trying to get her back in the house for three days. Did she catch her?"

      "With my help, yes. I don't believe Lady Jane will see daylight again until the Bakers come home. Your sister takes her cat-sitting responsibilities quite seriously."

      "She's changed. I don't remember her getting that worked up when she forgot to feed my goldfish, and he ended belly-up two days later."

      "Maybe that memory haunts her," he said with a grin.

      "Something haunts her," Adam murmured.

      There was an odd note in Adam's tone. "What do you mean?"

      Adam started. "Nothing. I'm glad you were able to help her. I didn't realize you live on her street."

      "Just moved in. I was starting to feel like a third wheel at my grandfather's place. He and Janet Robbins are getting very friendly."

      "That's great. Good for him." Adam pushed back his chair and stood up. "I'm heading over to the Keltons' home. Glen is missing."

      "Again?" The eighty-seven-year-old man had slipped away from his caregiver twice before. Glen suffered from dementia and kept returning to places from his youth, including a childhood home that he hadn't lived in for sixty-plus years.

      "Yes. He's been gone four hours and he's not in any of his usual places. His daughter, Rachel, called me, since I tracked him down before, and I said I'd try to help."

      "Not exactly in your job description."

      Adam shrugged. "Rachel is a friend. I want to help."

      "Do you need me to go with you?"

      "No. We already have plenty of volunteers and family members driving around town. You're almost off work. I'll catch you tomorrow."

      After Adam left, Brodie finished his drink and checked his phone, frowning at the unexpected text from his father. They'd barely spoken the past two years. His father had not appreciated his decision to become a cop instead of going into the sports agency business with him.

      The text was simple and short: Call me.

      He stared at the phone, and then put it back in his pocket. His father Justin McGuire was used to people jumping when he said jump. But he wasn't one of his people; he was his son. Although, he hadn't felt like his son for a long, long time.

      Dammit! This wasn't the day for a trip down memory lane. He was too tired.

      As he got to his feet, the door to the breakroom opened, and he froze as Chelsea Cole came into the room.

      Chelsea wore a sleeveless floral dress that showed off a pair of tanned legs and feet encased in high wedge sandals. Her light-brown hair fell loosely around her shoulders and when he met her startled and beautiful blue eyes, his gut clenched. He'd thought she was attractive last night; today she was striking. But there were still shadows in her eyes. Were they from the short night of sleep or were they due to something else, something that Adam had hinted at?

      "Brodie, what are you doing here?" she asked.

      "I work here. A better question is what are you doing here?"

      "Oh, right. I'm looking for my brother."

      "Adam left a few minutes ago. Is everything okay?"

      "I just wanted to talk to him."

      "I'm sure you can catch up to him later. Is there anything I can help you with?"

      She hesitated, then said, "Maybe. This is kind of your fault."

      He raised a brow at her irritated tone. "What's my fault?"

      "You got me thinking about those fires."

      "So?"

      "I told you that a child in my class—Travis Walker—lives across the street from the house that burned down on Carlmont. Well, he's been drawing pictures of a house on fire ever since it happened. It's clearly become an obsession, and today he added a stick figure to the drawing. But what was really creepy about it was the smile on the figure's face, like an evil grin. I started wondering if Travis maybe saw the person who started the fire."

      "Walker, huh? I spoke to a George Walker the day after the fire. He said both he and his grandson were asleep when it broke out. I assume that was Travis. According to him, they didn't wake up until the trucks arrived and Travis hid under the bed because he doesn't like sirens."

      "He told me the same thing. I'm probably making more of a childish picture than I should. I just thought I should mention it to Adam, because I got an odd feeling from Travis's behavior. Did you speak to Travis when you spoke to George?"

      "No. His grandfather says he doesn't talk much, especially not to strangers."

      "That's true. I can occasionally get some words out of him when he and I are alone, but he never speaks in front of the class and rarely makes eye contact. The one thing that seems to connect him to the world is his art. He loves to draw. But ever since the fire, the only picture he creates over and over again is that fire scene. Anyway, that's all I have to say."

      "I'll let Adam know. But are you sure Travis's picture is the only reason you came down here?" he asked with a smile.

      "What other reason could there be?"

      "Maybe you want to take me up on my dinner invitation. You do owe me."

      "A favor, not a dinner."

      "What if I want my favor to be dinner?"

      "I don't date, Brodie. I'm not interested in that, so don't waste your time."

      He was more than a little intrigued by her very blunt declaration. "Why don't you date?"

      "Because I don't want to. I like being on my own. I'm happy. So that's that."

      There was clearly a lot more to her story, but she wasn't interested in sharing—at least not yet. He needed to find a way to get her to trust him. "Fine. You've made your feelings very clear. We will not have a dinner date. But we could have a meal together as friends."

      "I don't think you're the kind of guy who has women friends."

      "You would be wrong. I have lots of friends who are women."

      "And lots of women who want to sleep with you. You were on a magazine cover as the world's most attractive bachelor."

      "That was four years ago. And I see that you looked me up online." He was disappointed. It would be nice to talk to a woman who didn't think she knew everything about him.

      Guilt flashed through her eyes. "I might have read through a few articles. You are a neighbor, and you have a gun. I wanted to make sure you were who you said you were."

      "Which I am. And all you had to do was call your brother to find out if I was a cop, so I suspect you were interested in my more distant past."

      "Well, it's not every day someone goes from being an Olympic skier to a cop." She paused. "I'm sorry about your accident. It sounded horrific."

      "It was rough," he said, which was a huge understatement. "If you want to know more about me, you can just ask me. If you won't do dinner, how about a drink and some appetizers? You can grill me, and, frankly, I think it's the least you can do after I helped you out last night."

      "You're very pushy, Brodie."

      "Pushy? Look who's talking—you ordered me into helping you trap a cat."

      "Fine. I'll have a drink with you."

      "And maybe some hot wings?"

      "If we're going to Micky's, I suppose so."

      He glanced at his watch. "I'm off in a few minutes, then I need to change. Do you want to wait for me?"

      "Why don't I meet you at the bar in about an hour? I need to stop by my friend Chloe's house."

      "Chloe Morgan? How's she doing? Any word on her husband?"

      "Kevin is still missing in action," she said heavily. "It's been four weeks, but Chloe is trying not to lose hope. Her baby son keeps her going. And her friends have rallied around her, offering food and babysitting and whatever else they can. I need to drop off some diapers tonight."

      He nodded, feeling tremendous compassion for the very sweet Chloe, who ran the Big Sky Café and always threw in an extra scone or pastry with his coffee order. She'd gone into labor the night she'd found out her husband was missing. Thankfully, with the help of some close friends, she'd delivered a healthy baby. But the entire town was still waiting for Chloe's husband to come home, praying that he'd be found and rescued, and the family would be reunited. As the days passed, that hope was starting to dim.

      "I'll meet you at Micky's," Chelsea continued.

      "Take your time. I'll be waiting."

      As Chelsea preceded him out of the breakroom and headed toward the lobby door, he couldn't help thinking that it had been a long while since he'd worked so hard to have a drink with a beautiful woman. Hopefully, she wouldn't change her mind between now and then, and that those haunting shadows in her eyes wouldn't make her run for cover.

      Moving into the locker room, it occurred to him that he could pay her back with some online searching of his own. On the other hand, he preferred to form his opinions without the help of social media. There was a story in Chelsea's beautiful blue eyes, and he wanted to know what it was, but one step at a time.

      It was how he'd gotten down every mountain. He focused on the obstacles right in front of him. It was only on that last run that he'd thought too far ahead and ruined his entire career. He wasn't going to make that mistake again.
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      Chelsea couldn't believe she'd just made a date with Brodie McGuire. As she drove to Chloe's house, she was kicking herself for not having said no. But she hadn't expected him to be so determined, so persuasive, so…attractive. He'd been hotter than hot last night in boxers and a T-shirt, but she'd been distracted by the damn cat and then later she'd tried to convince herself that she'd just imagined how good-looking he was. That's why she'd looked him up online during her lunch break.

      Unfortunately, what she'd found had only made him more appealing. He'd been one of the best American skiers in decades. His reckless speed, his devilish smile, and his charismatic appeal had made him a household name. He'd been featured on dozens of magazine covers and late-night talk shows. He'd been paired with models and actresses. He'd been in pictures from all over the world, not just the mountain ski resorts but also beaches in Bali, Fiji, and Australia. He'd met the royals and skied with some of the most famous people in the world.

      But four years ago, at the age of twenty-seven, that life had ended with a tragic accident on his last training run at the Olympics, destroying a lifetime of work, a storied career of skiing victories. The hopes of an Olympic gold medal had crashed along with him. He'd disappeared from public life after that, rehabilitating and apparently changing his life to become a police officer.

      Today, in uniform, he had been impressive in an entirely different way. He was strong and protective—someone you could count on, someone solid. But it was difficult to equate the small-town cop with the former celebrity, the man who had pushed every boundary and sped down every mountain with a complete disregard for his own safety. She supposed being a cop could also be an adrenaline rush, but Whisper Lake wasn't exactly a hotbed of crime.

      She wondered how he'd ended up here, doing what he was doing. Apparently, she was going to have the opportunity to ask him. But that was it. One drink. A brief conversation to thank him for his help and appease her curiosity and then she'd go home—back to safety, back to her life in the shadows, where she felt the most comfortable.

      But first, she would be a good friend. After parking in front of Chloe's house, she grabbed two large shopping bags out of her trunk and walked up to the porch. The door was partly ajar, and she heard several female voices, so she pushed it open, calling out, "Hello?"

      Gianna Campbell came down the hall with a smile. Gianna was an attractive blonde with a warm smile that had grown in vibrancy since she'd fallen in love several weeks earlier.

      "Hi, Chelsea," Gianna said. "Chloe and Hannah are in the kitchen. Can I help carry something?"

      "Sure." She handed Gianna one of the bags. "Is there any news on Kevin?"

      Gianna's smile faded as she shook her head. "No, nothing."

      She nodded, as she followed Gianna into the kitchen. Chloe and Hannah were sitting at the kitchen island, munching on a seven-layer dip.

      Chloe slid off her stool and came over to give her a hug. "Thanks for checking in on me and for bringing supplies."

      "I figured you can never have too many diapers or burp cloths."

      Chloe laughed, but her smile didn't quite reach her eyes. "That's true. Leo is a messy little boy."

      "Is he sleeping?"

      "Yes, thank goodness. Sit down. Have some of Hannah's famous dip."

      She took a seat at the island, smiling at the three women who had been friends since childhood. They were very different in both appearance and personality. Hannah, a fair-skinned redhead, was a nurse at the medical center. She was very comfortable being a leader, giving her opinions, and barking out orders whether they were wanted or not, but she was also the kind of person you'd want by your side in a crisis.

      Chloe had brown hair and hazel eyes and was the most nurturing member of the group. She was always thinking of others, and she worked hard to make the café she ran for her in-laws feel like a second home. She was currently on maternity leave, but she was starting to spend a few hours there whenever she could.

      Gianna was the artist, creative and imaginative. She'd been burned by love in the past, but reuniting with her teenage love, Zach Barrington, had changed all that. She'd given up her Los Angeles life to move back to Whisper Lake. Now, she was in the process of creating a freelance business for herself and helping Zach with a little girl for whom he was hoping to get legal guardianship.

      She had met Gianna, Chloe, and Hannah years ago, when she and Lizzie and her other siblings had spent summers in Whisper Lake. While she felt a part of the group, she was also a bit on the periphery. And it wasn't just because she hadn't grown up with them; it was also because she was desperate to maintain her privacy and getting too close with these women would only lead to questions she didn't want to answer. It sometimes made her feel a little lonely, especially when she saw her sister becoming more and more a part of the group, but she didn't have any other choice.

      "Have some dip, Chelsea," Hannah said, pushing the bowl of chips in her direction.

      "Actually, I'm going out after this, so I'll pass."

      "Who are you going out with?" Hannah asked, with a curious gleam in her eyes. "Is it a man?"

      Apparently prying questions came even when you weren't best friends. "I'm just having a drink with Brodie McGuire."

      "Brodie?" Chloe echoed. "Seriously? You're going on a date with Brodie McGuire?"

      "It's not a date; it's just a drink. He moved in across the street from me."

      "I can't believe he's a cop now, although I guess he's following in his grandfather's footsteps, so it makes sense," Gianna put in. "But Brodie was such a good skier. He flew down mountains."

      "It's terrible what happened," Chloe agreed. "Brodie's grandpa was beside himself when it happened. I remember he was in the café that morning, talking about getting ready to watch Brodie's race on TV. Then he got a call from his son, Brodie's father, and he started crying right there in the middle of the room."

      "That's sad," she murmured. "I didn't realize his grandfather lived here."

      "Wes McGuire was a cop here for thirty years," Chloe said. "He was chief of police when he retired about ten years ago. He always cared a lot about the community. I think Brodie is the same way. Not that I know him well. He's only been in town a few months. I do get the feeling that there's more going on behind his easy smile than he lets on, but I've never asked. I doubt he wants to talk about anything that has to do with his failed skiing career. I can certainly relate to that. Being pitied is not a great feeling."

      As shadows filled Chloe's eyes, the quiet in the room grew tense.

      "Okay, so I just put the elephant back in the room," Chloe said, giving them a rueful smile. "Sorry."

      "You don't ever need to apologize," Gianna said. "We want you to talk about Kevin or not talk about him—whatever is easier for you."

      "Nothing is easy. Every time I look at my son, I see Kevin. I think about how much he's already missed in just four weeks. Leo smiles more now. He makes eye contact. He laughs when I tickle his toes." Chloe blinked rapidly, then dabbed at her eyes with a napkin. "I talked to Michael, one of the men in Kevin's unit, yesterday, and he told me to keep the faith. He wouldn't say much else, and maybe I'm imagining it, but I thought he was trying to tell me that he knew something I didn't."

      "Maybe he was," she said, hoping that was the case.

      "It's just been so long," Chloe murmured.

      "How are Kevin's parents holding up?"

      "They're trying to be positive. They went back to Florida a couple of days ago. They had some business to deal with. They'll be back in two weeks or sooner if there's news. It was actually a relief when they left. I appreciated their help, but they were so worried all the time, it made me feel worse, especially if I was having a happy moment with Leo; it didn't seem right under the circumstances. Anyway, that is enough about me. Let's talk about happy things. Gianna, how are you and Zach doing?"

      "We're great," Gianna replied, a smile spreading across her lips. "We've been spending a lot of time together, and I'm getting to know Zach's stepdaughter, Hailey. She's a darling little girl. And she loves art, so I already feel like we're soulmates. Zach and the Carvers are currently sharing custody of her, and it's been working pretty well. Hailey's grandparents are still having marital problems, which is sad, but that's what secrets will do to a relationship. Anyway, they all still need to figure out the legal agreements, but right now they're on the same page."

      "I'm so glad," Chloe said. "You and Zach are good together. I know one day you're going to make it down the aisle."

      "Please, don't talk about aisles or weddings," Gianna said with a laugh. "I'm still trying to live down my runaway fiancée tag."

      "I have a good feeling about this relationship," Hannah put in. "The other guys didn't work out because Zach was always the one for you. You just both had to grow the hell up."

      "That's true," Gianna agreed. "So, where's Keira tonight? I haven't seen her in a few days."

      "She has two houses closing at the same time," Hannah replied. "She's been working a lot. Hopefully, we can drag her out for a girls' night very soon."

      "I also haven't seen Lizzie," Gianna added, turning a questioning gaze in Chelsea's direction. "What is your sister up to?"

      "She's getting the inn ready for her Friday night cocktail party to kick off the Hot August Nights weekend," she replied. "I hope you're all planning to come to the inn. She wants to use the event to get more locals interested in eating in the restaurant, so they can offer more than just breakfast for their guests. She has a new chef, Raina Simmons, who started this past week, and she's fantastic."

      "Wait, I know that name," Hannah said, a light in her eyes. "She was on that cooking show with the top local chefs across America. She didn't win, but she was in the top three. That's a coup for Lizzie. How did she get her to come to Whisper Lake?"

      "Raina and Lizzie went to high school together, so they have a history. But the real reason is that Raina just got engaged to the actor Victor Fox. He bought a big estate on Ridgeview, and he's spending the summer here with his two teen boys. Since Raina will be here until September, she agreed to help Lizzie get the restaurant going and will also work with her to hire a long-term chef."

      "Now, I'm even more excited to attend," Hannah said.

      "There will be a lot of food. Come hungry." She slid off her stool, realizing that time was passing, and she shouldn’t blow Brodie off since he had helped her last night when he hadn't needed to. "I better go."

      "Have fun with Brodie," Hannah said with a teasing smile.

      "It's just a friend thing," she reminded them.

      "It doesn't have to be," Gianna said. "From what I hear, he's very single."

      "I'm not interested."

      "Then you should come into the clinic," Hannah put in. "And I'll check your eyesight. Because that man is gorgeous."

      She grinned. "Then you should date him."

      "If he asked me out, I would go. But I have a feeling he's interested in someone else," Hannah said pointedly. "And I don't poach a friend's man."

      "He's not my man, so feel free to poach all you want." Despite her words, as she headed out of the house, she felt a tingle of excitement run down her spine at the thought of seeing Brodie again.

      But she had to keep him in the friend zone. She couldn't get involved. She couldn't open up her heart or her life. Not to Brodie. Not to anyone.
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      Brodie had the bad feeling that he was about to get stood up. Chelsea was fifteen minutes late. Had she changed her mind?

      He was rattled by the wave of disappointment that followed that thought. He barely knew her. He really shouldn't care that much.

      He took another sip of his beer and thanked the waitress as she set a bowl of peanuts in front of him. Micky's Bar and Grill was surprisingly crowded for six o'clock on a Monday night, but ever since Josh had taken over for his father, updated the menu, added locally brewed beer, pool tables in the backroom and karaoke after nine, the place had been hopping.

      He picked up the menu and ran his gaze down the list of entrees, but he couldn't concentrate. His mind was on Chelsea, a woman who'd made it quite clear she didn't want to spend time with him, which, of course, only made him want to spend more time with her.

      There had been a time in his life—many times—when he couldn't walk through a restaurant without being stopped by beautiful women who wanted to talk to him, drink with him, go home with him. Autograph hunters, fans, and paparazzi had followed his every move. But fame was fleeting. And those kinds of relationships had about as much substance as cotton candy—sweet for a second, and then they evaporated.

      Chelsea wasn't cotton candy. She was more of a deep, mysterious pool, with dark waters and hidden dangers. She was tempting and inviting but who knew what was just below the surface? Of course, that also made her incredibly interesting. He was tired of shallow and meaningless. Even if deep and important also scared the hell out of him, he was definitely ready for some sort of change.

      The restaurant door opened, and he straightened as Chelsea walked inside. She paused, as her gaze ran around the room, and then nodded when she saw him. There was a cautious smile in her blue eyes as she slid into the seat across from him.

      "Sorry I'm late," she said.

      "No problem. I'm glad you made it. How was Chloe?"

      "She's trying to be optimistic. She heard from someone in Kevin's unit, who told her she had good reason to hope, so she's hanging on to that vague promise."

      "Well, that's good."

      "I hope so."

      "I'm sure she appreciates your support."

      "She has other friends around, too, women she grew up with. I'm not really in the middle of her circle. But I try to help out."

      He had a feeling the outside of the circle was where Chelsea preferred to be.

      The waitress stopped by their table and Chelsea ordered a beer. Since he was starving, he added in Micky's famous hot wings, a veggie tray, and a hummus dip with pita chips. If nothing else, hopefully the food would keep Chelsea in her seat as long as possible. "Anything else?" he asked her.

      "That will do."

      "For starters," he said, hoping drinks and appetizers might turn into dinner.

      "We'll see."

      When the waitress left, he added, "So, tell me the Chelsea Cole story." He immediately regretted his words as a curtain dropped in her gaze. "Unless you'd rather hear the Brodie McGuire story first?" he asked, switching gears. "Or do you already know it?"

      Her tension eased. "I'm sure I don't. I only skimmed a few headlines about you, and who knows if those articles were even true?"

      "It's nice to know you don't believe everything you read online."

      "I don't. So, tell me, how did you go from Olympic skier to cop? The careers seem very, very different."

      "They are, and that was part of the appeal." He didn't particularly want to talk about the past, but he did want to connect on a deeper level with Chelsea. Since she wasn't going to share, he had to be the one to open up. "After I crashed and burned out of the Olympics, I spent the next year recovering from my injuries and trying to figure out what to do next. I didn't feel like I had any interesting options, but then my grandfather came to visit. He'd been a police officer for thirty years, and he suggested I give law enforcement consideration. He told me how fulfilling the job could be, helping people, protecting a community, and making the world a better place."

      He smiled, thinking back to his grandfather's very persuasive pep talk. "He also got very blunt and honest. He said I'd been a taker for a long time, living a big life, and maybe it was on me to give back now. He thought I should stop feeling sorry for myself and obsessing with what I'd lost and think about what I could do for someone else."

      "That's a little harsh, but it sounds like it resonated with you, considering you're now a cop."

      "I resisted the idea for a while, but to be completely honest, I couldn't come up with anything else that seemed even remotely interesting. I eventually decided to go through the police academy in Colorado Springs, where I was living at the time. I enjoyed the training more than I'd expected, and after I graduated I joined the police force there. I liked the job, but being so close to the Olympic Training Center, seeing my friends heading back up the slopes was not easy. When my grandfather told me there was an opening in Whisper Lake, I thought it would be good to start over somewhere new. I've spent some time here over the years, and I like the town, the people. It feels like home, but it also doesn't, if that makes any sense."

      She nodded. "It makes total sense. And now you chase bad guys instead of racing down mountains."

      "Exactly."

      "How long have you been in town? I know you just moved in across the street, but I heard you've been here for a few months at least."

      "Who told you that?" he asked curiously.

      She waved her hand in a vague way. "I don't know. I heard it somewhere."

      He didn't believe her for a second, but he was just happy she was even a little bit interested in him. "I've been here about three months. I was living with my grandfather until a few days ago, but I was more than ready for my own place."

      She nodded. "I'm sure. Family can be wonderful but also smothering."

      He wanted to ask her if that's how her family was, but he didn't want to stop the conversation with a personal question.

      "But we have mountains all around us," she continued. "And if you didn't like being reminded of snow and skiing, I'm surprised you didn't go somewhere hot—Miami, LA, some place with a mild winter."

      "I probably should have, but I love the Colorado mountains. I also like the changing seasons. Colorado Springs had too many memories from my training days. But in Whisper Lake, I only ever skied for fun, and I often came up in the summer to visit my grandfather, so most of my memories here involve jumping in the lake."

      "Can you ski for fun? Or do your former injuries prohibit that?"

      "No. I've recovered from my injuries. My agility and strength are back at a high level, but not a professional skier level. The knees take a tremendous amount of punishment in downhill racing. I could ski for fun, but I don't."

      "Because it hurts too much?"

      "Not physically."

      "But emotionally?"

      "Yes."

      "Then you shouldn't ski. You've already been hurt enough. Why put yourself through more pain?"

      He was surprised by the depth of understanding in her eyes. "That's what I think. But I have to say most people tell me I should ski again. I should see if I can find some joy on the mountain, even if it's only a bunny slope."

      "It's your life; you get to live it how you want. It doesn't matter what anyone else thinks." She paused. "I'm sorry you didn't get to go for the gold, Brodie. I know you were good—really good. That must have been a crushing blow."

      "It was. I'd worked my whole life for that chance."

      "But you won a lot of other medals before that."

      "I did."

      "And you were a celebrity. When I put your name in search, a thousand articles popped up in less than ten seconds. You had a lot of endorsements. You were pictured with supermodels at awards shows and galas and on luxury yachts."

      "What's your point?"

      "Can you be happy in this small resort town?"

      "Happiness is a tricky thing," he said slowly. "I'm not even sure what it is most of the time."

      She tilted her head, considering his words. "I suppose that's true. It's different for everyone. And what others think will make you happy isn't always the case."

      "No, it's not. A lot of people thought they knew what I should do, but they weren't living in my head or walking in my shoes or feeling the pain in my heart."

      "No one really knows what someone else is going through," she agreed.

      He nodded, wondering how they'd gotten so deep so fast, but there was something about Chelsea that made him want to talk to her on a level that went beyond first-date conversation. Not that she considered this a date.

      The waitress interrupted them with Chelsea's beer and a plate of hot wings. Another server brought over the veggie tray and hummus dip.

      "This looks good. I'm actually pretty hungry," she said, diving for the hot wings first. "And since this isn't a date, I'm not going to worry about getting sauce all over my face."

      "Definitely no need to impress me."

      "Good."

      What he didn't say was that he was already impressed, that he wanted to know more about her. But he wasn't sure how he was going to get her to open up. She had a big padlock on her life and she had not given him a key. But he wouldn't give up. He'd conquered mountains; one beautiful woman should not be that difficult.

      A half hour later, after finishing off their appetizers and chatting about the neighborhood they both lived in, he decided to get a bit more personal. "Did you always want to be a teacher?" he asked.

      "No. I didn't go into teaching until last year."

      "What were you doing before that?"

      She stared back at him, a suspicious frown crossing her lips. "You don't know? You don't recognize my name? You didn't look me up? You didn't ask Adam?"

      "No to all questions," he said, happy he could answer that honestly. "What would I have found out if I had?"

      She took a moment, then said, "I was involved with country music, but I'm not anymore."

      "You were a singer?"

      "Singer/songwriter."

      "Were you good?"

      "Yes. Maybe too good."

      "What does that mean?"

      "Nothing. Anyway, I don't sing anymore. Fortunately, my parents forced me to get a college degree. They always said I should have an education, something to fall back on in case music didn't work out, and they were right. I was able to get a job here as a music teacher and the occasional sub. Although my sub job for the summer turned into a permanent one when the assigned teacher's pregnancy turned high risk. Thankfully, the summer program is more enrichment than academic, so my lack of teaching skills is not holding anyone back. I'm thinking about going back to school, so I can teach more than music, but I still need to figure that out."

      "Do you miss singing?"

      "Sometimes, but I don't miss everything else."

      "What was everything else?"

      "Managers, agents, promoters, having people watch everything I did, not being able to have a personal life, feeling exhausted all the time, not knowing what city I was in when I woke up in the morning."

      He was surprised she'd given him such a long answer, because just talking about it seemed to have exhausted her. As she took a long draught of her beer, he decided to press a little further. "Did you just decide to quit one day or did something else happen?"

      "Does it matter? I quit, and there's nothing else to talk about."

      And just like that, the door to her personal life hit him in the face. He should be happy he'd gotten as much information as he had. "Okay. Do you want to share a burger and a salad?"

      She hesitated. "I've had a lot of wings."

      "Not that many."

      "I should probably go."

      "Because I ask too many questions?"

      "I knew you would ask questions. That's why I didn't want to come."

      "And I knew you wouldn't want to answer them, but we've made it this far… I think we can handle a burger and a salad."

      "Only if you don't ask me any more questions about my past."

      "Deal. I actually don't spend much time looking back. I prefer to stay in the moment. And I like this moment. What about you?"

      She met his gaze, and there were a lot of mixed emotions running through her eyes. "I wish I could say I didn't."

      He smiled. "Then you'll stay. Now for the most important question so far—how do you like your burger? Well done or bloody rare?"

      "Somewhere in the middle."

      "I can meet you there—somewhere in the middle."

      "Fine, but this still isn't a date, Brodie."

      "You don't have to tell me that. This is definitely not like any date I've ever been on."
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      It wasn't like any date she'd ever been on, either, which made Chelsea more than a little nervous. But as time passed—as they shared a burger, fries, and a salad—she relaxed.

      True to his word, Brodie didn't ask her any more personal questions about her past, keeping the conversation light and easy. He did, however, talk about his past, relating tales from his skiing days. He was quite a storyteller, and she found herself caught up in one tale after the next. Despite his often sarcastic and wry tone, she heard hints of pain now and then, a longing that could never be fulfilled.

      While they'd both taken similar paths, changing careers abruptly, their reasons were very, very different. In fact, Brodie hadn't had a choice. His life had been taken away from him, whereas she had chosen to walk away—make that run away.

      "Chelsea, where did you go?" he asked.

      "What?"

      "You were lost in thought."

      "I was just thinking about how difficult it must have been for you to lose your dream the way you did."

      "It was rough."

      "Which is a big understatement."

      "I'm not sure there are words that could describe how I felt," he admitted. "I started skiing when I was six years old, racing when I was ten. I grew up in San Francisco, but my mom would drive me to Lake Tahoe every weekend in the winter. We spent hours on the road, so I could spend hours on the slope."

      "Your dad didn't go with you?"

      "He came sometimes, but he was working to support my dreams, something he is very happy to remind me about."

      She could hear the tension in Brodie's tone when he mentioned his father, but at the moment she was more interested in his relationship with his mother. "You and your mom must have gotten close during those trips."

      "We were. She was a skier, too. She'd always dreamed of going to the Olympics, but she wasn't quite good enough. I was going to be her second chance."

      "That's pressure."

      "I thrived on pressure. The bigger the challenge, the more I wanted to take it on. It was an adrenaline rush. Flying down a mountain makes you feel invincible." He gave her a wry smile. "But Mother Nature brought me down to earth in a big way."

      "From what I read, it sounded like your injuries were severe."

      "Yes. There was concern in the beginning that I'd damaged my spine. Thankfully, that wasn't the case, but with my knee injuries, it was clear my career was over."

      "Did you accept it right away or did you think you'd get back up on the mountain?"

      "I fought reality for months," he said candidly. "I was in big-time denial. But eventually the truth sank in."

      She felt both compassion and admiration. Brodie had fallen as far as he could fall, but he'd found a way to get back up. That was inspiring.

      "I had a good run," he continued. "I won a lot of trophies, made some decent money, mostly through endorsement deals that were engineered by my father. He's a sports agent."

      "That's handy."

      "He was actually a corporate lawyer, but when my career took off, he switched careers, and became my agent. He was so good, a big firm made him an offer he couldn't refuse, and now he's at the top of his game. He wanted me to follow in his footsteps. But I am not agent material."

      "What does he think of you being a cop?"

      "He hates it. That's one reason why we've barely spoken to each over the last two years."

      "What about your mom? How does she feel about your second career?"

      "She just wants me to be happy. She doesn't care what I do for a living. She also doesn't care what my father thinks about anything. They divorced right after my accident. I don't know if that was a coincidence, or if my skiing career was the glue that was holding them together. But everything seemed to end at the same time." Brodie paused. "I feel like I'm talking way too much."

      "I'm not complaining."

      He smiled. "Because then you don't have to talk about yourself."

      She couldn't help but smile back. "Maybe."

      "Do you want to get dessert?"

      "No. But please go ahead if you want something."

      "No, I'm good. I'll get the check."

      She nodded, even though she felt a little sad that the evening was coming to an end. While she knew Brodie would probably push for another get-together, she would have to say no. He was too…everything: charming, funny, sexy. And she was not in the market for any of that. She was doing fine on her own. Maybe not fine, but good enough. No real ups, no real downs. She was living in the middle, in the shadows, away from risk, from pain, from turbulent emotions, and that's where she wanted to be.

      "Chelsea?" At the sound of her name, she turned her head to see her younger sister, Lizzie, approaching the table.

      At twenty-eight, Lizzie was a year younger than her with brown hair and green eyes that sparkled when she talked. She had an infectious, outgoing manner that made everyone she met an instant friend. It was a good trait to have for someone who ran an inn.

      Lizzie, with a little help from their parents and some other family investors, had bought an old inn, renamed it the Firefly, and was slowly but surely turning it into a very profitable business. Chelsea was very proud of her sister.

      "Hi, Lizzie." She got up from her chair to give her sister a hug.

      "I didn't expect to see you here," Lizzie said, a questioning gleam in her eyes.

      She shrugged, having no intention of explaining anything. Lizzie was a wonderful sister, but she was also incredibly nosy. It probably came from being the youngest of five. She'd always wanted in on what everyone else was doing.

      Lizzie turned to Brodie. "I don't think we've met. I'm Lizzie Cole."

      Brodie stood up to shake Lizzie's hand. "Brodie McGuire."

      "Wait, I've heard that name before."

      "I work with your brother Adam. I'm a cop."

      "Oh, okay." Lizzie frowned. "But I don't think that's where I heard your name."

      "Brodie was a famous skier," she said, filling in the blank for her sister.

      "That's right. You're the skier turned cop. And you're apparently very popular with the ladies," Lizzie said.

      "I don't know about that," he replied with a grin. "But I am a police officer. And I know that you not only run an inn, but you also make very good chocolate chip cookies. Adam has shared some with me."

      "He does like to stop by in the late afternoon," Lizzie said with a laugh. "Please feel free to come by anytime."

      "Who are you meeting tonight?" she asked her sister.

      "Hunter. But he's running late. Maybe I can wait with you."

      "We were just about to pay the bill."

      "It's not here yet," Brodie said, pulling over a chair from a nearby table. "Have a seat, Lizzie."

      As her sister sat down, she did the same, knowing that out of the three of them, she was the least interested in whatever conversation was about to happen. Lizzie would try to find out why she and Brodie were having dinner together, and Brodie would probably be interested to hear any stories Lizzie might have to tell about her. But she could hardly kick her sister out.

      "So, how do you two know each other?" Lizzie asked.

      "I found her in my bushes in the middle of the night," Brodie said with a grin.

      "Seriously?" Lizzie threw her another speculative glance.

      "I was looking for the Bakers' cat," she explained. "I told you, I've been trying to get her back in the house. Brodie lives next door."

      "He lives across the street from you? How did I not know that?"

      "I just moved in a few days ago," Brodie said. "I was staying with my grandfather, but while I love him, we did not make good roommates. The man snores louder than the freight train that rattles by behind his house. I needed my own place."

      "Well, Chelsea lives in a nice neighborhood, far from the train tracks," Lizzie said. "You should be able to sleep well there."

      "As long as Lady Jane doesn't get out—the cat," he added for Lizzie's benefit.

      "That's not going to happen again," she cut in. "Since Brodie helped me get the cat in the house, I'm thanking him with dinner." She hoped that statement would kill whatever story Lizzie was building in her head.

      "That's nice," Lizzie said.

      "So, is it just the three of you in your family?" Brodie asked.

      "No, we have two other brothers," Lizzie replied. "Grayson is in Denver and Nathan is constantly traveling. I'm hoping to get them to Whisper Lake one day. I don't know if Chelsea told you, but our grandparents lived here for sixty-plus years. They passed away a few years ago, but we spent our childhood summers here. It was my dream to open an inn, which I did last year. I sometimes have to pinch myself, so I know I'm awake and not still dreaming. Anyway, I should get a table. I don't want to interrupt your date."

      She shook her head. "This isn't a date, Liz. We're just neighbors."

      "Chelsea is right," Brodie put in. "This is not a date."

      "Okay, okay," Lizzie said. "I get it. Anyway, can I just say I'm glad Chelsea has a cop living across the street? I'm a little unnerved by the suspicious fires. Adam says there are no suspects, and he thinks the arsonist could strike again."

      "It's possible," Brodie agreed. "We're doing everything we can to run down leads."

      "It's very scary," Lizzie said. "Not knowing where he'll strike next." She paused as Hunter joined the table. "There you are."

      "I know. I'm late again." Hunter's smile swept the table, settling on her. "Hi, Chelsea."

      "Hunter." Her cousin looked good, happy, and charged up. He'd been that way ever since he and his fiancée had decided to move to Whisper Lake and reopen the summer camp. His blue eyes were sparkling against his nice summer tan. "It's nice to see you," she added. "Have you met Brodie McGuire? He's a cop. He works with Adam."

      "I have not," Hunter said, shaking Brodie's hand. "I'm Hunter Callaway. The Coles are my cousins."

      "Adam mentioned you were taking over the Echo Falls Camp," Brodie said. "How's that going?"

      "Slowly. I'm eager to get through the permit process and on to the build."

      "Hunter is also changing his life," she told Brodie. "He used to be a firefighter. Now he's going to run a summer camp."

      Brodie nodded with appreciation. "Change is good. At least, that's what everyone tells me."

      Hunter laughed. "Really? Most people tell me I'm crazy."

      "I've heard that, too," Brodie conceded.

      "We were just talking about the arson fires in town," Lizzie interjected. "Did you hear about those, Hunter?"

      "Yeah, Adam ran the information by me. He wanted to get my take. Not that I have any more insight than the local fire investigators. But I was happy to go over the facts of the investigation with him. Unfortunately, there just aren't any clues, which is not unusual in fires such as these. The clues burn along with everything else. The good news is that the arsonist appears to be targeting empty structures. That should give everyone a little peace of mind."

      "But who knows if he'll stick to the pattern, or if he'll want to take more risk?" Lizzie asked.

      Hunter shrugged. "No one knows; that's the problem. He could just as easily quit, too. Sometimes arsonists go dormant for years."

      "You're not making me feel better," Lizzie said with a frown.

      "Sorry. But you should be confident that the investigation is a high priority, right Brodie?"

      "Absolutely. We're looking into every possible angle," Brodie replied.

      "I should go," Chelsea interjected. "I have a lesson plan to put together for tomorrow."

      "I'm going to head out as well," Brodie said. "You two can have our table if you want."

      "Sounds good to me," Hunter said. "Will I see you on Friday, Brodie?"

      "Friday?" Brodie echoed.

      "It's my big party," Lizzie explained. "And, of course, you're invited. We're kicking off Hot August Nights weekend with a cocktail party at the inn. I'm using the party as a way to get more locals to see the inn and try out the food from our incredible new chef. I want to open our restaurant year-round, but I need more customers. Since this is a big weekend, I thought it was a good opportunity. I'd love for you to come."

      "I'll be there," Brodie said immediately.

      "Great. And, Chelsea, you're still going to help, right?"

      "Of course. I'll talk to you about it tomorrow." She grabbed her bag off the back of her chair. "And Hunter, I'll see you on Friday. Is your lovely fiancée coming?"

      "No. Cassidy is still tying up some loose ends in San Francisco before she's officially living here full time. I'm actually leaving Saturday to help her pack." Hunter turned to Brodie. "Nice to meet you. Maybe we can get a beer sometime."

      "Sounds good," Brodie replied.

      As she headed out of the restaurant, Brodie was on her heels.

      "Where's your car?" he asked as they left the building.

      "Over there." She waved her hand toward the silver Prius. "What about you?"

      He pointed to a black Range Rover, that fit him well. He might not be a skier, but he still had a rugged, outdoor look to him, especially when he was not in uniform.

      He walked her to her car, despite the fact that his vehicle was on the other side of the lot, but she didn't bother to protest. He was just being polite.

      "That was fun," he said, holding her door open, as she tossed her purse on the passenger seat and got behind the wheel. "Tell me it wasn't torture for you."

      "It wasn't torture," she admitted. "You tell a good story. I'm not sure how true any of them were."

      "All true," he said with a smile.

      "And I appreciate you telling me about your past. I'm sorry if I asked too many questions."

      "You didn't. I have no secrets. Most of my life can be found somewhere online."

      "I liked getting the personal version."

      "It's too bad we can't do this again. I enjoy talking to you, Chelsea."

      "I'm sure you can find plenty of women to talk to."

      "I'm sure I can," he agreed. "But I like you."

      "It's not the right time."

      "Why not?"

      "Because it's not." She knew he was probably getting annoyed with her vagueness, but she couldn't change that. Which was why she needed to stop talking to him. "Good-bye, Brodie."

      "I'd rather say I'll see you later." He paused. "Drive safe."

      "I always do." But as she pulled out of the parking lot, she couldn't help thinking that maybe being safe wasn't making her as happy as she'd thought it would.
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      Chelsea had been prepared to fend off Brodie's persistent invitations, but when two days passed without a glimpse of him, she found herself feeling oddly disappointed. She also found herself watching the clock on Wednesday afternoon. It was a hot day, and the students in her class were as restless as she was, but eventually the bell rang, and the kids hurried out of the classroom. Travis, predictably, lingered at his desk. She wasn't sure why he was so reluctant to leave, but he definitely liked being at school.

      She walked over to his desk, giving him a warm smile, as she picked up his latest drawing.

      This time the picture of the burning house was filled with more color. The stick figure was back with the creepy smile, but now there was also a big car in front of the house with a flower on the window. That was new.

      She was about to ask Travis about the picture when the classroom door opened, and Brodie walked in. Her jaw dropped in shock. She'd been trying not to think about him since their evening at Micky's. She'd been attempting to convince herself he wasn't really that attractive, but when he entered the room in his police uniform, her heart skipped a beat. And when he gave her a slow, sexy smile, she felt a little breathless. She hadn't gotten so caught up in a man in a very long time. She'd actually forgotten what it felt like to meet someone new, to feel the lust of attraction, and the lure of a powerful emotional connection. Alarm bells went off in her head, but there was nothing she could do about it now.

      "What are you doing here?" she asked.

      "I had to speak with your principal, Mr. Rodriguez. His car was vandalized last night, and I wanted to let him know that we caught the two teenage boys who were responsible."

      "I heard about that at lunch. How did you catch them?"

      "One of them was bragging to a friend, whose mother then alerted us. Thankfully, their parents are furious and will hopefully get them back on a better path. They'll also be making restitution to Mr. Rodriguez for the cost of his broken window and his stolen tennis racquet."

      She smiled at that piece of information. "He loves his tennis, so that missing racquet probably bothered him more than the broken window."

      "How are you doing?"

      "Me? I'm fine," she said, feeling a little awkward.

      "I thought I might see if there was any more interesting artwork." His gaze moved to Travis, who had slid behind her during their conversation. "Is this Travis?"

      "It is," she said, putting her arm around Travis's shoulders. "Travis, this is my friend, Brodie. He's a police officer. He works very hard to protect all of us."

      Her words didn't seem to do much to relieve Travis's tension.

      Brodie moved forward and squatted down in front of Travis, giving him a friendly smile. "Hi, Travis. Ms. Cole tells me you're a very good artist."

      Travis didn't reply, but he didn't move away, either.

      "Do you mind if I show Brodie your picture?" she asked.

      Travis slowly shook his head, so she handed Brodie the latest drawing.

      "This is good," Brodie said, as he perused the picture. "This fire looks scary. I was there that night, you know. I was at the fire across the street from your house."

      Travis stared down at his shoes.

      "I didn't see anyone watching the fire, though," Brodie continued. "Did you see someone, Travis? Maybe this guy?" He tapped the picture. "Does he have a name?"

      Travis lifted his gaze. "Watching."

      "He was watching? Had you ever seen him before? Is he a neighbor?"

      Travis shook his head.

      "What about the car?" Brodie asked. "Was it parked in front of the house when the fire started?" When Travis didn't respond, he added, "It's important for us to find the person who set the fire, so if you saw something that might help us do that, we'd be really grateful."

      Travis didn't reply.

      "Your grandpa told us you were both asleep when the fire started. Is that true?" Brodie asked.

      "Sleeping," Travis said, then turned to her. "Can I go?"

      "Go ahead," she said, giving him a nod.

      Travis grabbed his backpack and ran out of the room.

      Brodie stood up, the picture still in his hand.

      "What do you think?" she asked. "The car is a new addition to his picture. I haven't seen it before."

      "Hard to say. Seven-year-olds at their best are not always good witnesses, but clearly Travis has other issues. The picture could mean something or nothing at all."

      "That about covers all the options," she said dryly.

      He grinned. "It does, doesn't it? I do find the flower detail on the vehicle interesting. That doesn't seem like something he would put on a car unless he'd seen it. Can I take the picture? I'll show it to Adam. Get his take."

      "Sure."

      "Are you off work now?"

      "Yes. What about you?"

      "My shift ends at five, so not quite yet. What are you doing this afternoon?"

      "I'm going over to my sister's inn to talk about her upcoming party."

      "That's right. I'm looking forward to that and to the weekend. I've heard that Hot August Nights is a big deal around here."

      "Oh, it is—nonstop fun. On Saturday and Sunday, there are paddleboard races at the lake, an art fair downtown, as well as restaurant tastings, and sidewalk sales. More of the same on Sunday."

      "From what I heard, the weekend also involves a lot of underage drinking, fights, and traffic."

      "The dark side," she muttered. "There's always one, isn't there?"

      "I don't know about always," he said, giving her a thoughtful look. "But sometimes. At any rate, we'll see what happens. Maybe I should go over to the inn with you now. I hear the cookies come out around four."

      "They usually do, and they are good cookies."

      "And it's on the way back to the station," he added.

      "Well, I can't stop you."

      "Do you want to stop me, Chelsea?"

      She drew in a quick breath at the more personal question. "I should want to. I like my life the way it is. I'm better on my own. And you have the potential to mess that up."

      "Why are you better on your own? What happened to you? Why did you quit singing? Why are you reluctant to let anyone into your life?"

      Her gut tightened at his questions. "I don't want to talk about it. I told you that."

      "Maybe you need to talk."

      "Maybe you need to butt out," she said sharply.

      "I think you and I have a lot in common, Chelsea. In some ways we've lived our lives on parallel tracks, racing to the top of our fields, and then having to reinvent ourselves."

      "You were forced to quit. I chose to leave. It's completely different."

      "And yet we both ended up starting over. Navigating a new path is complicated, stressful. Would it be bad to have someone to talk to who understands what you're going through?"

      "You have no idea what I've gone through. And the thing about parallel tracks is that they never intersect. They just keep going. Which is what we should do."

      She grabbed her bag out of her desk and headed toward the door of her classroom.

      "Okay, that was a bad metaphor," he said, following her into the hall.

      "It was your metaphor."

      "And now I'm regretting it."

      "Too bad." She walked down the corridor, pushing through the front doors of the school.

      "So, our parallel paths are not intersecting today, but can they both run through the inn? So I can get some cookies?"

      His charming, pleading, boyish grin was impossible to resist. "Fine. Get your cookies, but don't expect me to entertain you. I'm meeting my sister. You're on your own."

      "Deal. And just for the record, I'm good on my own, too."

      She stopped to face him. "I don't believe that for a second, Brodie. You're a people person. I don't think you're happy alone, but I am. I know you like a challenge. That's probably the real reason you came by to see me today. You're not used to a woman saying no to you. But don't try to change my mind." She paused. "It took me awhile to get where I am now. I'm not going back."

      He gave her a somber look. "Understood."

      She walked away, hoping he was finally getting it, but she knew Brodie didn't give up easily. He wasn't the quitter. That was her.
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      He'd pushed her too hard, but he hadn't been able to stop himself. Chelsea was clearly hiding some deep pain, and he wanted to know where it had come from. But he didn't want to look on the internet for an answer. He wanted her to tell him. He wanted to break down the wall she'd built around herself. He'd actually forced himself to stay away from her the last two days. But when he'd had to go to the school anyway, he hadn't been able to resist timing his trip to coincide with the end of the school day. But he'd messed it up.

      He needed to give her more space and then slowly build her trust.

      He'd just never been particularly good at slow. He liked speed. He barreled down mountains, over moguls, past obstacles. But this wasn't a ski race, and she wasn't a mountain to conquer. Chelsea was a beautiful woman, but she was haunted. She was hiding. She was like a turtle tucking its head back in and trying to hide in plain sight.

      He wanted to help her. He wanted to bring her back into the light.

      But it wasn't about what he wanted, and he needed to get that straight in his head. He hadn't appreciated others telling him what to do with his life.

      He frowned at that thought, reminded that he still needed to call his father. He'd gotten two more messages from him today, and Justin McGuire did not like to be ignored. He was just dreading the conversation. Dealing with his dad was always filled with complicated emotions and stress. But he couldn't avoid him forever. He'd call him when he got off work. But for now, he was going to destress with one of Lizzie's famous cookies and hopefully find a way to smooth things over with Chelsea.

      He turned in to the parking lot next to the inn and pulled into the spot next to Chelsea's car. She barely glanced at him, as she got out of her car and breezed past him.

      He followed her into the lobby, where Lizzie stood behind the front desk with a beautiful Asian woman, whose nametag read Sha.

      "You're here, Chelsea," Lizzie said with delight. "And you brought Brodie to help."

      "I didn't bring him. And he's not here to help. He came for your cookies," Chelsea said dryly.

      "I'd be happy to help you later, but I do have to work for another hour," he put in.

      "Oh, it's fine," she said, waving her hand in the air. "Hunter and Adam are coming by tomorrow to help me hang plants and set up tables and lights on the patio, so I'm good. And I'm always happy to share my cookies."

      "It doesn't sound like you need me, either," Chelsea put in, a hopeful note in her voice.

      "Oh, no, I do need you," Lizzie said firmly. "I'm putting together gift bags for our guests, and you can help me with that. I won't have time for that tomorrow. I'll be too busy with the last-minute prep." She came around the reception desk and walked over to the credenza against the wall. "But first—cookies, coffee, tea? What do you both want?"

      "A cookie for me," he replied, as Lizzie put a chocolate chip cookie on a small napkin and handed it to him. "Oh, man, it's warm." He took a bite, and the sugary chocolate was a taste of heaven. "This is even better than the ones Adam brings into the station."

      "This batch just came out of the oven," Lizzie said with a proud smile. "Raina is making up some other goodies to go in the gift bags. She's the real chef. I just dabble in cookies."

      "Don't sell yourself short. These are amazing."

      "Have as many as you like. Chelsea, what about you?"

      "No thanks. I'm good."

      "Lizzie," Sha interrupted. "Can you take a look at this booking before I confirm?"

      "I'll be right back," Lizzie said.

      "Your sister is very good at multitasking," he said to Chelsea, who was filling a mug with coffee.

      "She has always had the energy of ten people. She dreamed about opening an inn from the time she was twelve years old. She started working at a boutique hotel in Denver when she was fifteen. She cleaned the rooms, worked the front desk, learned every aspect of the business, then eventually grew up and moved on to get a degree in hotel management. This past year, she finally made her dream come true, but the pressure isn't off, because she has family investors, and she doesn't want to let anyone down."

      "I know what that feels like. What about you?"

      "Another personal question? I thought I was clear about that."

      "You have a lot of secrets, Chelsea."

      "Everyone has secrets; even people you think are an open book."

      He wondered if someone's secrets were the reason she was hurting.

      "But I will say," she continued, "I never felt any family pressure to sing. It was my own deal, and, if anything, my parents were probably a little afraid of the path I'd chosen. They thought it would be a rough road. It turned out they were right."

      "Where do your parents live?"

      "Denver. My dad is an accountant. My mom stayed home while her five children were growing up, but she works part-time now for a literary agent. A long time ago, she had a degree in English, and she's always been a huge lover of books. Now, she reads the agent's slush pile and has a fantastic time."

      "There's a lot of love in your voice when you talk about your parents," he said, noting the fond affection in her gaze.

      "They're good people—always supportive, even when I don't make it easy." She sipped her coffee and then gave him an apologetic smile. "I'm sorry if I came off rude earlier."

      He was surprised by the turnaround. "You are? Did you just need coffee?"

      She smiled. "Maybe. But it's more that I'm very private, and I need you to respect that."

      "I get it."

      "Good. Thanks for understanding."

      He did understand, but that didn't mean he was giving up. However, since they were having a tentative truce at the moment, he decided not to say that out loud.

      The front door swung open, and a man walked in, rolling a suitcase and carrying a guitar.

      The mug of coffee in Chelsea's hand slipped from her fingers, shattering on the tile floor.

      The sound echoed through the room. Everyone froze, including the blond-haired man with the beard, who looked very familiar.

      "Chelsea," the man said with a happy, somewhat shocked smile.

      "What are you doing here, Austin?" Chelsea asked, her voice tight and pitched high.

      "I came to see you, of course. And I brought you a present." He pulled the strap of the guitar case off his shoulder.

      "No," she said, putting up a trembling hand. "No. I can't do this. I don't want you here."

      "We need to talk. I'm concerned about you."

      "We don't have anything to talk about." Chelsea looked at her sister. "I'm sorry, Lizzie. I have to go."

      Lizzie immediately came to Chelsea's side. "Don't worry about it. Go."

      "You can't just leave without talking to me," Austin complained.

      Brodie instinctively stepped in front of the man, allowing Chelsea to escape through the front door. He didn't know who this guy was to her, but he knew panic and fear when he saw it.

      Austin gave him an irritated look. "Do you mind?"

      "She said she didn't want to talk to you. I think you should accept that."

      "You don't know what's between us." Austin turned to Lizzie. "Your sister needs to talk to me. You told me that she was unhappy."

      "That was almost a year ago," Lizzie said. "You didn't come running then. Why are you here now?"

      "Because it's the right time."

      "Not for her," Lizzie said. "Chelsea is in a good place now. If she wanted to talk to you, she wouldn't have run out the door. You should go back to Nashville or wherever it is you're living."

      "I'm not leaving town until I speak to her," Austin said, a determined note in his voice.

      "Well, you're not staying here, and I doubt you'll find a hotel room. It's a busy weekend."

      "Lizzie, come on. We were friends once. I thought you were on my side."

      "The only side I'm on is Chelsea's. You need to leave, Austin."

      "Fine, I won't stay here, even though you know I'd put this place on the map if I did."

      Lizzie walked over to the front door and opened it. Austin grabbed his bag and guitar and left. As she closed the door behind him, she let out a breath. "Well, this is not good," she murmured, a worried gleam in her eyes.

      "Who was that?" Brodie asked.

      "You don't know? You didn't recognize him?"

      "No."

      "That's Austin Boone. He's a very big country singer."

      "I don't follow country music. He and Chelsea were involved?"

      "Yes. They came up in the business together and then got into a personal relationship. I don't know what happened. She left him at the same time she left music. And don't ask me why."

      "I wouldn't ask you that."

      "Good, because I don't really know why." She gave him a pained look. "Chelsea has given a lot of vague explanations, but she has made it clear she's not interested in sharing, not even with her own sister."

      He heard the frustration in her voice. "I'm sorry. If it's any consolation, it sounds like Austin is in the dark, too."

      "I wish he hadn't come here."

      He nodded, wishing the same thing.
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      An hour later, Chelsea was still trying to catch her breath and calm her racing heart. She couldn't believe Austin had come to Whisper Lake. She hadn't seen him in over a year. Their relationship—their complicated, up-and-down, competitive, sometimes great, and sometimes awful relationship—had ended. For him to show up at her sister's inn and bring her a guitar when he knew she was done with music…she just couldn't believe it.

      Pacing around the living room of her small two-bedroom house, she felt as if her past had just caught up to her, and she didn't like the feeling. Whisper Lake was her safe harbor. And it had been invaded by the past.

      She didn't believe for a second that Austin had come because he was worried about her. No way. He had an agenda. He needed her for something, but she did not need him. She did not want him in her life, or any part of the world he still lived in, the one she'd left behind.

      Running her hands through her hair, she paced back and forth, expecting Austin to show up at any minute. She knew Lizzie wouldn't give out her address, and she'd bought her house under a company name, a name that Austin didn't know. But still, she lived in a small town, and some friendly stranger would probably happily point the famous Austin Boone in her direction.

      Then what would she do?

      She supposed she could just refuse to answer the door, but even having him sitting on her porch felt like a bad idea. He'd draw attention—he always drew attention. That would only get people talking about her, and all that speculation had finally died down; she didn't want it to start up again.

      She paused by the window, as Brodie pulled into his driveway. She ducked back behind the curtain as he got out of his car and looked across the street. He'd changed out of his uniform into dark jeans and a polo shirt.

      He must have even more questions after that scene at the inn. Maybe it was time she came up with some answers. But she hated to lie. It was the reason she'd kept her silence. She couldn't let the truth be made public, and every person who knew made that reality more inescapable, so she'd kept everyone out—her parents, her siblings, her friends, Austin, and now Brodie.

      Thankfully, he turned away and moved into his house.

      Maybe it would all be fine, she thought a little desperately. Austin would realize she didn't want to talk to him and go home. Brodie would respect her privacy. She could continue to live her quiet life out of the spotlight.

      Even in her head, all that sounded unrealistic, but she let out a sigh and walked over to the dining room table where her computer was set up. She had a lesson to plan. She might as well work and keep her mind from moving back into the past.

      For the next thirty minutes, she concentrated on the task at hand, forcing everything else out of her head, although she tensed every time she thought she heard a car door close or footsteps on her porch. But it was always nothing, and eventually she started to relax.

      When she was done, she glanced at the clock and realized it was six. While she wasn't hungry, Lady Jane probably was.

      Grabbing her phone, she opened her front door, took a cautious look up and down the block and then headed across the street and into the Bakers' house. Lady Jane came into the kitchen as soon as she set down her food. While the cat ate dinner, she cleaned the litter box and watered the indoor house plants, which reminded her that she also needed to take a look at the yard before she went home.

      She tried to pet Lady Jane, offer her a little love, but the cat ran away as soon as her plate was clean, returning to her safe space under the bed in the master bedroom. She clearly had no interest in being friends with the stranger who had invaded her house.

      Chelsea smiled to herself, thinking she and Lady Jane actually had something in common.

      She locked up the house, then went into the front yard to water the plants that the sprinklers didn’t reach. She'd no sooner turned on the hose, when she heard a door close.

      Brodie was done giving her space.

      He came through the side yard, giving her a cautious smile. "Don't worry, I come in peace and without any questions."

      "I seriously doubt that." She cocked her head to the right as a thought occurred to her. "Or maybe you already spoke to Austin?"

      "No. Your sister kicked him out of the inn. But I don't think he's gone from Whisper Lake. He seemed intent on staying to talk to you."

      "I can't imagine why. But thank you for getting in his way when I left."

      "I could see you didn't want to talk to him—even more than you didn't want to talk to me."

      "You were right." She paused, then added, "Austin and I were involved for a while."

      "I figured."

      "It's been over a year since it ended. I don't know why he came here now."

      "Maybe he's not done."

      "It doesn't matter. I'm completely done. And he knows that."

      "I can't say I'm sorry to hear that."

      "That doesn't mean I'm going to date you."

      His grin warmed her all the way through. "I still think I might be able to change your mind."

      "Trust me, you can't."

      "I think trust is part of the problem—on your end, not mine," he said.

      "You're not wrong," she admitted. "But that's the way it is."

      "Do you want to share a pizza?"

      His simple invitation made her jaw drop. "I just said—"

      "It's not a date," he interrupted. "It's pizza. I'm hungry. I just ordered an extra-large. I can't eat it all by myself."

      He was really hard to resist, especially when she didn't want to resist. She turned off the hose and put it back against the house, stalling for time.

      "Uh, Chelsea," Brodie said. "A taxi just pulled up in front of your house."

      She took a quick look. Dammit! It was Austin. She quickly slipped around the corner of the house, and Brodie followed.

      "Come on. You can hide out in my house," he said, leading her through the break in the bushes.

      She hurried behind him, wanting to get out of sight before Austin saw her.

      "You're safe," Brodie said, closing the kitchen door behind her.

      "You must think I'm an idiot."

      He grinned. "Actually, I think you're having dinner with me."

      She let out a tense breath. "I guess I am."
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      Austin's arrival had certainly been fortuitous, Brodie thought, as Chelsea moved into the living room to peek through the front window. Following her, he saw that the taxi had left, but Austin was now sitting on the steps leading up to Chelsea's porch. He pulled out his guitar and started to play.

      Chelsea backed away from the window. "I can't believe he's just sitting there."

      "He seems determined to speak to you. But I can run him off, tell him he's trespassing."

      As much as she would like that, she didn't want Brodie any more involved in her personal life. "I'm sure he'll eventually get bored and leave."

      "I'm sure," Brodie agreed.

      As she glanced around the room at the stack of moving boxes, she added, "You need to unpack."

      "I know. I haven't gotten around to it yet."

      "I guess you haven't gotten around to buying furniture, either?" she asked, noting the empty room.

      "The bedroom has furniture and the family room. That's as far as I've gotten."

      She moved into the hall and toward the back of the house, ending up in the small family room off the kitchen. "You call a brown leather recliner and a giant TV furniture?"

      "It's all I need."

      "As long as you plan to watch TV alone."

      "Well, if I find someone is interested in joining me, I might buy a couch. Interested?"

      "I'm not really into TV."

      "What are you into?"

      "I like to read, do yoga, bike, hike…" She shrugged. "I keep busy."

      "I like to bike as well. There are some great mountain trails not far from here."

      "I'm not so much of an off-road rider. I prefer the spin class at the gym."

      "No way. You're in Colorado. You need to be outside. Have you ever ridden Widow's Peak?"

      "I haven't, although I've heard the views are incredible, if you can make it up the mountain."

      "The views are spectacular. We should do it sometime."

      "I would need to work up to that."

      He gave her a smile. "Work up to the bike ride or work up to going with me?"

      "Maybe both," she admitted.

      He crossed his arms in front of his chest, appreciating the candor in her blue eyes. "It's funny, Chelsea. You're very private, almost secretive, but then occasionally you have an honesty that comes out of nowhere. It's like the real you peeks out from behind the curtain every now and then."

      Her gaze filled with shadows. "I know you have a lot of questions and considering the fact that I'm hiding out in your house, you're probably owed a few answers. But I haven't been able to talk about anything with anyone, not even my family."

      "Why not? Your sister and brother seem very supportive. I don't know about the rest of your family, but I can't see Adam or Lizzie judging you. Is that what you're worried about?"

      "It's not that."

      "Then what is it? What stops you from sharing? Can you tell me that much?" At her hesitation, he added, "Come into the kitchen. We'll have a beer and sit down. You can decide if there's anything you feel comfortable talking about." He was afraid that changing locations might shut her down. On the other hand, he'd like this conversation to be longer than five minutes and standing in the middle of his family room probably wouldn't lead to that. He really did need to get more furniture.

      Chelsea followed him into the kitchen. He pulled out two beers, handed her one, and then sat down at the table across from her.

      She took a sip of beer and then said, "I can tell you a little of my story."

      "I'm listening."

      "I started singing when I was four years old. I remember the very first occasion when I sang in public; it was the library during story and song time. I was louder than everyone else. By the time I was ten, I was singing in church, at school recitals, and at local fairs. At twelve, I started playing the guitar and writing my own songs. In high school, I was in a band, and we were good enough to get the attention of a local agent, and he started booking us for local shows. But the band was filled with drama, and it didn't work out. That's when my parents convinced me to go to college."

      "Did you stop singing then?"

      "No. I kept at it. I spent most of my weekends playing in coffeehouses or performing at clubs on open mic nights. I also did a lot of writing. I must have had twenty songs done by the time I graduated, not that all of them were very good. Then I moved to Nashville. I lived in an apartment complex with a lot of young singers and musicians. That's when I met Austin. He lived across the hall. We were both in our early twenties." She cleared her throat.

      "Anyway," she continued. "I was performing in a dive bar on Broadway when, shockingly enough, I got the attention of a music scout. He came back three nights in a row, and then suddenly I was signing a contract at a big label. Shortly thereafter, they signed Austin as well. They'd heard us sing a duet at one of the clubs, and they encouraged us to write a song together. Our song caught fire and flew up the charts. We were both getting offers to open for big stars. Jessalyn West, the queen of country music, invited me to perform with her. She took me under her wing, and I thought my dreams were finally coming true."

      "It sounds like they were," he commented, surprised that her little share was turning out to have a lot of depth, but he still wanted more.

      "But the reality was so much different than I'd expected. I wasn't prepared for celebrity."

      "I'm not sure anyone is. I know I wasn't. For me, it was only about skiing in the beginning, and then there came a time when it seemed to be about everything but skiing."

      "Exactly. It was no longer just about music. I didn't realize how public my life would become, with cameras everywhere, social media attacks, online articles that were completely fabricated. I had never been loved so much or hated so much at the same time. I learned that I couldn't trust anyone, and that the simplest sentence could be taken out of context. When I quit music, I didn't tell anyone why, not even my family or friends, because if the press went to them, if they asked them anything, and even if they tried not to talk…"

      "A story would be made up, whether there was any truth to it or not," he finished. "I get it. You didn't want to drag your family through the mud. I've dealt with fame and with words being taken out of context to make a better story. I know the feeling of frustration and anger that can bring forth."

      "It's not always even a half-truth; sometimes it's just a blatant lie. I didn't even know half the men who I was allegedly sleeping with. One was a film star and thirty years older than me, as if that was going to happen."

      He smiled at her disgruntled expression. "I once allegedly had a threesome with a mother and daughter, and I'm pretty sure they're the ones who made the story up."

      "Did you know them?"

      "They took a selfie with me after a ski race. I didn't know their names, but we were on a tabloid cover together."

      "I'm so glad you understand, Brodie, because my family doesn't. They're offended and hurt by my distance, my lack of communication. They don't think I trust them, but that's not it at all."

      "You're protecting them."

      "Yes. I don't want their lives to suffer from the spotlight the way mine did." She lifted the beer bottle to her lips and took a swig. Then she let out a breath. "I haven't said that much about my past in the last eighteen months. I actually feel a little lighter."

      She'd no sooner finished speaking when the doorbell rang, and panic filled her eyes.

      "Relax," he said. "It's probably the pizza."

      "It could be Austin. Maybe he saw me slip through the bushes and into your house."

      "If he had, he would have rung the bell sooner. But if it is him, I won't let him in. Stay here."

      He walked down the hall and opened the front door to a scrawny teen wearing a blue shirt with the Village Square Pizza logo. He handed over some cash and took the box from the kid. He couldn't help but notice that Austin was still sitting on Chelsea's porch, music flowing from his guitar. An older couple who lived down the street had paused to listen. He had a feeling the crowd might get bigger before the night was over.

      Chelsea wouldn't be going home anytime soon, and that was just fine with him.
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      "Pizza," Brodie said, as he returned to the kitchen.

      She blew out the breath she'd been holding. "Did you happen to notice if Austin was still on my porch?"

      "Yes, he is. He's playing his guitar. An older couple from down the street stopped to listen."

      "Great. If he stays out there, he'll draw an even bigger crowd. This is exactly what I didn't want. I got a lot of attention when I first moved here. There were always people staring at me, trying to take a selfie with me in the background, but eventually, after several months, it dissipated. Even the parents at the school where I teach lost their interest in me. I became just their kid's music teacher."

      "Somehow I find that a little difficult to believe if you were as big as you said you were."

      "Well, maybe they just came to accept that I wasn't going to talk about my life. I don't know. I was just happy when I could start living like a normal person. Now that might change with Austin in town."

      He opened the pizza box and set it on the table. "Well, you don't have to hurry home. We have a lot of pizza to get through." He moved to the counter to grab plates and napkins.

      Her phone buzzed, and she pulled it out of the pocket of her jeans. She'd almost forgotten it was there. It was a message from Austin.

      I really need to talk to you, Chelsea. I'm at your house. When will you be home?

      "Is that from Austin?" Brodie asked, as he sat down across from her and slid a large slice of pizza onto his plate.

      "Yes. I don't know how he got my number, but he wants to know when I'm coming back."

      Her fingers flew as she texted: I won't be home tonight. I have nothing to say to you. Please leave me alone.

      He replied instantly. Not without a conversation. You owe me that, Chelsea. We used to love each other.

      I don't owe you anything. We said good-bye a long time ago.

      She put the phone back in her pocket, ignoring the next incoming text. She didn't want to read anything else Austin had to say. She wished she could get away from Brodie's watchful gaze, but she couldn't go home. At least there was food, and she'd been a fan of Village Square Pizza since she'd moved to Whisper Lake.

      "Ready to eat?" Brodie asked, already halfway through his first slice.

      "Yes," she said, the delicious aroma taking over her senses. She hadn't thought she was hungry, but now she was starving.

      "By the way, I spoke to Adam about Travis's drawing," Brodie said.

      "What did he think?"

      "That you might be right about Travis knowing something. The trick is getting the information out of him."

      "I've already tried to talk to him about it."

      "What if you did another drawing exercise and asked the kids to think about putting more details in their pictures? If they're drawing cars, what numbers are on the license plate? What color is the vehicle? Are there people around? Are they young, old, do they wear baseball caps? That kind of thing."

      "If I ask Travis to put numbers on a license plate, he might just make them up."

      "That's true. But you never know."

      "You really think the vehicle is a clue?"

      "I honestly have no idea, but we have come up empty, and the two fires were exactly fourteen days apart. It's been eight days since the fire across the street from Travis's house."

      A shiver ran down her spine. "I didn't know there was a pattern."

      "It's not a pattern with two fires, but it could be the beginning of one. The investigators will be talking to Travis's grandfather again, as well as the neighbors, to find out if anyone noticed a vehicle or van with a floral insignia anywhere on the block."

      "It would be great if someone else remembered it. That would be a stronger lead."

      "I agree. But until we get confirmation, Travis is all we have."

      "Okay, I'll see what I can do. We draw every day, and I already try to encourage details, so the kids won't be surprised if I make a point of it."

      "Good. But I have to tell you that Adam would prefer you stay out of this. He doesn't like you getting involved in this investigation. In fact, he would not like me making this suggestion at all." Brodie frowned. "Maybe it's a bad idea."

      "It's barely an idea," she said dryly. "I think I can handle it, and Adam can be overprotective."

      "He's your brother; it's his job."

      "And it's my job to make sure my students are okay. Travis is clearly troubled by the fire. I'll see if I can encourage a few more details during art tomorrow. I don't think that will put me in any danger."

      "I'll trust your instincts."

      "Good."

      "When does the summer session end?"

      "A week from tomorrow, so six more days of teaching, not that I'm counting."

      He smiled. "Doesn't sound like the job is completely fulfilling."

      "I'm just a little out of my depth because I'm used to teaching music for a couple of periods a day where the kids come and go or I'm subbing somewhere. The past five weeks have been a lot more work than I imagined. I'm ready for a break. Although, I'm sure it will go fast—probably faster than I'd like."

      "Time goes too slow when you want it to go fast and too fast when you want it to go slow. There are only some very rare moments when everything is perfect."

      "That's very insightful."

      "I'm not just a pretty face," he said with a laugh.

      No, he was far more than that, which was why she shouldn't have picked his house to hide out in. She could have gone into the Bakers' house and stayed there all night. In fact, she could still do that if Austin didn't leave soon.

      Why hadn't she thought of that sooner? Before she'd told Brodie so much about her past. Although, there was still a lot she hadn't said. And as good as it had felt to let some of the words out, there were some she needed to keep inside her head.

      After finishing two slices of pizza, she wiped her mouth and pushed her plate away. "That was good."

      "Best pizza I've had in a long time."

      "Seriously?" she questioned. "I would venture a guess that you've eaten at some of the finest restaurants in the world."

      "Oh, I have, and I know a good pizza when I taste one. I suspect you've been in a few Michelin-starred restaurants as well."

      "Not as often as I've eaten at the bar of a honky-tonk." She sat back in her chair. "So, did you ever have a threesome, Brodie?"

      He choked on his beer, and after a minute of coughing, he said, "What brought that up?"

      "You mentioned the article. I was curious. Of course, you don't have to answer. In fact, you shouldn't answer," she added, her cheeks burning. How could she have just asked him about his sex life?

      Amusement filled his eyes. "I can answer if you want."

      "I don't need an answer. It's not my business."

      "I've never had a threesome."

      She was surprised by his response. "Really? I'm sure you've had opportunities."

      "Sure, but it's not my thing. I like to give one woman my undivided attention and vice versa. What about you?"

      "Same."

      "Interesting. As a country music star, I'm sure you've had your share of men hanging around."

      "After I became a star, there were a lot more men."

      "I'll bet they were around even before that. You're a beautiful woman, Chelsea. And if you ever lost the haunted look in your eyes, you'd be even more spectacular."

      "You think I look haunted?"

      He gazed into her eyes. "I do. The shadows are deep and dark. They guard your secrets, your pain. I wish you could share the burden with someone."

      "I can't," she said quickly. "I told you why."

      "I know, and I understand. But you live a quiet life now. Are you still as worried that some press outlet will come digging into your past at this point? They've had plenty of opportunity to talk to your family and friends."

      "They did talk to them. For months, everyone I knew was hounded by reporters and photographers. It hasn't been quiet that long. But I have to admit I was starting to relax until Austin showed up. He brings chaos and publicity with him."

      "I think you're going to have to talk to him if you want him to leave you alone. Maybe not about your secret but certainly about your desire to be done with him."

      "We had that conversation over a year ago. He has something else on his mind besides our personal relationship."

      "And you're not a little intrigued?"

      "No, I'm not. Most of Austin's ideas are bad." Deciding to change the subject, she said, "What about you? Was there a woman in your life when your accident occurred?"

      "Yes. Kaylee Warren."

      "Was she a skier?"

      "No."

      "What did she do?"

      He hesitated. "I don't want to answer."

      She was surprised at his reply. "Why? You were happy to answer my question about a threesome but not what your girlfriend did for a living?"

      "It's a cliché."

      "Oh." It suddenly made sense. "She was a model, wasn't she?"

      "Yes. A very popular lingerie and swimsuit model. She was on the cover of a lot of magazines."

      "Of course she was. What happened between you? Why did you break up?"

      "Kaylee liked me better when I was racing down mountains. Visiting me in the hospital, watching me hobble along on crutches, or wheel around in a wheelchair was not her favorite thing to do. Eventually, she just stopped showing up."

      "That's terrible."

      "To be honest, I was so caught up in my head, in my injuries, in my broken dreams, that I barely noticed she wasn't there. We'd only been going out a few months. It wasn't like it was the love story of the century. It was fun while it lasted. She wasn't someone I thought I could count on, and I was right. She's engaged now to a football player. I hope his career doesn't flame out before the wedding."

      "It's so difficult to trust people when you're famous. I trusted Austin, because we knew each other when we were at the very beginning. We weren't famous yet. We weren't stars. It felt more real. But as we grew in stature, our relationship faltered. He wanted the fame part of the life more than I did. We started picking restaurants because he wanted to be seen somewhere. And then there were the groupies. There were so many girls hanging around Austin. It went to his head."

      "He cheated on you?"

      "At least once that I know of. He apologized profusely. He said it would never happen again. I don't know if it did or it didn't, because we were spending more and more time apart. Our tours were going in different directions."

      "Hard to make a relationship work under those circumstances."

      "We were definitely more focused on our own stuff. We were done long before we actually split up. That's why I don't know why he's here. There has to be a hidden agenda."

      "You can find out."

      "Not tonight. I'm not going to talk to him. I'm still going to hope he disappears. Were there any other serious relationships in your life besides Kaylee?"

      "As I said, I wouldn't call that one serious. As for other girlfriends, I had a few over the years. I went out with a couple of skiers. But as you just mentioned, it's hard to date someone when your careers are taking you to different countries."

      "And you never met anyone who made you want to try to stay closer together?"

      "I was consumed with skiing. I lived and breathed the sport, traveling the world to find the most challenging run, the fastest time, the biggest rush of adrenaline."

      "All that sounds terrifying to me. I've been skiing probably six times in my life, but I never made it past the bunny slope. Even the lift made me nervous. I would hang on with both hands as we went over the trees. I couldn't figure out why they couldn't just put a bar down, so you wouldn't fall."

      "Harder to ski off that way."

      "Also harder to fall off," she retorted.

      "It would be very, very rare for anyone to fall off a lift. We should ski this winter. I could show you how to feel more secure."

      "You said you don't ski," she reminded him.

      He shrugged. "I might make an exception for you."

      "Why?" she asked curiously. "Why the hard press, Brodie?"

      He met her gaze head-on. "I like you, Chelsea. I think we connect on a lot of different levels. And you'd enjoy skiing. If you could find the courage to let go and trust yourself to make it down the mountain, you'd feel free."

      "Well, the winter is a long way off." Her nerves tingled from the look in his eyes when he'd told her he liked her, that they were connected. She felt the connection, too. Not just the physical attraction, which was practically sizzling, but the emotional attraction as well. This man understood her better than anyone she'd ever met. While that was good, it was also scary.

      She pushed back her chair and stood up. "I'm going to see if Austin is gone."

      Brodie followed her into the living room, coming up so close behind her that she could feel his warm breath on her neck. Austin had left. Her porch was empty. She could go home. Relief ran through her.

      "It's safe now." She turned around, only to find herself up against Brodie's solid chest, his hands sliding down her hips. "What are you doing?" she asked breathlessly.

      "Aren't you a little tired of playing it safe, Chelsea?"

      Her lips parted as her heart pounded against her chest. She should say no, she wasn't tired of being safe. She loved that safe feeling more than any other feeling in the world.

      But Brodie's eyes were darkening, and his hair was falling sexily over his forehead, and his mouth was so damn close.

      "If you tell me no, I'll hear you," he murmured.

      She couldn't bring herself to say the word, nor to push Brodie away, as he leaned in, touching his mouth against hers.

      The heat was instantaneous. There was no awkwardness, no tentative getting-to-know-you vibe, no hesitation—not even on her part. It was a blast of full-on desire, a release of emotion and frustration and more than a year of putting her passions on ice.

      Brodie had been right. She was tired of playing it safe, so she turned off her brain, wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him back for another kiss and another…

      She felt a sense of urgency to keep things going, because the second they stopped would be the second she had to come back to earth and deal with reality, which was nowhere as nice as this.

      But eventually they both had to come up for air, and when she stared into Brodie's dark eyes, she saw a depth of longing that shook her. She wasn't the only one feeling swept away; he was right there with her.

      "Chelsea," he murmured.

      She didn't know what else he wanted to say, because he couldn't seem to get any more words out.

      She licked her lips, still tasting him on her mouth. God! What had she done? She'd just made it so much more difficult to go back to her carefully controlled existence.

      "I—I have to go," she finally said, slipping out from under the grip he still had on her hips.

      "I'm not sorry," he said, following her to the front door. "I'd be lying if I said I was."

      She opened the door, then paused. "I'd be lying if I said that, too. But since we're being honest, what happened just now won't happen again."

      "Why not? It was good."

      "I told you before—I need to be on my own."

      "All right. I can be patient. I won't push."

      She smiled at that. "You've done nothing but push."

      "I can't argue with that. But it's only because I think you're worth fighting for."

      His words touched her heart. She actually couldn't remember the last time a man had wanted to fight for her. But she wasn't going to tell him that. "Good night, Brodie. You don't need to walk me across the street."

      "Then I'll just watch you from here. But first—give me your phone."

      "Why?"

      "Just give me your phone."

      She handed him her phone, and he texted himself a message. "Now you'll have my number, and I'll have yours. It's the neighborly thing to do."

      She smiled. "Okay, fine—neighbor."

      She slipped her phone into her pocket and headed home, feeling his gaze follow her across the street. When she got inside, she locked the door and then looked through the curtain. He was still standing in the doorway. He gave a wave and she found herself smiling long after he went into his house.

      Brodie was fun, and she hadn't had fun in a long time. But she needed to be careful, because that kind of fun could also be dangerous.
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      Thursday afternoon, Chelsea asked her students, including Travis, to spend the last hour working on their drawings. She encouraged them to expand on an idea or a picture they'd done earlier in the week and make it better, adding more details, more color, really bringing the image in their head to life.

      She walked around during the hour, offering suggestions, so that when she got to Travis's desk, it wouldn't seem out of the ordinary for her to ask him if he noticed anything else about the vehicle in his picture. She tailored her questions as specifically as she could: Was the vehicle a van or a truck? Did he know what color it was? Did the car have a license plate with a number on it?

      Travis seemed to hear what she had to say, so she left him to his work and returned to her desk. She pulled out her phone and saw three more texts from Austin, each one pleading with her to call him, talk to him, give him five minutes of her time. She texted back that she was busy all day and night and there was nothing to say.

      When he didn't text back, she hoped that was a sign he'd given up and left Whisper Lake. But if he was sitting on her porch when she got home, she was going to have to deal with him. She couldn't keep running away.

      As the clock ticked down the last few minutes of the day, she told the kids to finish up and start putting their things away. When the bell rang, most of her students were ready to leave, but Travis was once again lingering behind. As the others left, she went over to his desk. He was slowly putting away his crayons.

      "Can I see what you drew?" she asked.

      He nodded, as she picked up the picture.

      Travis had added lots more detail. The car was now a white van. The flower was on the driver's door. It felt like it was part of a business logo. Excitement ran through her, wondering if the van belonged to the arsonist. The house was still on fire. There was still a figure with an evil smile watching the scene. But there was also a For Sale sign in the yard. She'd known the house was empty, but she hadn't realized it was for sale.

      If the arsonist was targeting empty houses, did he have some tie to a realtor? Or was the sign enough of a lure?

      It was crazy for her to play amateur detective when her brother was a real detective and working on the case with a fire investigator. They'd no doubt explored the real estate angle.

      As Travis put his things in his backpack, she tried to engage him in conversation. "Did you wake up when you heard the sirens, Travis? Did you go to the window and see the fire?"

      He gave a negative, shake of his head. "Not supposed to get out of bed."

      Which wasn't really an answer. Was Travis afraid to admit he'd been awake, that he'd looked out the window, that he'd seen something, because he didn't want to get in trouble for having gotten out of bed?

      "Sometimes I wake up in the middle of the night," she said. "And I can't go back to sleep, so I walk around the house. I look out the window. I get something to drink. Do you ever do that?"

      "Not supposed to get out of bed," he repeated, not meeting her gaze.

      She tried another tack. "Did you see who was driving the van? I wonder if you could draw that person next time. Was it a man? Was he old like your grandpa or young like your dad? Or was it a woman like me?"

      Travis stared at her, indecision in his eyes. She held her breath, feeling like they might be on the edge of some sort of breakthrough.

      Then an impatient, female voice came from the doorway. "Travis, there you are. Are you ready to go? I've been waiting for ten minutes."

      Chelsea turned her head to see a twenty-something female wearing navy-blue slacks and a white shirt with a postal service insignia. Kimberly Walker was Travis's cousin and was a mail carrier. She was actually happy to see her instead of the grandfather. Maybe she could ask Kimberly about the picture.

      "Sorry," Chelsea said, as she moved toward the door. "It's my fault. I was talking to Travis about his artwork." She turned back to the little boy. "Why don't you put your crayons in the back room?" As the little boy ran to do as instructed, she added, "I hope I haven’t made you late for anything."

      "It's fine. I just don't know why Travis is always the last one out."

      "He seems to like being here."

      "I guess that's good. It's always hard to tell how he feels about anything."

      "Well, I do know that he's still upset about the fire across from his house. He draws it every day." She showed her the picture. "I know the fire was set by an arsonist. I'm wondering if the van is a clue. You haven't seen a van with a flower on it by the house, have you?"

      "No, but I live with my boyfriend, Cody Johnson, on the other side of town, so I'm not at the house very much, except when I'm picking up Travis or dropping him off." She paused. "Grandpa said Travis was asleep the night of the fire. When the sirens woke him up, he hid under the bed. He often goes there when he's upset. He likes tight, dark places."

      "I'm probably reading too much into the picture. I've just been a little worried about Travis's obsession with the fire."

      "He focuses on lots of weird stuff. You should see how many pictures of bees he's drawn. And I don't think he's ever been stung or anything. I wish his parents could come home. He gets quieter and more in his head all the time. My grandfather does his best, but he works part-time, and he doesn't know how to get Travis to talk; I don't, either." Kimberly paused, looking toward the back room. "Travis is taking a long time to put his crayons away."

      "He's never quite ready to go home."

      Kimberly frowned as her gaze swung back to Chelsea's. "You think he's unhappy at home? Because Grandpa does try to make sure Travis is okay. But he gets tired at night and sometimes he falls asleep in front of the TV. I try to help him out, but I'm busy, too. Thank goodness, Travis's mom will be back in a month."

      "That should be good for everyone," she agreed.

      Travis slowly returned to the classroom, taking his time to slip on his backpack.

      "I'll see you tomorrow," she said.

      "Come on, Trav," Kimberly said, impatience in her voice. "We're going to meet Cody for ice cream. And if you want, you can get two scoops."

      Travis nodded, looking a bit happier at the prospect of ice cream. As he left the classroom, Kimberly hung back to add, "I'll talk to Grandpa about your concerns. I'll also see if I can get Travis to open up. Or maybe Cody can. My boyfriend is really good with him."

      "That would be great."

      After Kimberly and Travis left, she put Travis's drawing in her bag and then headed out to the employee parking lot. Maybe she'd show it to Brodie. Not that she was looking for another reason to see Brodie. But he had suggested the detailed art assignment, and he'd probably be curious to see what had come of it. At least, that's the story she was telling herself.

      When she reached the school parking lot, she was dismayed to see the man leaning against her car. He was talking to one of the school aides, who had no doubt pointed out which vehicle was hers. Britt was a pretty twenty-two-year-old, and watching Austin flirt with Britt reminded Chelsea of all those other groupies who thought Austin hung the moon. At one time, she'd thought that, too, until she'd realized his charm wasn't reserved just for her.

      Austin straightened when he saw her. Britt gave her a slightly guilty look and then quickly left. She drew in a deep breath and moved forward. She couldn't keep avoiding Austin. She had to get this situation settled once and for all.

      There was an unusually serious look in Austin's hazel-colored eyes. He was a good-looking man, blonder than he'd once been—fitter, too, his jeans clinging to his lean legs. He had a nice golden tan going, probably from days spent on his yacht. They'd dated for almost two years and known each other for four years before that. But Austin felt like a stranger now.

      "Chelsea," he said. "We need to talk."

      "You keep saying. About what?" She opened her car door and tossed her bag onto the passenger seat.

      "I want us to write a song together."

      His words made no sense to her. "I don't write songs anymore. You know that."

      "I also know you're a brilliant writer, guitar player, singer and duet partner. And it's a crime for you to be teaching music instead of performing."

      "It's what I want to do."

      "But you could do so much more."

      "I don't want more. I'm fine with my life. You need to accept that."

      "We could have another big hit, Chelsea," he continued, paying no attention to her words. "My fans would love it, and your fans would be over the moon if you came out of retirement. I talked to Jonas, and Belmont is prepared to make you a very lucrative offer to come back."

      "Austin—"

      "Wait." He cut her off with one sharp word. "Let me finish. You don't have to perform the song. We could write it together, record it in the studio, and then you're done. You just sit back and collect your money."

      "There's no way you'd be happy with that."

      "You're wrong. It's the perfect scenario. You can make music without going on stage. You don't have to let your panic attacks take away everything."

      It wasn't just panic—or at least not all of it. She'd tried to tell him that before, but it had gotten too complicated, so in the end she'd just let him believe that. "I'm not interested. I told you I was done with music. You need to hear me. You need to go back to Nashville."

      "But why?" he asked, irritation in his voice. "I get that you suffered some kind of anxiety on the stage, but other performers have worked through that. And like I said, you don't have to perform. It's one song."

      There was a desperate note in his voice. "What's this really about, Austin?"

      "A fantastic opportunity for both of us."

      "You're doing fine without me." She paused as she saw the evasive look in his eyes. "Or, perhaps you're not doing well. What happened?"

      He stared back at her, his jaw tightening. "Sales fell with my last album. I took the wrong direction. I listened to the wrong people. You were right when you said I needed to get back to what made me good in the first place. I can do that with you. I can get back on the right road. When we sing together, it's magic. We have something special; we always have."

      There had been a very brief time when she'd believed that, too. But no more. Still, she found herself feeling a bit of sympathy for his desperation. Austin had always needed the success, the fame, the feeling of achievement. He'd grown up with nothing and making it in music had made him feel like he was worth something. But he'd taken things too far. He'd let the fame go to his head. He'd gotten caught up in his self-importance. Even if her own problems hadn't overwhelmed her, they wouldn't have lasted. But that wasn't a conversation she wanted to have.

      "I can't help you, Austin."

      Disappointment and anger ran through his gaze. "I need this, Chelsea. Don't say no right this second—think about it. It's the perfect situation. You can write and sing without the pressure to go on tour."

      "I don't believe that's true. If we wrote a song and sang it together, everyone would want me to perform it live with you."

      "We all understand that's a deal breaker."

      "There's no deal, Austin. I'm done with music. I don't want any part of that life ever again. I don't want to write or play or sing. I gave away my guitars. It's over. You have to believe me when I say that."

      Surprise filled his eyes. "You gave away your guitars?"

      "There was no reason to keep them."

      "All because of stage fright? You don't think you can eventually work through all that? You were so good, so talented, even better than me. What happened to you, Chelsea? Why won't you tell me what set you off? One day you were great, and the next you were frozen on stage."

      She'd tried to talk to him that night and in the days that followed, but he'd been on the other side of the world, and he hadn't been all that interested in her problems. He'd been riding a tidal wave of success and was consumed by his tour. It had been weeks before they'd actually seen each other in person. By then, she'd already decided to quit—not only music, but also him.

      "Chelsea?" he pressed. "Look, I know I let you down. I wasn't around. I was taking you for granted."

      "Stop, Austin. Please. This is pointless. It doesn't matter anymore. I'm happy in my life."

      "You don't look happy. You looked strained."

      "Because you're putting me in the position of having to disappoint you. Just take no for an answer. You can find someone else to write and sing with. I have no more magic in my soul. It's gone."

      "That might be the saddest thing I've ever heard, Chelsea. Can't you use that feeling in a song? You always put your emotions into your music. It was what made you special, why the fans loved you so much. You were just like them."

      She put up a hand, feeling more pain with every word. "Please stop talking. I have to go. And you have to let me."

      "I can't take no for an answer. I'll get the label to sweeten the pot. Just think about it," he added, as she got in the car and slammed the door on his final words.

      She wasn't going to think about it. She was going to drive away and get back to her life and find a way to be happy, so what she'd just said to Austin wouldn't be a lie.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Brodie got off work at five o'clock on Thursday, after a long day of disputes that had escalated into a stolen car, an assault and an alcoholic-fueled meltdown with a man holding his wife's bird hostage until she agreed to go to counseling. One of the best things about being a cop was that every day was different. That constant unpredictability was challenging and fun.

      After changing into jeans and a T-shirt, he walked out to his car, wishing he had a date set up with Chelsea. Maybe he'd just walk over to her house later with a bottle of wine and see if he could talk her into a drink. He was curious to know how her day had gone, if Austin had shown up again, if she'd gotten anything new from Travis during her art period.

      Smiling to himself, he realized that while all those things interested him, what he really wanted was to kiss her again, see if he could chase away the shadows in her eyes with pure, passionate pleasure.

      His heart beat a little faster at that thought, but he needed to get a grip, because there was a good chance none of those things were going to happen.

      As he got into his car, his phone buzzed with an incoming call from his father. He'd texted him back a few times, hoping to get him to say what he wanted in text, but his dad kept insisting they needed to talk. It was time to hear him out. "Hello, Dad."

      "I can't believe you answered," his father said in a deep, brusque voice.

      Justin McGuire could have done radio. He had the kind of voice that compelled you to listen, which was partly why Brodie had been avoiding him. His father had a way of persuading him to do things he didn't want to do.

      "What's up?" he asked.

      "I have an incredible job opportunity for you, Brodie."

      "I have a job."

      "Not like this one. LA Sports wants to give you your own show," his dad continued, ignoring his reply. "Remember when you talked about wanting the media to cover skiing in a different way? Well, this is your chance to make that happen. They want the human stories behind the superstars and while you can start with skiing, they want you on any sport where there's a story to tell. It will all be building up for the next Olympics, and you'll have a chance to cover the games, too."

      He was surprised. He hadn't expected his father to have any kind of offer that would be interesting to him. However, he'd done some special news stories for the network back in his glory days, and he'd enjoyed taking the viewers behind the scenes.

      But he was a cop now. And he was good at his job. He was helping people. He was protecting a community. His day had more value than any day he'd spent on a ski slope. And while the excitement of being a small-town police officer might not compare to downhill ski racing, what did? This was his reality now. He'd had his dream. He'd had more excitement in the last ten years than most people had had in a lifetime.

      "Brodie, are you there?" his father asked impatiently.

      "I'm here."

      "Why don't you come to LA? We'll talk about it with the network executives. You can hear their pitch. I guarantee you're going to love the freedom they want to give you."

      "I don't know."

      "That's because you need more information."

      "What I need is a little time."

      "But you're not saying no?"

      He should be saying no. Why wasn't he? Why was he even considering the offer?

      "This is the kind of job you should have, Brodie," his dad continued. "I don't know why you decided to bury yourself in Whisper Lake like Pops, or why on earth you decided to become a cop, but you are meant for bigger things. You have so much talent."

      "That talent disappeared when I crashed."

      "You can still make a difference in sports. You won't be skiing, but you'll be on television. You'll have a platform to introduce and feature unacknowledged athletes to the public. It's a fantastic opportunity."

      "Why do they want me?"

      "Because you'll be a huge draw. You've been out of the spotlight, but you have not been forgotten."

      "I doubt that's true."

      "Oh, it's true. You've hidden yourself away, so you don't realize that the world still wants Brodie McGuire on their television screen."

      "What's your role in all this?"

      "I'll be the executive producer. But you don't have to worry, you'll have plenty of creative input."

      "We don't always see things the same way, Dad."

      "We can work together. We did for a long time."

      His father's ambition had always been beyond his own. He'd wanted to ski, to win, to be the best, but all the endorsements and business opportunities had been his dad's creation, just like this one.

      "Brodie, I'm handing you an incredible opportunity," his father pressed on. "I can't believe you have to think about it for a second. Let's get you on a plane. Can you leave tomorrow?"

      "No. Let me think about it. I'll call you back in a day or two."

      "All right. Take the weekend, but let's touch base Monday morning. I'll see if I can schedule meetings for next week."

      "Don't do anything until we talk again."

      "I'll just put out some feelers, that's all."

      "Fine."

      "Don't talk to your grandfather about this. He'll try to sway you. He finally got someone to follow in his footsteps. He's not going to want you to quit."

      "I can make up my own mind. And Pops has never tried to persuade me to do anything. That's your game." He paused, hearing a loudspeaker in the background. "Where are you?"

      "San Francisco. I'm about to catch a flight to LA. I'll talk to you soon."

      As his dad hung up, he set down his phone, staring idly out the window at the line of police cars in the station lot. This was his life now. Did he really want to change it? Did he want to go back to some version of the life he'd had before?

      He wouldn't be skiing, but he would be back in the world of sports. It was a world he'd avoided ever since he'd realized that he could never compete again.

      Could he put himself back in that world, where he'd be talking to skiers, showing their struggle, honoring their achievements? Wouldn't that be just as painful as getting on skis and knowing he would never be who he was?

      Or maybe enough time had passed…

      He let out a sigh, realizing that he wouldn't know how anything would feel until he actually did it. But was he ready to make such a big change in his life?

      Despite his father's request that he not speak to his grandfather, he found himself wanting to do just that. Perhaps he'd make a quick stop on the way home.
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      Wes McGuire lived in a two-bedroom home, deep in the woods on the west shore of the lake. The water was only fifty yards from his front door, and a long, narrow pier provided him plenty of fishing opportunities, something he was quite passionate about. Brodie might share similar traits with his grandfather, but a love of fishing wasn't one of them. It required far too much patience and quiet for his taste.

      He knocked on the front door, and a moment later, it swung open with a rusty creak. Wes gave him a pleased smile. He was a square, stocky man, with pepper-gray hair and dark-brown eyes that were always cool and calm under pressure.

      "Brodie, this is a nice surprise. What are you doing out here?"

      "Visiting you. I thought you might be missing your roommate."

      "I actually do miss having you around."

      "I bet Janet doesn't," he said with a grin.

      Wes smiled back. "Well, you might be right about that. Not that she doesn't like you, but sometimes she still feels a little shy about our relationship. Anyway, come on in. Can I get you a beer?"

      "No thanks."

      "Well, then sit." His grandfather waved him toward the couch as he settled into an over-sized and very comfortable armchair. "Tell me what's on your mind."

      "I just got off the phone with Dad. He has a job offer for me—a television news magazine show celebrating athletes and sport. I'd be the host, in charge of finding stories, doing the interviews, setting up the programs, traveling the world to wherever the athletes are living and training."

      "Sounds interesting. And your father's role would be…"

      "Executive producer."

      "So, he'd have some say."

      "He always has some say, but he claims I'd have plenty of autonomy."

      "What do you think?"

      "I don't know. I never thought my dad could offer me anything I'd be interested in."

      "But he did."

      "I'm a police officer now."

      "Do you still like the job?"

      "I do. I feel like I'm making a difference in someone's life. I'm there at their worst moment, and I can make things better. Of course, it's not always like that. Some days I'm just chasing red-light runners and breaking up bar fights."

      "Still important duties. I never found a better job, Brodie, but that's me. Being a cop was always my calling. You had another calling for a long time." Wes tilted his head, giving him a considering look. "Why did you really come here? Do you want my permission?"

      "No. I don't need your permission. I wouldn't mind some advice."

      "Here's my advice. It's your life. Do what you want with it."

      He frowned. "That's not actually advice."

      His grandfather smiled. "I just want you to be happy. You have to decide what will make you happy."

      "You're the reason I became a cop. You showed me a way out of my head."

      "And you've thanked me, but you don't owe me anything." He paused. "I will say this much. You know I love your father. He's my son, and as different as we are, I still care about him. But I also know that he almost always has a personal agenda. Just make sure you're doing what you want to do, not what he wants you to do."

      "I've very aware of Dad's ambitions. And this isn't the first time you've warned me."

      "You didn't listen much before."

      "I was young. I had tunnel vision."

      "And your dad rode the coattails of your fame. He pushed you too hard."

      "I pushed myself."

      "In skiing, yes, but all the side stuff…you didn't want to let him down."

      "Well, I did let him down," he said somewhat heavily.

      "Not by choice. You had an accident."

      He shrugged, knowing that deep in his heart he still believed he could have prevented that accident if he'd just done something differently.

      "Anyway, I've said my piece," his grandfather continued. "I don't know that I helped."

      "I just wanted to hear what you had to say. I respect your opinion."

      "Don't let your father hear you say that."

      His father and grandfather had been estranged about as long as he'd been alive. They tolerated each other when they had to, but that was as close as they got. He'd once tried to bring them together, but that had blown up in his face. From then on, he'd let them be.

      "What else is going on with you, Brodie?" his grandfather asked. "How's the new house?"

      "It's good. I still need to unpack and buy furniture."

      "Have you met any of the neighbors?"

      He couldn't help but smile at that. "One very attractive and complicated woman. She wants little to do with me, but I'm trying to change her mind."

      "You've always had a way with the ladies."

      "I must take after you."

      "I think you've got your own game going," Wes said with a laugh. "Do you want to stay for dinner? Janet is coming over. You know what a good cook she is."

      "Thanks, but I might see if I can hit up my neighbor to have a drink with me."

      "Then I'll let you go."

      His grandfather got up to walk him out. They were almost to the door when the bell rang. "That must be Janet," his grandfather said, a happy look on his face. He threw open the door to reveal a slender, brown-haired woman dressed in white slacks and a silky top. Janet Robbins was in her early sixties, but she could have easily passed for fifty.

      "Let me take that," Wes said, grabbing the cake container out of her hands. "Is this what I think it is?"

      "Your favorite—strawberry shortcake," she replied. "I hope you got everything else at the store, so I can cook you a good meal."

      "I did, and I plan on helping you cook."

      As they exchanged a warm, intimate look, Brodie cleared his throat, feeling very much like a third wheel.

      "Oh, hello, Brodie," Janet said. "I didn't see you there. Are you staying for dinner?"

      "Not tonight."

      "Are you sure?"

      "I am."

      As she stepped into the house, she added, "I'm glad you're here. I was wondering about those fires. Is there anyone in custody yet?"

      He saw the worry in her eyes. "Not yet. We're still looking for leads."

      "It's terrifying knowing there's someone out there who could strike again at any time."

      "Luckily, the arsonist has only hit empty houses so far."

      "But that could change at any moment. Any one of us could be a target. That's how it happened before."

      "Before?" he echoed.

      "Don't you know?" she asked in surprise. "My house was set on fire by an arsonist sixteen years ago. My husband was killed, and my son was severely burned. The fire investigator and a Detective Cole came to see me two days ago to talk about it. They said they were going through the files for all the suspicious fires set in Whisper Lake over the past thirty years."

      He was surprised by her words. "I had no idea. And I didn't know the circumstances of your husband's death. What happened?"

      "We were all supposed to be gone that weekend. There was a camping trip, but Sam decided to stay home and work. Then I came home early with Craig, so instead of an empty house, there were three of us inside. They never caught the person who did it."

      "That's terrible. I'm sorry, Janet."

      "That's why I'm so worried now. Detective Cole tried to reassure me, but it feels just like the last time. There were no answers then, and eventually everyone just moved on." She blew out a breath, tension raging in her eyes. "I don't want to talk about it anymore. I'll put the cake in the kitchen and get started on dinner," she added, taking the container out of Wes's hands and heading down the hall.

      "She's pretty upset," he murmured.

      "She hasn't been sleeping well. The fire in her house was set in the middle of the night, just like these last two. The arsonist came in through the basement door. Janet rarely sleeps through the night without waking up once or twice to check that the house is secure. These latest fires have put her on edge again."

      "Sixteen years ago, you would have still been on the force."

      "I was. It was a horrific night. I didn't know them then, but the agony of Sam's death, the screams of pain from her little boy and from Janet, were something I've never forgotten. I was angry that we couldn't nail anyone for the fire. Thankfully, it was the last of three fires. There wasn't another one while I was on the force."

      "I wonder if it could be the same person. It sounds like there are some similarities between some of the fires."

      "There are, but where has the arsonist been the last sixteen years?"

      "I don't know."

      "I hope the investigators now can find a good suspect, before someone else gets hurt. Janet told me her son, Craig, went on a bender after the last fire. It brought back all the painful memories. He was only eight when he had to go through incredibly painful skin grafts. He still has some serious scars."

      "That's rough."

      "You should meet Craig sometime. Not about this fire business, but he's only a few years younger than you. You could be friends, which would be nice, because Janet and I…" Wes cleared his throat. "Well, she's special. She's a lot younger than me, and sometimes I wonder why she'd settle for me when she could have anyone."

      "You're not so bad." He smiled at his grandfather's awkwardness. "And I figured she was special. I'm happy to meet her son any time."

      "We'll set up a dinner together. You could bring a date if you wanted, maybe your pretty neighbor."

      "She's dead-set against dating me, so I can't make any promises."

      "You'll convince her. I know you, Brodie. When you want something, you go after it with all your heart, and you usually win."

      "We'll see."

      As he got into his car, he thought about Janet and her son and the fire that had taken the life of a husband and a father. He wasn't responsible for solving the arson cases—that was on Adam and the fire investigator—but he really wanted to do something to help. He wondered if Chelsea had gotten any more information out of Travis.

      He pulled out his phone and gave her a call. It rang three times, and then she answered.

      "Hello?"

      "It's me, Brodie."

      "What's going on?"

      "I got some information on a past fire here in Whisper Lake that made me curious if Travis added any new details to his picture."

      "The van is a lot more detailed. The flower decal is on the window. The vehicle appears to be white. I have the picture in my bag. Are you home?"

      "Actually, I'm about to head that way from my grandfather's house, but I was thinking of stopping at the Grandview Lodge. It's a warm night. They have a big patio, a fantastic lake view, and a happy hour that goes until seven. Care to join me?" He found himself holding his breath, quite sure she'd probably say no, and as her hesitation went on, he thought it was going to definitely be a no.

      "I do like that lodge. You can see across the whole lake," she said slowly.

      "Then join me."

      "I don't want to give you the wrong idea."

      "I have no idea, except I'm thirsty, and I'd like to see Travis's picture and hang out with you."

      "Nice try," she said, humor in her voice. "But I know you have ideas."

      "Fine. That doesn't mean we have to act on any of them."

      "One drink."

      "I'll be there in about fifteen minutes."

      "Same. See you then."

      He put down his phone, feeling remarkably happy that she'd agreed to a drink. Of course, it could be that she was still trying to avoid Austin. But he didn't care why she'd said yes, only that she'd agreed to meet him. He hoped it wouldn't be the last time he got a yes out of her. Because she was right—he had a lot of ideas when it came to her.
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      The Grandview Lodge was a ten-room hotel that sat atop a steep hill on the west shore of the lake. It was pure luxury and any celebrities making their way to Whisper Lake usually stayed there. In addition to a marbled lobby, and a beautiful wood-paneled great room, one of the biggest selling points of the lodge was the enormous deck that overlooked Moonlight Cove, a very special cove that had been named for the shimmering waves seen under a full moon.

      Brodie was sitting at a table for two by the railing overlooking the road below and the lake. He got up as she walked over to him, sneaking in a quick kiss on the cheek before she had a chance to duck away. It was hard to get angry when she saw the warm gleam of desire in his eyes.

      "That's the only kiss you get," she told him.

      "I figured I better get it in before you said no kisses."

      She bit back a smile. He was too attractive and too charming. She sat down across from him and gazed at the view. "This is beautiful."

      "I love coming up here."

      "So do I, but I feel guilty."

      "Why?" he asked in surprise.

      "Because the Grandview competes with Lizzie for hotel guests and diners."

      "There can be two great places in Whisper Lake."

      "I know. And this place is not as quaint or as personal as the Firefly Inn."

      "That's true. No chocolate chip cookies on the menu. What would you like to drink?"

      She glanced down at the cocktail menu. "Maybe a mojito. It feels like that kind of a day."

      "I'll join you," he said, as the waitress came over to not only take their order but also to set down a bowl of freshly-made warm potato chips with a spicy ranch dip.

      "That looks deadly," she said with a laugh.

      He dipped a chip and popped it into his mouth. "But excellent. You should try one."

      "Oh, I intend to." She loaded her chip with a heaping spoonful of dip, then took a bite. "You're right. Amazing. We really are having some good food together."

      "I'm glad you're getting something out of our non-date get-togethers."

      "Something," she murmured, as they exchanged a very personal look. Clearing her throat, she opened her bag and pulled out Travis's picture. "Here's what he drew today."

      Brodie took a long look at the drawing. "It definitely looks like a white van that might belong to a florist, a gardener, or a landscaper... It's a direction to go in. There can't be that many white vans in Whisper Lake."

      "You don't think?" she asked doubtfully. "I feel like every delivery service has a white van."

      "Do you mind if I give this to Adam tomorrow?"

      "Please do. I'm not sure he'll find it helpful, but if there's a clue to be found, I want to make sure someone finds it."

      "That's how I feel. I had a rough conversation with my grandfather's girlfriend Janet Robbins. She was trapped in an arson fire about sixteen years ago. Her son was burned. Her husband was killed. And it was the third fire after two previous fires had been set in empty homes."

      She frowned at his words. "That sounds like what's happening now. Do you think it's the same person?"

      "It's something to consider. Janet says she's spoken to Adam about her case, so I know they're looking into any similarities."

      "That's good."

      "I just feel bad for Janet. She's terrified that it is the same arsonist, and I think deep down she's afraid he'll come after her again. My grandfather says she's not sleeping at all."

      "I wouldn't be sleeping, either. She's a lovely lady, and she makes the best cakes."

      "Which is why my grandfather has added about ten pounds to his frame this year. He tells me it's love; I think it's cake."

      "Maybe it's both," she said with a laugh, then picked up the mojito the waitress had just set down and took a sip. It was minty and refreshing, exactly what she needed on a beautiful summer night. "How was your day today?"

      "Not bad." He paused as a squeal of tires drew their gaze to the road below. A speeding car came around the bend way over the middle line. A car coming from the opposite direction swerved, but a collision was inevitable.

      She gasped as the impact sent the speeding car toward the edge of the road where there was no guard wall, no barrier to at least a fifty-foot drop.

      They both jumped to their feet as the car flew over the side of the road. A woman on the patio screamed.

      Brodie ran across the patio to the exterior stairs leading down to the road. She quickly followed. The other vehicle had stopped a quarter mile away, on a strip of the highway where there was more of a shoulder.

      Brodie moved across the road, yelling at her to call 9-1-1.

      She realized she'd left her bag on her chair, but it didn't matter; there were already several other people on their phones.

      She ran across the street and saw the car turned upside down in the lake, the front part having landed on a big boulder.

      "Oh, my God," she murmured, putting a hand to her mouth. "How could anyone survive?"

      "Someone did," Brodie said grimly, waving toward the figure in the water, struggling to stay afloat. "I'm going down there."

      "What?" she asked in shock. "It's ridiculously steep."

      "I can make it."

      "But help is on the way."

      "I'm already here."

      "You don't have a rope or anything."

      "Go back across the street. Don't worry. I'll be fine."

      And with that, he moved down the steep rocky hillside with confident, quick steps. She didn't do as he requested. She couldn't go back across the street. She had to stay here. She had to make sure he was all right. Two other young guys joined her.

      "Holy shit," one of them said. "I can't believe he's doing that."

      She couldn't believe it, either, but Brodie hadn't even hesitated, and she could see the fearlessness he'd once been known for. Only this time, he wasn't skiing; he was trying to save someone's life.

      "It wasn't my fault," a middle-aged woman said, as she came toward them, tears streaming down her face. "The car came across the line. I tried to avoid it."

      "You're right. He was driving crazy," she said. "I saw the whole thing from the patio."

      The woman gave her a grateful look. "You'll tell the police that?"

      "I won't have to. That man down there saw it, too. And he's a cop." She bit down on her lip as Brodie reached the edge of a slick rock. He was still at least twenty feet above the water, but there was no way to get any closer.

      Unless, of course, you were willing to jump. Apparently, Brodie was willing.

      He kicked off his shoes and leapt into the lake.

      Holding her breath, she prayed for him to come back to the surface. It seemed to take forever, and then his head bobbed up. He looked around, then swam toward the victim, who was slipping under the water.

      Brodie grabbed the man and began swimming him toward the shore, managing to keep the man's head above water. He pulled him onto a half-submerged rock and began CPR and mouth-to-mouth resuscitation as a fire truck, police car and ambulance pulled up.

      Within minutes, two firefighters were repelling down the hillside with a stretcher in tow. When they reached Brodie, they put the victim into the metal cage and brought him back up to the top where paramedics were waiting.

      Brodie put his shoes back on and climbed up the hill a few minutes later, with the help of a rope this time.

      The crowd broke into applause when he reached the top. He shrugged off their appreciative gratitude with a smile, as water dripped from his hair and clothes. Then he headed toward her. She couldn't help herself. She threw her arms around him and gave him a hug, followed by a kiss.

      "Hey, I thought I was at my limit," he joked as she let him go.

      "What the hell were you thinking, going down the mountain and jumping into the lake like that? You could have fallen. You could have hurt yourself. You could have died." She drew in a shaky breath. "Sorry. I shouldn't be yelling at you. I was scared."

      "I'm okay, Chelsea. I knew what I was doing. I've been rock climbing since I was a kid. And I know mountains from my days as a skier."

      "You should have waited for a rope, at the very least."

      "There wasn't time to wait. He had stopped breathing when I got to him."

      "I saw that. But now…"

      "His heart is beating, and he's breathing. I don't know any more than that. But, hopefully, he survives."

      "Do you think he was drunk or just took the curve too fast?"

      "I have no idea. But we'll figure it out." He paused. "I need to go to the hospital and follow up on this. I'm sorry for cutting our date—our non-date—short."

      "It's fine. Will you call me later and tell me how the man is?"

      "I will. You can get back okay?"

      "Of course." As he started to move away, she grabbed his arm. "Brodie—that was amazing. You were fearless. That man was lucky you were here. You saved his life."

      "Only if he makes it," Brodie said grimly. "I'll call you later."

      She walked back across the road and up the stairs. Her purse was still at her table. She asked the waitress for her bill, but the woman waved her away, saying everything was on the house after that horrifying crash.

      By the time she got in her car and pulled out onto the road, the ambulance was gone, but Brodie was still talking to some of the other responders.

      As she drove past him, he gave her a small wave. She was a little nervous as she drove along the steep, narrow roadway, the crash running through her mind. She breathed a little easier when it widened to two lanes, and then her thoughts returned to Brodie.

      He might have settled for his second career as a cop, but he was very, very good at it. And she liked him even more than she had before.

      She just didn't know what she was going to do about it.
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      Chelsea spent the rest of the night and most of Friday thinking about Brodie instead of work. Even after she'd left school and headed over to the inn to help Lizzie get ready for the party, his image kept flashing through her head.

      She'd gotten a text from him as she was getting ready for bed the previous night. He'd told her that the victim from the car crash was going to survive. Apparently, he was a diabetic who had passed out at the wheel, but he was now in stable condition. She was more than a little happy at the outcome, and she was sure Brodie was relieved, too.

      She'd expressed her admiration once more for his heroic rescue, but he'd brushed it off, telling her it was just part of the job. But he hadn't been on the job, and he'd still jumped into action. That's the kind of man he was.

      He'd then asked her for another non-date. She'd reminded him that Lizzie's party was tonight, and he'd said he'd see her there, which had sent a tingle down her spine.

      Thinking about it now, she felt a similar shiver of anticipation.

      But that shiver eventually turned into sweat as she ran around the inn doing her sister's bidding. By five thirty, everything was ready—at least, she hoped it was. She felt like she'd just run a marathon as she fluffed pillows, wiped down furniture, shuffled books in the salon, and did a last-minute trim on the rose bushes in the side yard.

      Now she was in the kitchen watching Raina, a tall, confident chef with long black hair swept up in a bun, take out a tray of pear and blue cheese pastry triangles from the oven. The food going out on the buffet tables was nothing short of spectacular.

      "Those look perfect," she murmured.

      Raina gave her a happy smile. "Would you like one?"

      Before she could reply, her sister cut in. "Chelsea can wait on eating. I want to make sure we have enough food available for our guests."

      "I guess I can wait," she said dryly, as Lizzie left the room.

      Raina laughed. "Your sister can be a little bossy."

      "She's nervous, but this party will be great, and a lot of that will be due to you. Lizzie is lucky to have you for the summer."

      "I'm the lucky one. I needed some work to keep me sane." Raina set down her hot pads as a server took the tray of pastry puffs out to the dining room. "I love Victor, but I'm starting to realize that being a stepmother is a lot of work and a thankless job."

      "The boys are giving you a hard time?"

      "It's not even that. I just don't know how to interact with a seventeen-year-old and a fourteen-year-old. Marcus just graduated from high school and he's already bored here at the lake. He didn't want to come; he wanted to stay in LA with his friends and his mom. Joel is friendlier and a bit nicer to me, but he just wants to tag along with Marcus, who doesn't want him anywhere near him, so they're always fighting."

      "It sounds difficult," she said sympathetically.

      "I'm only ten years older than Marcus, so I can say nothing to him that he wants to hear."

      "Most teenagers don't want to listen to their parents."

      "And I'm not his mother, something he likes to remind me of often. I'm not even officially a stepmother yet. I wanted us to spend the summer together to make sure I could do this, but honestly, it's been four weeks, and I'm leaning toward breaking up with Vic."

      "I didn't realize it was that bad."

      "Maybe I'm too young, too selfish; I don't know. Vic is a great guy, and I adore him. I just wish there weren't so many years between us, so many different life experiences." Raina paused. "I'm sorry. I'm rambling on."

      "Don't worry about it I just wish I could help."

      "Listening helped." Raina pulled out her phone as it buzzed. "Finally," she muttered. "Marcus is on his way. I talked Lizzie into letting him be a server tonight. He could use a little responsibility. His efforts to get a summer job have been pretty weak. He works for a gardener two mornings a week, but that barely pays him anything, and he's already been late twice, so I'm not confident he'll keep that job very long. All he really wants to do is play with his drone all day long. I can't imagine what kind of trouble he's getting into with that."

      "I saw someone flying a drone on my street last week. It was almost midnight at the time."

      "A bunch of teenagers have them. It could have even been Marcus. He's made a few friends here while hanging out on the beach. I met one of them, and he seemed about as unambitious as Marcus. He told me their summer plans were boats and babes."

      "Oh, to be seventeen again," she said, trying to lighten Raina's tension.

      "I was never that carefree. I had to practically raise myself. There was no time for just lounging around."

      "Is Marcus going to college in the fall?"

      "He's supposed to go to Santa Barbara City College. He didn't get into any of the universities he applied to. Victor thinks he's mad about his parents breaking up three years ago, but I think he's just lazy."

      "Maybe once he gets into college and starts on a new adventure, he'll feel better about everything, including you."

      "I hope so." Raina paused as the subject of their conversation entered the room with a bored, resigned look on his face. Like his movie-star father, Marcus had dark hair and cat-like green eyes. He wore dark jeans and a white button-down shirt, and she had a feeling Marcus probably had no problem scoring boats or babes.

      "I said black pants," Raina told him.

      Marcus shrugged. "I don't have any. If you don't want me to work…"

      "No, you'll work. The party is already starting." Raina turned to an older man, who was in charge of the servers. "Don, this is Marcus. He's ready to do whatever you need him to do."

      "Great," Don said, motioning Marcus over.

      "I better get the next batch of pastries in the oven," Raina said, as Lizzie returned to the kitchen.

      Her sister looked even more stressed. "Our guests are arriving. Chelsea, can you wander through the inn and make sure everyone has everything?"

      "Of course."

      "Keep an eye on the buffet tables, too. If we get low on food or tables need to be bussed, let me know."

      "Don't worry, Liz, it's going to be great," she assured her sister. "You've planned out every last detail. Now, you need to let go and enjoy yourself. Tonight will be perfect."

      "I hope so. It's the first time I've opened up the inn to the public in a big way. I want everyone to be impressed."

      "How could they not? With you in charge and Raina putting out incredible food, this party is going to be talked about for weeks."
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      An hour later, the Firefly Inn was packed. Chelsea squeezed through crowds of people in the salon and dining room, making her way out to the patio, where tiki torches lit up the deepening dusk and a flowing fountain provided a soothing backdrop to the conversation going on at the six small tables set up between the bar and another long buffet table. There were six such buffet tables spread throughout the inn, each featuring cold and hot apps and incredible desserts. Lizzie and Raina had outdone themselves. There was no doubt in her mind that this party would not only launch the Hot August Nights weekend but would also take Lizzie's business to the next level. Her sister had great instincts and a determined, unstoppable passion for making her dreams come true.

      She'd once had a similar tunnel vision obsession for music, for her own dreams, but not anymore. She'd settled for something else, something that was good, that was safe, that wouldn't hurt anyone, especially her.

      Was it enough?

      Most days it felt like it was. But maybe not tonight.

      Pushing that thought out of her head, her gaze moved around the patio once more, wondering why Brodie hadn't shown up yet. Maybe he wasn't coming. Disappointment followed that thought, then irritation with herself. She should not care that he wasn't here. It would be better for her if he didn't show up.

      She didn't know what to do about the attraction between them, the emotional connection that had sparked so fast and so hot. Brodie's determined pursuit of her time and attention was more than a little appealing. But everything about Brodie spelled danger for the life she was leading now. He asked too many questions. He wanted too much. He pushed too hard.

      She needed to push back, push him away.

      She just wished she really wanted to do that.

      With a sigh, she turned around and collided with her brother, Adam. He wore jeans and a steel-blue shirt that set off his eyes. His dark-brown hair was styled, his cheeks cleanly shaven. All her brothers were good-looking men, and even now as he gave her a quick hug, she could see interested gazes coming from a nearby trio of young women.

      She sometimes wondered why Adam seemed so very single all the time. But he was as private as she was, especially when it came to his personal life. She'd only met one of his girlfriends and that had been at least five years ago.

      "How's it going?" Adam asked.

      "Fine. The party is looking to be a huge success. I think Lizzie's business is going to take off. Our little sis is kicking ass."

      "It looks that way," he said with a smile, his gaze sweeping the patio. "Good crowd. Did you come alone?"

      "Of course." She noted a thoughtful gleam in his eyes. "You heard Austin is in town."

      "Lizzie said he showed up here on Wednesday, and you ran off."

      "I did, but I spoke to him yesterday. I reminded him that we were done and that I was not interested in music anymore. So, there's no reason for him to stick around."

      "I'm relieved you're not getting back together. I was never a big fan of that relationship."

      "I thought you liked Austin. You went hiking with him once."

      "I was trying to be a good brother. It took all my willpower not to throw him off the mountain. He talked incessantly about himself. His ego got bigger every year."

      "Unfortunately, it did. Fame can blind you to what's real, and Austin got caught up in it."

      "Do you miss the music, Chelsea?"

      "Sometimes. But all good things come to an end, right?"

      "I don't think that has to be true."

      "Well, it's true for me. Anyway, how was your day? Any more leads on the arsonist? Did Brodie show you the latest picture from Travis?"

      "He did, and I appreciate you trying to help, but you can take a step back now. I'm following up on the vehicle with the other neighbors. I don't need you playing amateur detective when I get paid to do that."

      "I know you're investigating, Adam, but I have Travis in my class. And he trusts me. He's more likely to talk to me than to you, if I keep trying in a very gentle way."

      "You need to let it be, Chelsea. I don't want you in the middle of this. It's not a game."

      "I know that. But you don't have any clues, so what's the harm in me working this angle?"

      "If Travis did see something, then he could be in danger, and if he told you about it, you could be in danger as well as his family. Leave it alone."

      She was annoyed by his blunt words. Even though she didn't want to be in the middle of the investigation, she also didn't appreciate being told by her big brother what to do or not do. She was about to tell Adam that when she realized he was no longer paying her any attention. His gaze had moved to the woman who'd just stepped onto the patio.

      Chloe wore a soft yellow floral sundress with wedge sandals. Her brown hair was loose around her shoulders, and while she was still carrying a little extra baby weight, she looked beautiful and more rested than she had in a while. Maybe she'd gotten some good news about Kevin.

      As she glanced back at her brother, she saw a gleam of appreciation in his eyes that seemed a bit friendlier than was appropriate. Not that she thought anything was going on. Chloe was in love with her husband, and Adam would never mess with a married woman. He was not that kind of a man. Maybe she was misreading things. He was probably just happy to see Chloe out and about, as was she.

      "I'm so glad Chloe came," she said. "Gianna and Zach offered to babysit, but last I heard she still wasn't sure she wanted to leave Leo alone or that she was in the mood for a party."

      "It's good for her to get out. She needs to take care of herself as well as her son."

      "I agree. I just want Kevin to come home already."

      "I do, too," he said crisply. "I'm going to get a drink. Do you want something?"

      "I'll take a glass of champagne."

      "Coming right up."

      As Adam left, Chloe joined her, along with Keira, who had apparently slipped in right behind Chloe. Keira, a dark-eyed brunette, had grown up with Chloe, Gianna, and Hannah and had recently taken over her mother's real estate company. While Chloe had a softer, gentler vibe, Keira tended to buzz with ambition, and even though she'd given up her first-choice career of fashion design, she still dressed with more style than anyone in Whisper Lake, tonight wearing a short, bright cocktail dress that clung to her curves.

      "This party looks like it's going amazingly well," Chloe commented.

      "Lizzie must be happy," Keira added. "Where is she?"

      "She's flying around from group to group like a busy bee," she replied with a smile. "I catch glimpses of her every now and then. I'm sure she'll be by to say hello." She turned to Chloe. "I'm so glad you could make it, Chloe."

      "Thanks to Gianna and Zach. I owe them. Actually, I owe all of you more than I could ever repay."

      "No repayment necessary," Keira put in. "We're friends. When someone is in need, we're there. You'd do the same for any of us."

      "I would. I just hope I never have to." Chloe cleared her throat. "So, how was your date the other night, Chelsea?"

      "Wait, you had a date?" Keira cut in with an interested gleam in her brown eyes.

      "It wasn't a date."

      "It was with Brodie McGuire, the skier turned cop," Chloe added for Keira's benefit.

      "The hot cop? I've been hearing a lot about him at my yoga class. How was he?"

      "He was nice. He was fine. It was a thank-you dinner. He helped me catch the cat I'm watching. It was not a big deal." She didn't mention that she had dinner and drinks with him two other times since then.

      "If it wasn't a big deal, then why are your cheeks flushed and your blue eyes so bright?" Keira teased.

      "Because I'm tired of people trying to turn this into something."

      "Sorry," Chloe said, giving her an apologetic smile. "I shouldn't have brought it up."

      She blew out a breath, realizing she was completely overreacting to a little friendly interest from her friends. "No, I'm sorry. I didn't mean to jump down your throats."

      "You like him, but you don't want to," Keira said. "That's why you're so determined to tell us you're not interested."

      "I don't like that you're so smart," she said with a sigh.

      Keira laughed. "I have more insight over other people's relationships than I do my own."

      "Are you in a relationship?" Chloe queried, turning her thoughtful gaze on Keira.

      "No. I just meant that in general terms. I did have a date a few days ago, but he was just so boring, I almost fell asleep. It's too bad, because he had really great hair, thick and blond and falling over his eyes in that sexy way. But when he opened his mouth, nothing exciting came out."

      "Maybe you should give him another chance," she suggested. "He could have been nervous."

      "I don't think so. I know when to cut my losses."

      Adam came over with a tray of champagne glasses. "I hope you ladies are thirsty," he said with a smile.

      "I am," she said, taking a glass.

      "Not me," Keira said. "I've had one too many champagne headaches. I think I'll find a soda."

      As Keira left, Chloe took a glass of champagne and smiled at Adam. "Lizzie really does have her entire family working this event."

      He grinned back at her. "I do what I can. It's good to see you out."

      "It's good to be seen," she said with a helpless shrug. "Even though I feel a little guilty."

      "About leaving your son?" Adam asked.

      "That, but also because of Kevin…I'm caught in this crazy place where I go between hopeful and defeated. Anyway, I promised myself I was not going to talk about Kevin tonight." She took a sip of her champagne. "Please, someone else talk."

      Hearing the desperate note in Chloe's voice, she wanted to oblige, but there were so many things she didn't want to talk about, she didn't know what to say. Then a male voice came from behind her, and her heart skipped a beat.

      "Looks like I found the right group," Brodie said, moving in next to her, his shoulder brushing hers. "Is that champagne up for grabs?"

      "It is," Adam said, handing Brodie the last glass on the tray.

      "Thanks," Brodie said, taking a sip. "There's a good crowd here tonight."

      "The party is going very well," she agreed. "The food is excellent, too. You should check out the buffet tables. There's one in every room, and they're all a little different."

      "Maybe in a bit. Have you eaten?"

      "Not yet. Lizzie gave me strict orders to make sure there was enough food for the guests," she said. "Trust me, she's in no danger of running out."

      "Then we can eat together later."

      "Well, I'm starving now," Chloe declared. "And since I'm under no such orders to wait, I think I'll hit one of the buffet tables. Do you want to join me, Adam?"

      "Absolutely," Adam replied.

      "And then there were two," Brodie said, gazing down at her with his warm brown eyes.

      She sipped champagne, her pulse beating a little too fast. She needed to calm down. He was just a man, maybe a really attractive man, who could kiss like a dream. But that wasn't going to happen again.

      "How was your day, Chelsea?"

      "It was fine."

      "Anything new with Travis?"

      "No. We actually didn't do art today. There were guest speakers in all the classrooms. The kids got to meet the TV weatherman today."

      "That's cool."

      "I showed Adam the picture. He told me to tell you to butt out."

      "He gave me that message directly."

      "He's right. I shouldn't have put you in the middle of this."

      "You didn't put me there; I put myself there. But I'm not sure what else I can do anyway. So, I will leave it to you and Adam and the fire investigators to figure out if the van with the flower in Travis's picture has significance."

      "We will leave no stone unturned."

      "I'm sure you won't. You know, I did have an interesting conversation with Raina—Lizzie's chef. Her stepson, Marcus, who is somewhere around here acting as a server, has a drone. She said he flies it with his friends."

      "That is interesting. Where does he live?"

      "Nowhere near us, but one of his friends might be in our neighborhood. Marcus is the son of Victor Fox, the film actor. They're here for the summer."

      "So, rich kid."

      "With not a lot else to do. He apparently works a couple mornings a week for a landscaper." She stopped abruptly. "Oh, my God, I just put that together—drone—landscaper."

      Brodie's gaze widened as he saw the connection. "Where is this kid?"

      "I don't know. I saw him in the kitchen earlier." She scanned the patio, but there was no sign of Marcus. "I don't see him right now, but he could be inside somewhere."

      "I'd like to talk to him. Point him out if you see him."

      "I will."

      "But don't tell your brother I'm involving you again," he said dryly.

      "By pointing out a kid who probably has nothing to do with any of this?"

      "Adam still wouldn't like it."

      "Well, I'm not worried about him." She licked her lips as Brodie's warm gaze swept across her face. Now that they'd stopped talking about the fires, she felt like things were getting a lot more personal.

      "Chelsea—"

      "Brodie—" she said, as their words collided.

      "You first," he said.

      Before she could speak, a microphone crackled, and her gaze moved toward the band that had been playing background music. They'd set down their instruments as Austin stepped up to the mic.

      Her heart stopped. "What the hell is he doing?"

      Brodie snatched the champagne glass out of her hand, just as her fingers let go. "Easy," he murmured.

      "I have to get out of here," she said wildly, but the crowd behind them was pushing forward and people inside of the inn were coming out to see what was happening.

      Brodie put their glasses down on a nearby table and took her hand. "I've got you," he said, leading her through the crowd. But it was slow going, and Austin was starting to speak.

      "Lizzie Cole is one of the most wonderful people I've ever met," Austin said.

      His words surprised her, and she paused, swinging her gaze back toward his.

      He was looking straight at her.

      "But it was her sister Chelsea I fell in love with," he continued. "She's the woman who inspired my most popular song. Tonight, I'd like to sing it for her and for you."

      Her breath stalled once more in her chest. He was going to sing their song, right here, right now?

      She could feel the attention swinging in her direction. All those eyes, all that curiosity. Her heart was pounding so hard against her chest, she didn't think she could breathe or move. She was trapped. The panic, the anxiety, raced through her like a tsunami. She was going under. She was going down. She felt herself sway.

      But there was a strong grip on her hand, on her arm. Brodie yanked her forward, put his arm around her shoulders and blasted through the people behind them.

      Austin started to play. She tried not to listen.

      And then Lizzie and Adam were in front of her, and they held the crowd back, as she and Brodie made their way through the inn and out the front door. They were practically running down the block. A light flashed in her eyes and she stumbled, but Brodie kept her on her feet. She had the feeling someone had taken a photo or two, but she didn't want to look. And then Brodie was shoving her into his car and peeling away from the curb.

      It took her a minute to fasten her seat belt. Finally, it clicked in.

      She thought Brodie was driving her home, but they were headed in the opposite direction.

      "Where are we going?" she asked.

      "Some place quiet, where you can breathe again, where you won't have to worry about who's going to come knocking on your door." He flung her a quick look. "Can you trust me, Chelsea?"

      At this moment, he felt like the only one she could trust. "Yes," she murmured. "Don't let me down."
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      Brodie drove for twenty minutes, winding his way around the lake. As the traffic and city lights faded into the night shadows, Chelsea felt her tension ease. She still couldn't quite believe that Austin had shown up at the inn, or that he'd taken over the microphone to sing the song he'd written for her. Had he heard nothing she'd said yesterday?

      Clearly, he didn't care about what she'd said. He didn't care about her at all. It was all about him. It had probably always been about him, but she just hadn't seen it.

      She'd been blind to so many things, and Austin was at the top of that list.

      Brodie finally turned off the highway, driving down a dirt road. Then he parked and shut off the engine.

      "Where are we?" she asked.

      "Butterfly Beach. You've never been here before?"

      "No. I've never even heard of it."

      "It's not much, but it's peaceful and quiet. And during the day, you can see butterflies everywhere. Want to take a walk?"

      She nodded, then unfastened her seat belt and got out of the car. Brodie turned on the flashlight on his phone, and a bright stream of light lit up the path, although, it wasn't completely necessary. There was a full moon and a starry sky overhead.

      The path ended on a sandy beach in a small cove with a couple of picnic tables and barbecues. The water lapped gently against the shoreline, and with the way the coastline meandered around hills of rock, the beach felt completely private.

      Maybe a little too private, she thought, as Brodie took a seat on top of a picnic table, patting the spot next to him.

      But he'd asked her to trust him, and she did. It felt a little surprising to silently admit that, because trust wasn't something she was comfortable with anymore.

      She sat down next to him, leaving a good foot between them, and for several long minutes, they just looked out at the lake. Brodie was certainly giving her plenty of time to regroup, something she greatly appreciated. She had a feeling there were dozens of questions pressing against his lips, but so far, he'd managed to hold them back.

      Finally, she said, "I'm admiring your patience."

      "I'm glad there's something about me you admire."

      "There are actually several things," she admitted. "You must think I'm a crazy person."

      "No. But I think you need to talk to Austin again."

      "I spoke to him yesterday."

      "You did? When? You didn't mention that when we were having drinks."

      "I didn't have a chance. But he came by the school and I was very clear about not wanting to talk to him or sing with him."

      "Wait—he wanted you to sing with him?"

      "Yes. He wants me to write and sing a duet. His sales are apparently tanking, and he thinks I'm his ticket back to the top. He even said I wouldn't have to sing in public or tour. I could just record in the studio. He thinks our fans will be over the moon at the chance to hear us sing together once more."

      "That's probably true. I'm sure your fans would want you to sing again, whether it's with Austin, or just on your own."

      "I can't do it, Brodie. I told Austin that. But he's apparently more desperate than I realized."

      "I thought he was very successful."

      "Success doesn't last forever, and, frankly, Austin always cared more about hits than music that would stand the test of time. Maybe that's not fair to say, but I thought he was a lot better before he got famous. Then he started singing about things he didn't care about. There was no depth to his songs. They didn't feel real. I think his fans started to pick up on that. But he just kept putting out more songs, like quantity could hide the fact that there wasn't a lot of substance there. I saw that even before I left him. I tried to tell him, but he didn't want to hear me. His own voice was too loud."

      Brodie nodded. "That makes a lot of sense. Surely he must have known you'd say no to this request."

      "He thought he could sweeten the deal by telling me I didn't have to perform the song, but I know there would be pressure to go on stage, and I can't do it." She drew in another breath. "I had the same anxiety attack tonight that I had the last time I hit the stage. I couldn't breathe. I was afraid I'd pass out."

      "You looked like you were ready to keel over."

      "But you got me out of there. Thank you—again. You keep coming to my rescue. But then, you come to a lot of people's rescue, don't you?"

      "It's been a busy week," he said lightly.

      "Yes, it has." She drew in a breath. "I know you're curious, Brodie."

      "I am, but it's your story to tell, if and when you want to tell it."

      She felt terribly torn. "I thought if I never talked about it, I might be able to forget it."

      "But you can't forget it, can you? You're haunted by whatever it is." His gaze bored into hers. "If you don't want to tell me, Chelsea, tell someone—Lizzie, or Adam. They're strong enough to deal with the press if they come calling. But you can't keep it inside."

      "I'm ashamed," she whispered.

      "Why?"

      "Because I was so caught up in myself, I didn't realize what impact my music, my songs, my words could have on someone."

      His gaze narrowed. "What happened?"

      Could she really tell him?

      A solid minute passed. She wanted to tell him, but it would put a burden on him. "You can't tell anyone, Brodie."

      "I know that. You can trust me not to talk."

      "All right. Here goes. They were teenagers. She was seventeen and a senior in high school. He was eighteen and a freshman in college. They'd been dating for seven months. He thought they were in love. She thought so, too, for a while. Until she started listening to my music, to a song called 'No More'. I wrote it three years ago, when I started to realize that Austin wasn't right for me. It was about accepting that I'd made the wrong choice and finding the courage to speak out, to end what wasn't good."

      Brodie stared back at her, his gaze encouraging.

      "God, I don't know if I can say the rest." Her stomach was churning.

      "Take your time."

      She swallowed hard, then continued. "The girl came to one of my concerts. She was in the front row. She touched my hand when I first came on the stage and said I'd changed her life. I didn't know what she meant. I didn't think twice about it. I started my show, and I sang my heart out, and she was right there with me. I felt like we were in sync. She was understanding everything I had to say. But I didn't know then…"

      The lump in her throat grew larger.

      "What didn't you know?" he asked gently.

      She forced some air into her lungs. "I didn't know that she'd broken up with her boyfriend the night before my show. She'd been inspired by my lyrics to end what wasn't right. But he didn't take it well. He was in love, and she was his life. Without her, he didn't feel he had anything. He took his life the night of that concert. And the next morning, the police knocked on my door."

      "Why?"

      "He'd left a letter addressed to me. He blamed me for the breakup. He said his girlfriend didn't understand that I was just making shit up, that I didn't know anything about them, or their relationship. He accused me of brainwashing girls to be like me. He said…" She blinked rapidly, as the tears threatened to fall. "He said I was the reason he was dead. My music killed him."

      Her voice broke. All the pain and emotion she'd been holding back for the last eighteen months came rushing out. She didn’t want to cry, but the tears came, and the gulping sobs. Suddenly, she was in Brodie's arms, her head buried against his solid chest, as the dam broke. She cried for that sad kid. She cried for his parents, who would never be whole again. She cried for the girl who had been swamped with guilt after the suicide. And she cried for herself, for the loss of everything that had meant so much to her.

      She'd always known if she talked, the pain would be unbearable, and it was.

      If Brodie hadn't been holding her, she would have collapsed, but he'd told her when they'd left the party that he had her…and, somehow, he did.
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      Brodie's mind raced as he mentally grappled with the story that Chelsea had just told him. He had a million questions, but none that he could ask.

      Chelsea was crying with the pain of someone who had been deeply wounded. It was agonizing to listen to her. He wanted to help, but beyond holding her tight and stroking her back, he didn't know what to do. There was nothing he could say to make her feel better. He couldn't fix this, no matter how much he wanted to.

      He now understood why she'd quit music, why she hadn't told anyone her reasons. At least, he thought he understood, but he wasn't completely sure.

      Had she wanted to protect the kids' families? Or had she been so devastated by her perceived role in the tragedy that she'd been unwilling to share the story?

      Maybe it was both. Maybe it was something else. He wanted her to keep talking, but she needed to let go of all the pain first.

      He hoped the tears would be cathartic, that they would release her from the emotional prison she'd put herself in.

      Finally, her sobs began to subside. His shirt was soaked with her tears, but he didn't give a damn. If he could give her any comfort, he would, because she'd tortured herself enough.

      She lifted her head and gave him an apologetic look. "Sorry," she said, embarrassment in her gaze now. "I didn't mean to do that."

      "You needed to let it out."

      She sniffed and wiped her eyes with her fingers. "I'm a mess."

      She was a beautiful mess, and his heart went out to her. "Do you feel any better?"

      "I don't know." She shrugged. "A little, maybe. I've never told anyone the whole story. I tried not to take on all the responsibility in the beginning. I told myself it wasn't my fault. But when I went on stage three nights later, and I saw all those girls in the front row, looking at me with adoration and respect, all I could think about was that other girl, the one who'd touched my hand, and told me I'd changed her life. I froze. All I could think about was what those kids were thinking, what they were taking from my music, what they would do with the inspiration. I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. The world started to spin. The lights were so hot. I couldn't breathe. I thought I was going to die right there on the stage. And then one of my band members stepped forward and led me off."

      "That must have been terrifying," he said quietly.

      "The official story was that I was exhausted. I needed a break."

      "Why didn't the real story come out? You were living such a public life."

      "The only people who read the boy's letter were the police, the boy's parents, and me. They didn't want the letter to be shared with anyone else, not even the girl who'd broken up with him. They wanted their son to have his dignity. I guess it was some small solace. I don't know. I did think the story might leak, but as the weeks and months passed, and nothing happened, I thought maybe it was over."

      "I'm still a little surprised you didn't tell Lizzie or your parents. Was it just to protect them from having to lie? Or were you afraid they'd try to talk you into singing again? Or that they'd try to convince you it wasn't your fault?"

      "That was part of it," she admitted.

      "It was easier to let everyone believe that exhaustion, the pressure of the tour, your problems with Austin were behind your decision to leave music."

      She stared back at him. "That's pretty accurate."

      "But your family knows there's more behind your retirement. They keep hoping you'll tell them."

      "Yes, but what I said before—about not wanting to put them in the position of having to lie—that's still true."

      "And Austin doesn't have a clue as to why you got anxiety on stage?"

      She shook her head. "No. Maybe if he'd called me back, if he'd come home, if he'd realized that I needed him, I would have told him. But he didn't come back for almost a month. By then, I was done."

      He bit down on his lip as the words she didn't want to hear pressed against his lips. He turned away from her, gazing out at the lake, fighting off the urge to tell her what he thought.

      "Brodie?" she questioned.

      "What?"

      "Just say it. Your soaked shirt has earned you that right."

      He turned back to her. "It's not your fault, none of it. You don't want to hear it, but it's true."

      "I've tried to believe that; I have. But I keep seeing those shaky, scrawled words. The pain was right there on the page in front of me. The hopelessness. The despair." Her chest lifted as she took another deep breath. "My music inspired the breakup. My music inspired his suicide. How do I let that go?"

      "I don't know, but you need to figure out a way. Because this life you've created for yourself—it isn't the real you."

      "It's the real me now. I can be a teacher and not a singer."

      "And you don't think you have any influence as a teacher?" he challenged.

      Surprise flashed through her eyes. "I teach little kids."

      "So?"

      "I don't tell them what to do in their personal lives; I teach them about chords and notes. It's all very basic."

      "You're still a role model."

      "It's different."

      He wasn't going to argue that point. "Did you ever talk to the girl again? Do you know what happened to her?"

      "No. And if I'm being honest, I think part of my stage paralysis came from the idea that she might show up again, only this time she'd accuse me of killing her boyfriend."

      "Maybe their relationship was terrible. Perhaps it was a good thing she broke up with him. Clearly, he had emotional issues. Those issues didn't come from your song, and I don't think they even came from his breakup with his girlfriend. What do you know about him?"

      "Nothing really. Just what I told you, the basic details." She paused. "There's a part of me that knows there was more to what happened than just my song, but I was still part of a tragedy. I never ever wanted to hurt anyone, Brodie. I wanted my music to touch people's hearts, resonate in some profound way, maybe entertain or bring much-needed escape. I didn't realize that there could be a dark side to all that."

      "It's all about perspective, isn't it? Our favorite music is a backdrop to our lives. When I hear certain songs, they take me to a moment or to a feeling, and that's a good thing. It's like seeing an old friend. It's a reminder of who I once was."

      "Or a reminder of what you don't have, what you've lost, what you'll never get," she countered.

      "Right. But as the creator, you can't control what happens after your music is heard. No artist can do that. Your product is solely yours until you release it into the world, and then it belongs to the public. They get to have their reaction. They can love it or hate it or not care about it at all. You can't change any of that. You don't have that much power."

      "I suppose that's true. I've never thought of it in exactly that way. Not that people haven't hated my music. I've had bad reviews."

      "And good ones, too."

      "But the bad ones always stick in my head."

      "I know. I've read some bad reviews about myself. Some people thought I was washed up years before I crashed. I let them down when I lost. It took me a long time to divorce myself from that kind of pressure.  My successes and failures belonged solely to me. I was in an individual sport, and if people were disappointed when I didn't meet their expectations, well, there wasn't much I could do about that."

      "I get that. But what happened with this kid…it goes beyond a bad review. How could I ever risk something like that occurring again?"

      "Life is filled with risk, Chelsea."

      "It doesn’t have to be. I don't have to sing or play again. I don't have to get on a stage."

      "No, you don't. And if you're truly happy not doing either of those things, then that's your choice. But are you happy?"

      "Is anyone truly happy? Are you content being a cop, or was it just your second choice?"

      He frowned at her question, reminded of the conversation he'd had earlier with his father. "I don't know," he said honestly.

      She gave him a look of surprise. "I thought you were going to tell me you were completely content."

      "I do like my job, and I think it's worth doing. I just need to be sure I'm not running away."

      "What would you be running away from?" she asked in confusion.

      "I talked to my father yesterday. I was going to tell you about it when we had drinks. Anyway, he has a job opportunity that involves me hosting a TV show about sports, a news magazine kind of deal."

      "Wow, that's big. What did you tell him?"

      "That I'd think about it."

      "It sounds exciting. But you said it was difficult for you to be around skiers."

      "Which is why I have to decide if I'm settling or if I'm choosing a different life because it's what makes me happy now. You need to do the same. I told you we were on similar tracks."

      She gave him a faint smile. "It does look that way. I don't think I could ever go back to the stage. Even the way I felt tonight was terrifying. I know that makes me a coward."

      "It makes you human. I can't imagine what you went through. Honestly, Chelsea, it's a tragic story. And I completely understand why your life was shattered over it. I just don't want that tragedy to define your whole life."

      "And I don't want your accident to define your whole life."

      "So we help each other get to where we need to go."

      "You are not asking me for another date," she said, a lighter note in her voice now.

      "We're not dating. We're just spending time together."

      "Why you'd want to spend time with an emotional mess like me is baffling."

      "Well, I'm not perfect, either."

      She gazed into his eyes. "Thank you, Brodie. I actually do feel better. Would you mind taking me home now? I'll get my car from the inn tomorrow."

      He didn't want to take her home. He wanted to keep talking to her. He wanted to hold her in his arms again, but this wasn't the night for that. She was emotionally drained, and what she needed right now was a friend. He could be that for her.

      "Of course," he said, as he slid off the table.

      "Thank you. I also have to ask you again to keep my secret. Maybe that's not fair, but it's the way it is."

      "Your secret is safe with me, Chelsea. But secrets always have a way of coming out. You need to prepare for that, because this secret isn't only yours. There are other people involved, and you can't stop them from talking."

      "They would have talked by now if they wanted to. It's been over a year and a half."

      "That's not that long. And with Austin stirring things up about you, who knows what comes next."

      She gave him an unhappy look at that reminder. "I need Austin to leave."

      "Unfortunately, I don't think that's going to happen any time soon. I also have a feeling that if Austin's career is floundering, he'll find any way he can to keep the press interested in him. If he can use you to do that…"

      "He will," she finished. "But he doesn't know the truth. Thank God, I never told him."

      "Yes. But from what you've told me about him, I have a feeling that won't stop him from making up whatever truth will serve him best."
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      Chelsea awoke to a loud pounding sound on Saturday morning. She rolled over in bed, realizing it was almost eleven. She couldn't believe she'd slept so long. Maybe it had been the result of pouring out her heart to Brodie. She was still shocked she'd told him the whole story, but she had to admit she felt better.

      The loud knocking came again. Someone was at her door. She got out of bed, throwing a robe over her T-shirt and PJ shorts. She peered out the peephole. If it was Austin, she was definitely not answering. But it wasn't Austin; it was Lizzie.

      She sighed, turned the dead bolt and opened the door.

      "Well, it's about damn time," Lizzie said, worry in her green eyes. "Why the hell haven't you answered my texts or calls?"

      "I was asleep."

      "It's eleven o'clock. You never sleep past six."

      "I was exhausted." She closed and locked the door behind her sister. "I need coffee." She padded into the kitchen, her sister on her heels. As she turned on the coffeemaker, she said, "I'm fine, by the way."

      "I don't believe you," Lizzie said with a frown, as she slid onto a stool at her island. "Not after last night."

      She pulled out a mug and set it on the counter as she waited for the coffee to brew. "What happened after I left?"

      "Austin finished the song to a round of applause, and then I kicked him out, after telling him what a shithead he was."

      She turned to see the fire in her younger sister's eyes. "Thanks for that."

      "I had no idea he was going to crash the party and grab the mic."

      "I didn't think you did."

      "I can't believe he ambushed you like that. The look on your face…" Lizzie's lips tightened. "It reminded me of that last night on the stage."

      "You weren't there that night."

      "I watched the video."

      "I did not know that."

      "I was looking for clues, since you weren't talking to me. I saw fear and panic, but I still don't know what happened then or what happened last night. You and Austin were never particularly tumultuous, but now it seems there's a tremendous amount of tension between you."

      "Because he won't take no for an answer. He doesn't want me back in his life; he wants me to write and perform a song with him. I refused. He's determined to change my mind. But I never imagined he would take it as far as he did last night."

      "I asked him what he was thinking, and he told me that he wanted to remind you of who you used to be. He begged me to talk to you, to encourage you not to give up on your gift, to tell you that you're too special to hide away in this town."

      She met her sister's gaze. "What did you say?"

      "That I support you in whatever you want to do."

      "Good answer."

      "Oh, and Adam told him if he didn't leave you alone, he would persuade you to get a restraining order."

      "Sometimes I like his big brother attitude," she said with a faint smile. "But it doesn't need to go that far. Austin will eventually have to give up on this crazy idea of his. He'll move on and find some other duet partner."

      "Your voices did blend in an amazing way. When he was singing your song, it did remind me of who you used to be, the girl who was always strumming a guitar, singing a song, jotting down words she could use in a song."

      Her gut tightened. "That girl is gone."

      "Can she come back?"

      She sighed. "I don't know."

      "I wish you could talk to me, Chelsea. We used to be able to speak about anything."

      She couldn't do it again. She couldn't say everything she'd said last night. Maybe it hadn't been fair to tell Brodie, but his strong shoulders, his objectivity, seemed like it could carry the burden of her secrets. Lizzie would be swamped with emotion, with pain, and the last thing she wanted to do was put the weight of her secrets on anyone in her family. "Let's talk about your fabulous party instead."

      Her sister made a face at her. "Nice dodge."

      "There's no point in looking backward, Liz. And you do not need to worry about me. I'll be okay."

      "Does that mean you're admitting you're not okay now?"

      "You always were a little too smart. I have to handle my life my way. I'm not trying to hurt you. I hope you can understand."

      "I'm trying. Can I ask one more question?"

      "Can I stop you?"

      "You left with Brodie. It seems like you two are getting to be good friends."

      "I didn't hear a question."

      "Is there something else going on? Are there sparks perhaps?"

      She saw the hopeful gleam in her sister's eyes. "I think Brodie sets off sparks wherever he goes."

      "I'm going to take that as a yes. Where did you go after you left the inn?"

      "We went to the lake. It was quiet. I had a chance to catch my breath."

      "I'm glad he was there for you. He got you out of the inn so fast, I barely knew what was happening."

      "He's a good guy. But I'm not looking for a relationship. I need to be on my own."

      "You really don't need to be on your own. Why not give Brodie a chance? He fits your new lifestyle."

      "Maybe," she murmured.

      Lizzie raised a brow. "What does that mean?"

      "I'm not sure if he'll stay in Whisper Lake. He mentioned some other possible offers."

      "I thought he liked it here."

      "I think it's more about his old life calling him back. Anyway, do you want coffee?"

      "I do. Pour me a cup and then we'll talk about my amazing party, until you're so bored you'll be dying to talk about Brodie again."

      She laughed. "That sounds like a plan. But I don't think you could bore me if you tried, Lizzie. I'm very proud of you, little sis. And speaking of men, is there anyone you're interested in?"

      "Honestly, I have had no time to look. The only relationship I'm in right now is with an inn that requires a lot of tender, loving care."

      "But will the inn love you back?" she teased.

      "That's to be determined. I will say that after the party and the cleanup, I'm ready to enjoy the rest of the weekend. Want to hit up the art fair with me?"

      "I don't think so." She wasn't sure she wanted to brave the public eye after last night.

      "Why not?"

      "I just feel so stupid. Your guests must have thought I was crazy."

      "Those people care about you. And you don't have any reason to feel stupid. I'm sure they just thought you were upset your ex showed up. We've all wanted to run out of a room when that happens."

      "You're being nice. I'm sure everyone is gossiping about me."

      "And you're going to let the gossips stop you from having a life? Come on, Chelsea. You're the one who keeps saying you don't want to look back. If you want to move forward, you need to stop worrying what people will think. Just be you. It's enough." Lizzie paused. "If you won't come to the fair, how about the twilight paddleboard races? The sun will be going down. There will be plenty of shadows for you to hide in. We can have a picnic dinner on the beach with Gianna and Zach, and his little girl, Hailey. Also, Chloe and Leo are planning to come. Adam said if all is calm, and he can leave work, he'll be there, too."

      Seeing the stubborn gleam in Lizzie's eyes, Chelsea knew she couldn't say no again. "Fine. I'll meet you there. Oh, wait. My car is still at the inn."

      "Do you want to come and get it now? Or I can just pick you up on my way to the beach later."

      "To make sure I actually come?" she asked.

      Lizzie laughed. "Okay, you got me. But seriously, what's easier?"

      Since she needed to pull herself together, she said, "You can pick me up. I'll get the car tonight. Do we need to bring some food to the beach? I can see what I have here."

      "Don't worry about it. We have food left over from the party. Raina didn't want to take it home, so I'll bring it to the picnic."

      "Will Raina be joining us?"

      "I'm not sure. We had a little problem last night with her almost-stepson."

      "What happened?"

      "Marcus was smoking weed in the back of the yard and some of the guests took notice. In fact, one person was worried a fire had been set in the garage. Everyone's nerves are on edge these days. Anyway, Raina was upset with Marcus, not that he seemed to care. That kid has a big attitude. We had to send him home."

      "I'm sorry to hear that. Raina told me she's very conflicted about being a stepmother to kids who are not that much younger than she is, but she loves Vic."

      "Maybe he needs to get more involved in those kids. I think the boys run pretty wild."

      "Hopefully, they can't get into too much trouble in Whisper Lake," she said, wondering once more if it was possible that Marcus could be involved in the fires. It didn't seem likely, but he had been in town since they'd started. Although, if the arsonist was the same person who had set Janet Robbins's house on fire sixteen years ago, that wouldn't have been Marcus.

      She wondered if Brodie would remember to follow-up with Marcus. She could remind him. Or she could stop trying to find reasons to talk to him again.

      "Is the coffee ready?" Lizzie asked, distracting her.

      "Yes." She poured her sister a mug and then filled one for herself. She was definitely going to need coffee to deal with the rest of the day.
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      The weekend festival was going well, the crowds bigger than previous years. But with only a few minor incidents that were dealt with quickly and easily, Brodie was able to get off work at four and head to the beach. He'd changed into board shorts and a T-shirt and was looking forward to spending time on the water.

      Adam was on his way as well, and he was hopeful Chelsea would make it, too. But after last night, there was also a good chance she'd be hiding out in her house today. He'd texted her earlier to see if she'd had any more problems with Austin, but she'd told him all was quiet on that front and thanked him again for giving her a shoulder to cry on.

      He'd been happy to do that, but he wanted to be more to her than a shoulder to cry on. Maybe now that she'd told him her secret, she'd be able to relax with him. She wouldn't be worrying about keeping him out of her life, because he was already there. At least, that was the hope. She might go the other way and try to push him away even more, afraid that he'd blow her secret out of the water if they stayed in the same orbit.

      He parked behind a Chinese restaurant a couple of blocks from the beach. He'd delivered the owner's son in the back of his patrol car two months earlier when their vehicle had broken down two miles from the medical center. Since then, the owner, Wei Zhang, had told him he could park behind his restaurant any time he couldn't find a spot by the beach, and today was definitely one of those days.

      As he got out of his car, Wei came through the kitchen door and gave him a wave. In his early thirties, Wei and his wife, Min, had taken over Wei's parents' restaurant three years ago. Wei was a thin, muscular man, who'd graduated from UC Berkeley and when he wasn't cooking, he also enjoyed racing speedboats, an activity that they were still planning to share one day.

      "Are you participating in the races?" Wei asked him, nodding to the paddleboard on the roof of his Range Rover.

      "I'm going to give it a shot. How's business this weekend?"

      "Very busy," he said with a grin. "Very profitable."

      "Glad to hear it, but it sounds like you won't be getting down to the beach today."

      "Not today. Min and her sister took the baby down there a few hours ago."

      "I'll keep an eye out for them. I'm glad everyone is well now." It had been a scary few weeks for the family with the premature birth.

      "Thanks to you," Wei said, heartfelt gratitude in his eyes. "Are you meeting friends on the beach?"

      "Yes. I think there's a picnic happening."

      "Then you must wait one second," Wei said, hurrying back into the restaurant.

      While he was waiting, he took the paddleboard down and leaned it up against the car. A moment later, Wei returned with a large brown bag. "Appetizers for you and your friends."

      "That's great. How much do I owe you?" He took his wallet out of the pocket of his shorts, but Wei immediately waved it away.

      "It's on the house," he said. "You are the reason my wife and child are healthy. I can never repay you."

      "You don't have to repay me. I was doing my job, and I was happy I could help."

      "Go. Enjoy. And win that race."

      "I'll do my best." Arguing with Wei was pointless, and now he wouldn't feel guilty showing up at Lizzie's picnic without anything to contribute.

      He tucked the board under one arm, carrying the bag in the other, and headed to the beach. The barbecues were smoking, the picnic tables were full, and there was a band playing on a grassy area nearby. There were people everywhere enjoying the warm sunshine and the gentle waves of Whisper Lake.

      Following Adam's directions, he found Lizzie and Chelsea sitting on a blanket along with Gianna, Zach, and his little girl Hailey. Chloe was nearby, but it was Chelsea who was holding baby Leo. He paused, watching her for a moment, his heart twisting at the expression of tender love on her face as she stroked the baby's head. He liked seeing her like this—no fear, no worry, no protective mask over her eyes. He just didn't know if the mask would come back when she lifted her gaze from the baby, when she saw him. He really hoped not. He wanted the door that had opened between them last night to stay that way.

      He moved forward, setting down his board on the sand, as he nodded to Lizzie, whose gaze met his. She nudged Chelsea with her bare foot, and Chelsea looked up.

      A smile immediately crossed her lips, and they exchanged a very personal look that made his pulse beat a little faster.

      "Brodie, you made it," Chloe said, drawing his gaze to hers. "I hope that means the weekend is not creating any big problems for the police department."

      "Not so far. Adam is on his way as well. How's everyone doing?"

      "We're having a great time," Lizzie replied. She waved her hand toward a half-dozen plastic containers and two large coolers. "We have food from last night's party, cold beer, sodas, and wine. What can I get you?"

      "I'm good for now. In fact, I have Chinese food for you. It's hot, so help yourselves."

      "What did you bring?" Lizzie asked, as he handed her the bag.

      "I have no idea. Wei Zhang gave it to me as a gift. He's still paying me back for delivering his wife's baby in my patrol car."

      "You did what?" Chelsea asked in surprise.

      "They were broken down on the side of the road. I was going to take her to the hospital, but their little boy was in a big hurry. There was no time."

      "I know what that feels like," Chloe said, throwing Gianna a smile.

      "Me, too," Gianna said. "Delivering Chloe's baby was the scariest and best thing I've ever done."

      "Ooh, pot stickers," Lizzie exclaimed.

      He smiled at her enthusiasm and knelt down on the blanket next to Chelsea, giving Leo a long look. The baby's skin was almost translucent, the sweep of his eyelashes giving him an even more angelic look. "He's asleep."

      "Chelsea has the magic touch," Chloe put in.

      "I think he was just tired," Chelsea said. "He's a sweetheart, isn't he, Brodie?"

      "He's perfect."

      "Don't get carried away, you two," Chloe said with a small laugh. "You should see him at three in the morning. My boy can put on quite a screaming show. His face gets all red, and his little hands clench into fists, and he is just one pissed-off baby. I'm still trying to figure out how best to calm him down."

      "The nights must be hard on your own," he said, thinking what a rough time she had to be having. He was impressed by how strong she was.

      "It's when I miss Kevin the most. I think Leo misses him, too, even though he's never met him." Chloe cleared her throat and forced a smile on her face. "But all is well at this moment, and right now, I'm taking it one moment at a time."

      "That's all you can do," Zach put in with a compassionate gleam in his eyes. "And I think I speak for all of us when I say you're doing a great job."

      "You really are," Chelsea added.

      "Oh, please, stop. I didn't mean to turn this into a pity party for me. I left the house to talk and laugh. Let's do that." She paused, her gaze moving down the beach. "I see Adam. I'm going to let him know where we are."

      "I wish we could do more for her," Lizzie said as Chloe left.

      "There's nothing more you can do," Zach said. "I lived through this when my father didn't come home. Chloe has to live through it, too. You can't take her pain away, but you're all very good at distracting her, and that's a good thing. Now, who wants to take a walk with me and get a sno-cone?"

      "I do. I do," Hailey said, losing interest in her sand toys as she jumped to her feet.

      "I'll come with you," Gianna said.

      "Me, too," Lizzie put in. "I'm hot. Do you want one, Chelsea?"

      "No, I'm good."

      He stretched out next to her. "Looks like it's just me and you."

      "And Leo," she reminded him.

      He grinned. "Our little chaperone."

      "We don’t need a chaperone, Brodie," she said pointedly.

      "Maybe not right this second."

      "Or ever."

      He ignored that, having a feeling that despite her words, her defenses weren't quite as strong as they'd been before last night. "How are you today?"

      "I'm all right. Austin hasn't shown up anywhere, so that's a good thing. I only got here a few minutes ago, but so far I don't seem to be drawing any attention."

      "You were brave to come out here."

      "I'm not sure brave describes anything I do, but I'm here."

      "Are you going to paddleboard?" he asked, noting her short shorts and the bikini straps under her thin T-shirt.

      "Not today. I'm going to watch and cheer Adam on."

      "What about me? I'll be in the race."

      "I'm afraid family takes priority."

      He smiled. "You look more relaxed today."

      "I feel lighter." She paused, giving him a thoughtful look. "Do you feel heavier after taking on the weight of my secret?"

      "I can take anything you want to give me."

      "You were great last night. I still can't quite believe I told you everything. Once I started talking, I couldn't stop. Same with crying. That was embarrassing."

      "You let go. That's the hardest thing to do. Hopefully, now you can move forward."

      "What about you? Are you still thinking about your dad's job offer?"

      "I haven't had much time, but I need to do that. He's going to call me on Monday."

      "Which way are you leaning?"

      "I'm not leaning. I'm still a little stunned that there's even anything to consider."

      "It makes sense to me that you're giving it some thought. Being a cop wasn't what you planned. It wasn't your dream."

      "No, but I like the job, and I love Whisper Lake. The people are amazing. It's like having a huge family."

      "That gives you great food when you deliver their babies," she added with a grin.

      "One of the perks. Wei also lets me park behind his restaurant whenever I want."

      "Being a cop does have advantages."

      "It does." He paused. "Would you miss me if I left?"

      "I wish I could say I wouldn't," she murmured, her blue gaze on his.

      His gut clenched at her admission. "You're a reason to stay, Chelsea."

      "I shouldn't be. We're not…anything."

      "Oh, we're something, and I'd like to see what that something is. What about you?"

      Before she could answer, a loudspeaker lit up the air, the announcer calling for the entrants to come down to the beach.

      "Saved by the bell," he murmured.

      She smiled. "Good luck in the race, Brodie. Maybe I will cheer for you."

      He'd had a lot of women cheer for him in the past, but there was no voice he'd wanted to hear more than Chelsea's. As he got up, the rest of the group returned with sno-cones, followed by Adam and Chloe.

      "Ready for the race?" Adam asked him.

      "Let's do it."

      "Why don't we make a bet? Winner buys dinner at Farraday's," Adam said.

      "That will be expensive for you."

      "Or you."

      "You're on." He gave Chelsea one last smile and then picked up his board and walked down the beach with Adam.

      "By the way," Adam said. "Based on your tip, I had a long talk with Victor Fox and his son, Marcus, before I came over here. With Victor's permission, I was able to review the drone footage and track where Marcus has been flying the drone. He and his friends have been more interested in casing the bedrooms of teenage girls than empty houses."

      "Great," he said with disgust. "His drone didn't fly anywhere near the arson scenes. I also checked with his employer, Lilypad Landscaping, and their vans are dark green. Plus, Marcus's responsibilities are only on-site at the nursery. He doesn't have access to the vans."

      "Sounds like a dead end."

      "It was worth checking out. Plus, now that his father is aware of what exactly he's been doing with the drone, he will no longer have access to it."

      "Looks like we're back to square one."

      "Looks that way," Adam admitted. "But we'll keep digging. How's Chelsea doing today? I texted her, but she just said she was fine. I got no more information than that."

      "She seems to be doing all right, better than I would have thought after what happened last night."

      "Is something going on between you two?" Adam asked, giving him a speculative look.

      "We're friends."

      "She doesn’t make friends easily, not anymore anyway, not since she quit singing."

      He shrugged, not sure what to say.

      "Did she tell you why she quit music?" Adam asked.

      He took a breath as that question took him into dangerous territory. He'd promised Chelsea he would keep her secret from everyone, including her family. "She told me that she had a new life now, and she didn't want the old one back," he said, thinking that that was common knowledge, at least among her siblings.

      "She didn't talk about Austin? About what he wants from her?"

      "He wants her to sing again."

      "I have to admit, I wish she'd sing again, too. I miss the girl who couldn't walk through a room without humming a melody or strumming her guitar. I want her back."

      "Maybe you just have to accept who she is now."

      "I could do that more easily if I didn't feel like she was in hiding."

      "If it makes you feel any better, I think she's beginning to realize she can't hide, no matter how much she wants to. Austin's reappearance has hit that point home. The fact that she's here today at the beach is a good sign."

      "That's true. I just wish she'd talk to me."

      "Sometimes it's easier to turn to someone outside the family."

      "Someone like you?"

      At Adam's pointed gaze, he said, "I like Chelsea. And I'd like to get to know her better. That's all I have to say."

      "Then hear what I have to say: Don't hurt her. She's been through enough."

      "The last thing I want to do is hurt Chelsea."

      "Then don't. Or you'll have to answer to me."

      He smiled, not concerned about his ability to answer to Adam, but appreciating his brotherly concern. Chelsea might feel like she was living on an island of pain, but there was a lot of support all around her. She just needed to look up and see that.
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      As the paddleboarders got into the lake, Chelsea handed Leo back to Chloe. "I'm going to walk down to the shore and get a better view."

      "Of someone in particular?" Chloe teased. "Maybe a handsome cop with a killer body?"

      "That's a good question," Lizzie put in.

      "You two have one-track minds."

      "He's mighty fine," Lizzie said, tipping her head toward the beach.

      Brodie was standing next to Adam. He'd stripped off his shirt, revealing broad, tanned shoulders, and well-defined abs. His legs were long and powerful. She'd seen some of that power when he'd scrambled down a mountain on Thursday and jumped off a cliff into the lake.

      As she stared at him, her heart jumped around in her chest, and she couldn't quite catch her breath. She wanted to touch him. She wanted to run her hands and her mouth all over his body. She wanted to take her time. Her body tingled with every wicked thought. Oh, the fun they could have. If she could find the courage to let it happen.

      "Chelsea?" her sister said.

      "What?" she asked, seeing amusement in both Chloe and Lizzie's eyes.

      "Nothing," Lizzie said. "Except that you're practically drooling."

      "I am not," she retorted and then headed down to the shore.

      By the time she reached the water, the guys were already out on the lake, along with several dozen other competitors. She kicked off her flip-flops and waded into the water a few inches to cool down from not only the heat of the day but also her thoughts about Brodie.

      It took a few minutes to set up the race as the starting line was a good distance offshore, but it was easy to spot Adam and Brodie, who were right next to each other. She had a feeling they were going to push each other to go as fast as possible. Not that Brodie needed pushing. He was a born competitor. This might not be a mountain, and he might not be on skis, but he was still going for the gold. And she'd really like to see him take the victory. She thought he might need the win a bit more than her brother. Not that this little race could ever take away the pain of losing his shot at an Olympic gold medal.

      As she thought about his past, she couldn't help thinking about the offer his father had made him. She'd been so caught up in her own emotional turmoil the night before that she hadn't given it much thought.

      Would Brodie take the job? Would he leave Whisper Lake? Would he trade in the small-town life he'd made for a return to the big city, to the big life he'd once led?

      That thought didn't make her happy at all. She liked having Brodie around. She might even want to date him. Because she was slowly starting to realize that keeping him at arm's length didn't matter anymore.

      She'd already told him everything. He knew all her secrets. She didn't have to be afraid that she'd slip up, that he'd find something out. Her wall of defense had completely crumbled. She'd given him her trust.

      But she hadn't given him her heart, she reminded herself. That was still under lock and key. And if she wasn't careful, he'd want that, too.

      Would that be so bad?

      She frowned at the question running through her head. Of course it would be bad. Brodie deserved a woman who was whole and happy, not one who was caught in a purgatory of guilt and anguish.

      And what if he left? What then? She'd end up alone and in more pain. The last thing she needed was a broken heart.

      It was so much better to play it safe. No highs. No lows. Just the boring middle.

      But as the race began, and Brodie paddled straight toward her, she couldn't help thinking that boring was the last thing she wanted right now. She wanted him. He wanted her, too. He'd made that clear.

      A shiver ran down her spine. She just didn't know if she had it in her to be that brave, to risk safe for what might be spectacular.

      The line rocketed around in her head. She had the itch to pull out a piece of paper and write it down, to put it to a melody. She hadn't felt like writing a song since she'd frozen on that stage eighteen months ago. But she could hear music in her head now.

      Or maybe it was the roar of the crowd on the beach as the racers reached the finish line and Brodie came in first.

      He looked at her and smiled, as if sharing his win with her.

      More music ran through her. It felt like the beginning of a love song…
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      Seeing Chelsea standing on the shore waiting for him reminded Brodie of the old days when he'd raced to victory to the roar of an excited crowd. It felt good to win, even if it was a small-town paddleboard race against kids and senior citizens. He'd also beaten Adam, which gave him great satisfaction.

      As he neared the shore, he jumped off his board into the knee-high water a few feet from Chelsea. Adam came in right behind him.

      "Nicely done," Chelsea said with a bright smile. "Did that win feel good?"

      "Even more than I thought it would." He turned to Adam. "Looks like I'll finally get to eat at Farraday's."

      "Yeah, yeah, congrats," Adam said with a frown. "I made a sucker bet. I should have figured you'd be good on a paddleboard."

      "I'd like to go to Farraday's," Chelsea put in. "The steaks there are supposed to be amazing."

      "You can be my date," he told her.

      "Hold on. I'm paying for you," Adam said. "Anyone else is on your tab."

      "No problem. I'll cover your meal, Chelsea."

      "I'd hate to be a third wheel on your date with Adam," Chelsea teased.

      "I'm sure Adam can find a date."

      "Or Lizzie could come," Chelsea suggested. "If you can't find anyone else, Adam."

      "I can do better than my sister, no offense to Lizzie," Adam grumbled.

      "Well, you have time to find someone," he said. "The restaurant is booked up weeks in advance."

      "I'll think about it. Right now, I'm going to see what food Lizzie brought to the picnic. Are you two coming?"

      "In a minute," he said. "Maybe you should leave your board for Chelsea." He turned to her. "Feel like going out on the water?"

      "That is tempting," she said slowly. "I haven't been on a board in a long time, though."

      "It will come back to you. It's the perfect day. There are barely any waves."

      "Go for it," Adam urged, pushing his board in his sister's direction. "Have some fun."

      As Adam moved out of the water, Chelsea took hold of his board. "Maybe just for a bit," she said.

      Brodie held her board steady as she climbed on, staying on her knees as she steadied herself. He got on his board, and they paddled out about thirty yards before getting to their feet. It took Chelsea a few minutes to find her balance, but she conquered that challenge with another happy smile. He didn't think he'd ever seen her in this good of a mood.

      "I think I can do this," she said.

      "I know you can. Lead the way."

      She started to paddle, her posture stiff at first, but as she got used to the board, she started to relax. They paddled parallel to the shoreline where the beaches were full, barbecues were smoking, picnic tables were laden with food, and kids were playing in the shallow water, while their parents were in beach chairs on the sand. There was music playing from somewhere, and the weather was a perfect seventy degrees. What a great night it was, and he was sharing it with Chelsea, which made it even better.

      Chelsea lifted her oar out of the water as she sat down on her board. "Time for a break."

      He was happy to oblige, taking a seat and stretching out his legs. He put one hand on her board, keeping them from drifting apart. "You look happy," he commented.

      "I sometimes forget how much I love being on the lake. Everything feels so peaceful out here, so calm."

      "It does."

      "I just wish we had more time. The shadows are deepening."

      "We'll get back before it's dark. Don’t worry."

      "I'm actually not worrying about anything at the moment."

      "I'm glad. You deserve some fun."

      "Everyone always tells me that."

      "But you don't feel you deserve to have fun, do you?"

      "I have let guilt weigh me down. But today it doesn't feel quite so heavy. I guess I did need to talk to someone. Lucky you. I'm sure my breakdown was not fun for you."

      He smiled at her dry tone. "I'm just glad you trusted me enough to tell me."

      "Well, Austin pushed me over the edge."

      "Have you heard from him today?"

      "No. I'm hoping he's finally gone. Did you work today?"

      "Yes, I picked up some overtime, but it was pretty quiet. I did pass on your tip about Marcus Fox and his drone to Adam, but it didn't pan out. The landscaping company where Marcus works has green vans and Marcus doesn't drive them. Adam was also able to check the footage taken with the drone, and let's just say that Marcus was being a teenage boy, not an arsonist."

      "A teenage boy or a creep?" she asked dryly.

      "Maybe a little of both. But he's not the arsonist."

      "I'm glad for Raina's sake that he's not. I'm sorry if I wasted Adam's time."

      "It was worth looking into."

      He glanced toward the shore as a local band started their set on a stage near the beach. "They sound good."

      "They do," she agreed.

      "Are you the only one in your family who sings?" he asked curiously.

      She laughed at that question. "Yes. You should hear the seven of us sing 'Happy Birthday'. It's a cacophony of clashing keys. Adam even suggested at our last party that I should just sing it on my own and save our ears. Apparently, I get my gift from my maternal grandmother, Eleanor Callaway. I heard her sing once in church, and her voice was amazing."

      "Did she sing professionally?"

      "No, although she was an actress for a short time in her life. But mostly she was busy supporting her husband, raising her kids and helping with her grandkids. She's one of the sweetest people you'll ever meet."

      "Where does she live?"

      "San Francisco. That's where most of my extended family lives. My mom was born there but moved to Colorado for college and met my dad. They decided to settle in Denver. That's where I grew up. Although, we did spend a lot of summers here in Whisper Lake with the Cole side of the family. My paternal grandparents moved here when I was a little girl, and I adored coming to visit them. I wrote some of my first songs sitting on the shores of this lake." She paused. "It's strange because I haven't thought about writing since I froze on that stage. But today, a couple of words came to my mind, and I suddenly wished I had pen and paper."

      "That's great."

      "I'm not sure it's great, but it felt like an old friend had suddenly come back into my life."

      "What were the words?"

      She hesitated, and her cheeks flushed a little as discomfort filled her gaze. "I don't remember."

      "You're lying. Why? I thought we trusted each other."

      "I was just playing around with the words safe versus spectacular."

      "I have a feeling there's more..."

      "It was just a random thought, Brodie. I've been playing it safe for a long time and sometimes I wonder if I'm missing out on spectacular. And, before you ask, no, it wasn't about you."

      He grinned. "A guy can hope."

      She smiled back at him. "I'm sure you've had more than a few women think you're spectacular."

      "Some certainly said so, and I was happy to believe them. But…"

      "There's a but to the end of that statement?" she asked curiously.

      "I never felt anyone knew me that well."

      "Was that because you didn't let them know you? It occurs to me that we've done a lot more talking about me than about you."

      "I've told you some stuff."

      "Some stuff," she echoed. "But I have a feeling there's a lot more to Brodie McGuire than meets the eye."

      "Are you interested in finding out what that more entails?"

      She gave him a steady look. "I might be."

      His heart skipped a beat. "That's interesting and a nice change."

      "But…"

      "No buts," he said with a groan.

      "I'm not sure how far or fast I can go. I'm…a little broken, Brodie."

      His heart tore at her words, at the sad expression on her face.

      "I'm afraid you'll try to fix me," she added. "And that's not your job. Nor am I even sure it's possible."

      He chose his words carefully. "Why don't we just get to know each other? One baby step at a time."

      "You're not a man who takes baby steps. You race full speed ahead, fearless, determined…"

      "I can go slow. Slow can be good," he drawled, seeing the sparkle of desire flash through her eyes.

      She drew in a quick breath. "This conversation is getting a little…"

      "Hot?" he offered. "You should come a little closer." He needed to touch her, to kiss her. He extended his hand. She hesitated and then took it. As he pulled her toward him, their boards collided. Chelsea started, then shifted down the board, moving closer. He leaned over, and she did the same.

      They met in a kiss that was hot and sweet at the same time. He took his time, savoring her lips, until those lips parted, and his tongue swept inside, and their kiss went deeper.

      She let out a small sound of pleasure. He cupped the back of her neck, holding her mouth to his, not caring if either of them could ever breathe again. He just wanted the connection to go on and on.

      One of her hands came to rest on his chest. Desire hardened his body as her fingers swept across his skin, teasing, tantalizing…

      His heart began to pound. He had to get closer.

      But as he moved, so did she. Their boards took off in the opposite direction.

      He tried to hang on to the board, to hang on to her, but he had no balance. He was going in the lake.

      And so was she…
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      Chelsea kicked her way back up to the surface, spluttering and gasping from the shock of suddenly being in the lake. Fed by mountain snow runoff, the lake was chilly even in the middle of summer. Treading water, she gulped in air as Brodie swam over to her, pushing Adam's board in her direction. She gratefully took it, as they were too deep to touch the ground.

      "You okay?" he asked with concern.

      She pushed her wet hair away from her eyes. "I'm fine. Definitely a lot cooler now. We got a little carried away."

      He grinned. "That's not hard to do when you're around."

      "You better get your board before it ends up in the middle of the lake."

      "You're right. Take this." He handed her the oar drifting nearby, and then swam toward the other board.

      She pushed herself up on to her board and took a moment to wring out her dripping tank top. Running her fingers through her hair, she smiled to herself as Brodie quickly swam back to her, his board and oar in tow. He got back on with athletic grace, giving her a nice view of his very fit body. He might not be a professional skier anymore, but he was clearly still an athlete.

      She swallowed a knot in her throat as she thought about running her hands all over his beautiful body and following that trail with her mouth. Her breath came faster, and she put a wet hand to her hot cheeks. Maybe she should jump back into the lake, because she was already heating up. But she had a feeling that would only be a temporary solution to what was looking to be a longer-term problem.

      She'd closed off her emotions so long ago she'd thought she'd lost the ability to feel anything. But the ice around her heart was melting, and she was terribly afraid that along with these delicious feelings of desire and want would come other less happy emotions. Bad always followed good, at least that's the way it seemed.

      "Ready to go back?" Brodie asked.

      It felt like a loaded question, even though Brodie certainly hadn't intended it to be.

      Was she ready to go back to the life she'd been leading the past year and a half? Or was she ready to return to the woman she'd once been?

      Neither actually seemed particularly appealing.

      Was there another choice? Could she reinvent herself again? But who on earth would she be next?

      "Chelsea?" he asked, a quizzical gleam in his eyes. "Something on your mind?"

      "I'm just reluctant to leave this beautiful lake," she said evasively. "Out here, it feels like reality is farther away than the nearby shore."

      "I know what you mean."

      "But it's just an illusion. We should go back. The breeze is picking up, and it will be dark soon."

      "I agree, but for what it's worth…" He paused for a long second.

      "Yes?" she asked, wondering what he'd been about to say.

      He met her gaze. "I'm already missing you."

      Her heart skipped a beat at his tender words. "That's crazy, Brodie."

      "It's the way I feel." He stood up on his board. "Ready?"

      She got to her feet. "Yes."

      As she paddled behind him, she felt like she was already missing him, too.

      When they got back to where they'd started, the last bit of sunlight was gone and the crowd at the beach had been cut in half. Brodie retrieved his shirt and sandals, while she found her flip-flops. Then they carried their boards across the sand and found only Lizzie and Gianna sitting on the blanket.

      "Where is everyone?" she asked.

      "Zach had to take Hailey back to the Carvers' house," Gianna replied.

      "And Adam left after Chloe took Leo home. We were about to send out a search party for you two," Lizzie said, her sharp gaze running over her. "Did you fall in the lake, Chelsea?"

      "As a matter of fact, I did. But I'm fine. It was great being out on the water and in the water, too."

      Her sister smiled. "It's nice to see you having some fun. Adam said you can leave his board with Brodie."

      "I can take it back to him," Brodie agreed.

      "Any food left?" she asked, sinking down on the blanket.

      "We ate all the Chinese food. Sorry about that." Lizzie reached into the cooler and pulled out a Tupperware container. "We still have some turkey wraps."

      "And brownies," Gianna added, handing her a paper plate with three chocolate brownies on it.

      "Hmm, what to do, what to do," Brodie murmured, eying both the sandwiches and the brownies. "I think I'll start with dessert."

      She laughed. "I was going to say the same thing."

      "See, we're always on the same page," Brodie replied, exchanging a warm, intimate look with her.

      A little too late, she realized both Gianna and Lizzie were watching them with avid curiosity. She reached for a brownie and took a bite, thinking that would at least temporarily stop her from thinking about kissing Brodie again.

      "Congrats on your win," Gianna said to Brodie. "What do you get for it?"

      "Free dry cleaning from Mayfield Cleaners and a super-sized smoothie from the Juice King," he replied.

      "Well, with incentive like that, I can see why you worked so hard to win," Gianna said with a laugh.

      "He would have tried to win even if there was nothing on the line," she put in.

      "Chelsea is right. I see a finish line and I have to cross it in first. What have you ladies been doing?"

      "Just talking," Lizzie said.

      "Lizzie has been giving me some great advice about starting my own business," Gianna added.

      "What kind of business is that?" Brodie asked.

      "Graphic design: websites, print materials, book covers, that kind of thing. I've been working in LA in advertising the last several years, but now that I'm going to stay in Whisper Lake, I need a job I can do from here. And I'm ready to be my own boss," Gianna said.

      "I'm so happy you're staying," she said. "I'm sure Zach is, too."

      "He is the main reason. We have our second chance, and we're not going to mess it up." Gianna paused. "Chelsea, Lizzie told me what happened at the party last night. I'm glad it didn't stop you from coming out today."

      "I was a little worried that people would be talking about me or looking at me, but I haven't noticed too much." Of course, that might be because she'd been so caught up in Brodie the last few hours she hadn't noticed anyone else.

      "Well, I know what it feels like to have people talking about you," Gianna said. "All you can do is let them talk until they're tired and move on to some other piece of gossip."

      "Why were people talking about you?" Brodie asked curiously.

      "You don't know? Over the last eight years, I've run out on three engagements, and one of my former fiancés dubbed me the runaway fiancée."

      "Sounds like that was a good guy to leave."

      "Definitely. I learned a lot from those relationships, and I'm with the right person now. One day I will walk down the aisle."

      "Will that day be soon?" she asked.

      Gianna laughed. "Zach and I are giving ourselves time, even though we're both very sure that we want to spend the rest of our lives together. But we also want Hailey to feel comfortable within our love story, because she's going to be a part of it, too. Plus, Zach is busy designing the remodel for the camp, and I want to get my business off the ground. There's a lot going on."

      "It sounds like it," she said, thinking how both Lizzie and Gianna were excited about their businesses. They were becoming their own women, their own bosses. She remembered what that felt like—scary and wonderfully exciting. Not that she'd ever been completely her own boss. There had always been someone in the background wanting her to make changes in a song or agree to perform too many dates in a row in places she didn't want to go. The more money she'd made, the more pressure there had been. That part she didn't miss.

      She finished her brownie and followed up with a sandwich as the four of them talked about nothing too important. The conversation flowed easily, as Brodie asked Gianna and Lizzie more about their lives. He seemed genuinely interested in their answers. It was no wonder he'd been such a popular celebrity. He had an innate charisma that drew people to him, especially women.

      Which made her wonder about all the other women in his life. He'd mentioned that he'd felt like no one had really broken the surface, but was that true? And why was that true? He didn't seem to hold back with her.

      Was he different now because he was no longer a celebrity?

      That question ran around in her head, until she was distracted by loud voices coming through the trees behind them. There was a large group heading in their direction. As lights flashed, she saw exactly who was leading the charge—Austin!

      He wasn't alone. There were at least four photographers following him down the beach.

      She scrambled to her feet.

      Brodie quickly followed, as Austin called her name.

      In three seconds, he'd be right in front of her, and there would be pictures, questions. She threw up her hand as she realized the shots were already happening, the lights flashing in her eyes, as they'd done so many times before.

      "Hey, Chelsea, are you going to sing again?" one of the photographers yelled.

      Another followed up with, "Are you and Austin getting back together?"

      "Hold back, guys," Austin said. "Let me talk to her."

      Lizzie and Gianna jumped up, moving in front of her like a protective wall.

      "Stop right there," Lizzie ordered. "What the hell are you doing, Austin?"

      "This is between me and Chelsea."

      Her stomach turned over. She felt physically sick. People were coming down the beach to see what was going on. The photos would be splashed all over the internet tomorrow. There would be stories made up. Who knew what they would say?

      Brodie took her hand and murmured in her ear. "Let's get out of here."

      She didn't question him. She just gripped his fingers as they turned and sprinted down the beach in the opposite direction. She didn't know how they could escape the pack behind them, but Brodie was weaving in and out of the other groups on the beach, dodging behind trees, and then leading her through a parking lot and around a building. He seemed to know exactly where they were going, and she didn't even care where that was; she just wanted to get away.

      The photographers gave chase; she didn't know about Austin, but he was the least of her worries now.

      Brodie suddenly veered off down an alley, then pulled her behind a dumpster. Hidden by the large black bin, she held her breath as pounding steps moved in their direction. One of two things could happen. The photographers could run on by or realize they were behind the dumpster, and they would be trapped. There would be new pictures of her and some guy hiding in garbage. She could only image what click-bait headlines would open that story.

      She held her breath. The footsteps drew nearer, paused. Then she heard a shout.

      Had they been discovered?
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      Her heart was beating so hard, Chelsea thought Brodie could probably hear it.

      Another muffled shout, this time sounding farther away. Suddenly the footsteps were moving away from the dumpster. They waited another few minutes until there was nothing but absolute silence surrounding them.

      Brodie squeezed her hand and gave her what looked like a reassuring smile. "They're gone."

      "I hope so. I can't believe I'm dodging paparazzi again."

      "It's been a while for me, too."

      In the dark shadows, she could see the excited gleam in his eyes. "You're enjoying this?"

      "Not exactly. I'm just happy we got away from them."

      "I still have to go home. I'm sure they'll be camped out there."

      "You can come to my house."

      "They'll see me."

      "You'll duck down in the car, and I'll pull straight into the attached garage. They won't see you."

      "Where is your car? I'm sure they'll have the beach lot staked out."

      "I parked behind Wei's restaurant. If we can make it to the car, we'll be fine."

      Brodie moved out from behind the dumpster first, then beckoned to her. They made their way quickly down the alley and around the corner. With the festival still going, there were lots of people walking through the streets. They stayed close to the buildings, blending in with larger groups whenever possible. The night shadows had fallen, so no one was paying them too much attention. But she was more than a little relieved when they arrived at Brodie's car.

      She slid into the passenger seat, sliding down, so she wasn't visible as Brodie pulled out of the lot and headed toward home.

      "I think we're good," he said a moment later. "No one is following us."

      "I hope they're not grilling Lizzie and Gianna. Maybe it was wrong to leave them behind."

      "They don't know anything, remember? Your caution paid off. But why don’t you call her?"

      As she looked around, she realized she'd left her bag and her phone at the beach. "I didn't grab my phone when we ran."

      "You can use mine." He pulled his phone out of the pocket of his shorts and handed it to her.

      She punched in her sister's number, relieved when Lizzie answered. "It's me. I'm on Brodie's phone."

      "Are you all right, Chelsea?"

      "I'm fine. We ditched the photographers. What happened after we left?"

      "I told Austin he was crazy if he thought ambushing you with paparazzi would get you to do anything he wanted. He claims he ran into them in the parking lot, that they followed him down the beach. I didn't buy it. It felt too orchestrated."

      "I'm sure he planned it. He thinks if he exposes my life, then I can't hide anymore. And he'll have a better shot at getting me to sing with him. But he's wrong. I will never sing with him again."

      "I don't blame you." Lizzie paused. "You must feel so betrayed, Chelsea. I know you cared about him at one point."

      "That was a long time ago. Anyway, I'm sorry you and Gianna had to deal with him."

      "We didn't have a problem with that. I've also called Adam. He's going to see if he can track Austin down and have a not-so-friendly conversation with him."

      "I think he'll go away now that this has happened. The stories will show me running away from him. That won't look good."

      "Who knows how they'll spin it. And, frankly, Chelsea, I don't know if he'll leave. He seems pretty obsessed with getting you to work with him. Where are you right now?"

      "I'm with Brodie."

      "I don't think you should go home. Why don't you come to the inn?"

      "And bring all the photographers to harass your guests? No way."

      "What about Adam's place?"

      "I'm going to Brodie's for now. I'll duck down in the car, and he'll be able to pull straight into his garage. I can see my house from his place, and I'll know when everyone leaves."

      "If they leave."

      "They'll have to move on eventually."

      "Let me know if I can do anything for you. Maybe you should consider leaving town. You can always go to Denver, stay with Mom and Dad. You're almost done with school."

      "I don't want to burden them with this. Please don't tell them."

      "I won't, but you know they both go online. And there were a lot of cameras on you tonight."

      "I guess I should call them. I'll do that later."

      "If you don't, they'll probably show up at your house."

      "Good point. By the way, did you get my bag? I left it at the beach."

      "I have it. Do you need it? Do you want me to bring it to you?"

      "No. I'll get it from you tomorrow. I'll be with Brodie if you need me."

      "I'm glad you're not alone. That man always seems to be in the right place at the right time. Or maybe it's that he's always with you," her sister teased.

      "I'll talk to you later," she said, ending the call. She turned to Brodie. "Adam is going to find Austin and have a word with him."

      "Good. That will save me the trouble."

      "But he's not breaking the law. It's not like Adam can arrest him."

      "He doesn't need to take it that far to get through to Austin."

      "We'll see. I feel like Austin has gone completely over the edge. His career must be in even worse shape than I imagined. There's something driving him to these extremes. I wonder if he's gotten himself into debt. He likes to gamble, and he doesn't often win."

      "That's interesting. Maybe I should do a little digging into his financials."

      "You might think more about how you're going to protect yourself."

      He gave her a quick look. "What do you mean?"

      "You're probably in the photos with me. And given your past celebrity, we'll be trending on social media very soon, if we're not already. There will be a lot of speculation, fake stories. They'll have us married and with a secret baby before you know it. Your life is going to be dragged under the spotlight. You need to be prepared."

      "Good point. But I'm not worried."

      "You should be. They'll make stuff up. They'll turn you and me and Austin into a love triangle. Or they'll splice photos of your ex with photos of me and suggest that we're now fighting over you."

      "That would be interesting. But a better story would be that you dropped out of music to have our love child but wait—something happened to the baby. You gave it up for adoption. I came back to reclaim my son, but you had already given him away. Now I'm begging you to tell me where he is."

      "That's a good one. I can see that one getting a lot of clicks. Give me another one."

      "I'm making a miraculous return to the skiing world, but you're terrified that if I ski again, I'll die, so you're begging me not to do it."

      She smiled. "I think the secret baby or the threesome would sell better."

      "Although, there's always the supernatural element," he added. "When I crashed on that mountain, I had an out-of-body experience. My knee was trashed but when they put me back together, I had incredible new powers."

      "Now, you want to be a superhero?"

      "I've always wanted to be a superhero," he said with a laugh.

      "I think you've accomplished that, Brodie. What you did the other day, pulling that man out of the lake, that was very heroic."

      "I didn't fly or leap tall buildings, so not that amazing."

      "Maybe when the stories come out, they'll have you doing that, too. I guess all we can do is laugh."

      "That's it," he agreed.

      "But I need to warn my family, especially my parents. I'm not looking forward to that."

      "Why? Won't they be supportive?"

      "They'll probably want to drive up here to see me or convince me to come and stay with them for a while. They're great, don't get me wrong. I adore them. But I just don't want them in the middle of my messy life. My dad has had some heart issues the last couple of years. Stress isn't good for him."

      "I didn't know that. I'm sorry."

      "He's doing okay at the moment. He has lost about thirty pounds, increased his exercise, and cleaned up his eating. My mom thinks he's the healthiest one of all of us now."

      "That's good. Sometimes a scare is just what you need to make changes."

      As Brodie stopped at an intersection two blocks from their street, she took off her seat belt and slid down close to the floor. "Do you see anyone?" she asked as he continued driving.

      "There's a guy standing on your porch, and two cars with people in them parked in front of your house. Stay down."

      Brodie turned into his driveway, pushed the remote to open the garage and then pulled in. She didn't move until the door had closed behind them. "You're safe," he said. "You can get up now."

      She got out of the car and followed Brodie into the house. He turned on the hall light but kept the living room lights off as they headed toward the windows overlooking the street.

      Peeking through the curtain, she saw there were now two men on the porch and a couple in a car. "I think that's Austin and a woman," she said. "I don't remember seeing a woman at the beach, although with all the flashes going off, I couldn't see much."

      "Well, the good news is that it doesn't look like anyone thinks you're here." No sooner had he finished speaking when the couple got out of the car. As they moved under the streetlight, she saw that it was Austin. The woman looked very familiar—the waist-length copper-red hair, the busty chest, and the long legs.

      "That's Darla Hunt," she said in surprise. "She's a reporter for Country Beat out of Nashville. I did a story with her several years ago. She's not a paparazzi; she's legit. What is Austin doing with her?"

      "He has obviously convinced her there's a story to tell."

      They paused in front of her house, then Austin's head turned toward Brodie's home, and she let the curtain drop. "Do you think he saw me?"

      "No, but I think he saw my car go into the garage. He's walking across the street with Darla."

      Her heart pounded once more. "What are we going to do?"

      "You're going upstairs. My bedroom door has a lock on it."

      "What will you do?"

      "I'll find out what they want. Don't worry, Chelsea. I won't let them in the house. I'll protect you."

      As his direct gaze met hers, she knew that Brodie would do exactly as he'd just promised. "I feel like a coward letting you handle this."

      "It will be faster and easier if I speak to them. Go."

      She ran up the stairs and into Brodie's bedroom. She closed and locked the door behind her and then she turned around.

      Unlike most of the rooms in his house, Brodie's bedroom had furniture. An unmade king-sized bed took up most of the room and looking at those twisted sheets brought all kinds of wicked images into her head. Forcing herself to look away, she noted the large television on the wall, the laptop computer on the nightstand, and the comfortable armchair with an ottoman by the window. There were no photographs or pictures on the wall, no skiing memorabilia, no sign of any trophies, which made her wonder where they were, if Brodie still had them stashed away somewhere.

      Moving across the room, she realized that Brodie's room was also on the front of the house and just to the left of the front door. She cracked open a window, wondering if she could hear the conversation below.
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      "Yes?" Brodie asked, as he stood in the doorway, not bothering to close the door behind him. He didn't think Austin or the redhead, would try to get past him, and he didn't want them to think he was hiding anything.

      "I thought it was you when you drove down the street," Austin said, his gaze narrowing. "You're always with Chelsea—the inn, the beach."

      "Yes, I've witnessed almost all of your ambushes," he said bluntly, folding his arms in front of his chest. "Brodie McGuire. I'm also a cop as you might recall. I work with Adam Cole, Chelsea's brother."

      Austin's confidence seemed to waver. "You're in tight with her family."

      "I am. What do you want, Mr. Boone?"

      "I want Chelsea. You left the beach with her. You must know where she is. Is she here? Is she with you?"

      He ignored Austin, turning his attention to the attractive redhead. "What's your name?"

      "Darla Hunt, Country Beat magazine," she said with a flirtatious smile. "You used to ski."

      "Awhile ago."

      "I was working for a sports magazine called Time Out when you were in the Olympics. We covered your accident. It was tragic."

      "Wait—what?" Austin asked in confusion.

      "He was a big-time skier," Darla told Austin, although her gaze never left Brodie. "And now he's apparently a police officer. That's so interesting."

      He frowned as her interest switched to him, although he supposed that was better than having Chelsea as the target.

      "Look, is Chelsea here?" Austin interrupted.

      "No," he lied. "She's not. So, you can go."

      "One second," Darla said quickly. "I'm writing a story on Austin and his hopeful reunion with Chelsea Cole."

      "That hope is misplaced. Chelsea has made it clear to Austin that she's not interested in doing anything with him. You both need to accept that and move on."

      "I'm looking out for the woman I love," Austin said, infusing passion into his voice.

      "She's one of the most talented singer-songwriters I've ever known. She has a gift. She needs to use it. It's who she is, and I'm concerned about her."

      Brodie had to give Austin credit for being able to play the part of concerned ex-boyfriend so well.

      "If you love her, where have you been the last year and a half?" he challenged.

      "I was giving her space, as she requested."

      "Chelsea really was good," Darla interjected. "Her fans would love to have her back. They're dying to know what she's up to now. If she doesn't want to speak to Austin, perhaps she'd talk to me." She pulled out her card and handed it to him.

      "If I see her, I'll pass it along."

      As he started to shut the door, Austin pushed back on the frame with his hand.

      "You don't want to do that," he warned Austin. "You're getting very close to harassment charges and trespassing. You've made your pitch to Chelsea. She heard you. She said no. Take it like a man and leave."

      Fury ran through Austin's eyes. "You don't know my history with Chelsea. You don't know what we were together. I'm not harassing her. I'm trying to save her from this life she's buried herself in."

      "If you had her best interests at heart, you wouldn't have brought the press with you."

      "I didn't. Those guys…" He tipped his head toward the men who were now standing on his sidewalk, taking shots of their conversation. "They followed me here."

      "Sure, they did." He smiled at Darla. "I suppose you followed him here, too."

      "No, he invited me. See, I can be honest. Why don't we get coffee—maybe tomorrow? We don't have to talk about Chelsea; we could talk about you."

      He was even less interested in that. "Sorry, but no thanks. Good-night."

      "Tell Chelsea I know," Austin said abruptly, his gaze hard and cold. "She'll know what I mean."

      He closed the door in their faces and let out a breath. Did Austin know Chelsea's secret? Or had that just been another play in his desperate scheme?

      Chelsea came down the stairs, a somber look in her eyes. "I heard everything."

      "What did you think?"

      "Austin sounded scared. He must be in trouble."

      "A desperate man is a dangerous man."

      "He would never hurt me."

      "Maybe not physically, but you don't know how far he'd go to get what he wants. He said something right before he left…"

      "I know." Her lips tightened. "He can't know anything, Brodie. Only the police and the family, knew about the note."

      "He certainly implied he knows something."

      "I'm sure that little comment got Darla's interest, too." She sighed and sank down on the step. "I'm tired."

      "Then let's forget about everything for now. There's nothing to be done tonight."

      "I need to feed Lady Jane, but I'm afraid to leave this house while everyone is outside."

      "I'll do it."

      She gave him a soft smile. "You've done so much for me already."

      "It's not a big deal to put out cat food."

      "And clean the litter box."

      "I think I can handle it. How do I get in?"

      "The code on the back door is 547206."

      He repeated the numbers and then said, "I'll be back in a bit. You might want to check out my new couch in the family room. I had it delivered yesterday, just in case I had company."

      She smiled. "Interesting. But what if I prefer the recliner?"

      "Go for it. Oh, and don't answer the door."

      "Trust me, I won't."
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      After Brodie left, Chelsea sat on the stairs for a good five minutes. Her stomach churned at the thought of Austin knowing about the suicide note. The possibility that he might use that information for his own self-interests made her sick. That young man's family had suffered enough. She couldn't let Austin hurt them. But if she gave in to his demands, she'd have to sing again, and it wouldn't just be in a studio. He'd force her to get up on stage. All those people would be looking at her with expectations in their eyes. Her heart raced, and her breath came too fast just at the thought of it. She couldn't do it.

      She also couldn't imagine even writing and singing with Austin in a studio. Her emotions had always been part of her music. He'd want to do a love song, and she couldn't sing about love with someone she hated.

      She'd never thought she could hate him. But this man was not the man she'd been with. That guy was gone. Or maybe it was just her illusions that were gone. The last year and a half had opened her eyes to so many things she hadn't seen in her quest for stardom.

      Her thoughts came to an abrupt stop as the sound of music came from outside. It wasn't just music; it was her voice. It was one of her earliest songs, one she'd written when she'd first gotten together with Austin, and her young voice still held the innocence of that time.

      Austin had to be playing her music over a speaker. He must have guessed she was here with Brodie. Or he thought she was hiding in her house. Either way, he wanted her to hear herself, to remember…

      She stood up, thinking she'd go into the family room and turn on the television as loud as it would go. She would drown herself out. Force the memories away.

      But as the notes and melody washed through her, she found herself lingering by the stairs. She'd been running from her music for a long time, but now she couldn't seem to move.

      She heard the back door open and close. Brodie came down the hall a moment later.

      "You okay?" he asked, an irritated look in his eyes. "I can't believe he's standing in the middle of the street, playing your music."

      "He always knew what buttons to push." She felt a rush of emotions that were more sad than angry. "He wasn't like this before he got famous, before the money and celebrity went to his head. He used to be funny and kind."

      "Why don't we go to the back of the house? We can turn on the TV, maybe watch a movie…"

      "I was going to do that, but I started listening."

      His expression grew thoughtful. "Is this the first time you've heard your music since you quit?"

      "Yes."

      "It's a beautiful song. It makes me think of summer."

      "It was summer when I wrote it. I was living in a two-bedroom apartment with three other female singers. Austin lived across the hall with two guys from his band. We were all friends, all struggling to make it in music. During the day, we'd work whatever job we could find. I bussed tables, sold tickets at the Grand Ole Opry, and led tours through Elvis's studio for the Country Music Museum. At night, I'd play in the honky-tonks on Broadway for the tourists."

      "You were happy."

      "Broke as could be but optimistic, because it felt like everything was in front of me. The day I wrote that song, it must have been close to a hundred in the apartment. I went up on the roof in my bikini with my guitar and a notepad. The building overlooked the downtown and the river, and looking at that water moving by, I thought about how far I'd come and how far I had yet to go. I put all my dreams into that song. And that night, instead of doing my usual set, I sang my new song in a crowded bar where there were two bachelor parties and one bachelorette party going on. Everyone was drunk. I didn't think anyone was listening, but by some miracle, a scout from Belmont Music was there. He gave me his card and asked me to come in to the studio the next day. I sang for the executives and they signed me to a contract."

      "Amazing story," he said.

      "It was the best day of my life. At least, that's what I thought then. A few months later, the label had a welcome party for me, and I invited all my friends from the apartment building. At the party, Austin and I sang a duet. A few weeks after, Belmont signed Austin. It was only seven years ago when we were the new rising stars. It feels like a million years now."

      "Austin has always owed his success to you."

      "He's good, too. He's just more style than substance. He was always smart about trends and giving the audience what it wanted, although sometimes that got him into trouble. Chasing fads is a dangerous game."

      "You didn't do that?"

      "Never. I had the opposite problem. I got too self-indulgent with my music, writing more for myself than my fans. That occasionally took me down some not-so-popular paths. But I always loved the music."

      "Do you want something to eat, Chelsea? That turkey wrap is a distant dream now. I bought some groceries earlier today. I can make you something."

      "Why don't I make you something?" she suggested.

      "The superstar singer cooks?" he teased.

      "Remember the crappy apartment I just told you about? Well, it came with a lot of ramen noodles and grilled cheese sandwiches. It was cheaper to eat in than out. I got very good at turning nothing into something."

      "I don't have any ramen. I might have some cheese. I did pick up a bunch of vegetables and some meat, not sure what I was going to do with it."

      "That's perfect."

      "I don't know about perfect, but I will definitely let you cook."

      "Good. It's about time I did something for you."

      "You don't owe me anything, Chelsea."

      "I really do, Brodie. And over dinner we will talk about something other than myself. That's a promise."
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      Chelsea seemed to have caught a second wind. Brodie sat at the kitchen table, sipping on a beer, while Chelsea put together a chicken dish that he'd never imagined was possible when he'd picked up three boneless chicken breasts at the market. He'd thought about throwing them on the grill one night, but now they were sizzling in herbs and butter, and Chelsea had turned a box of wild rice into something spectacular that included fresh tomatoes, peas, and asparagus. She hadn't been joking when she'd said she could make something out of nothing.

      She looked happily distracted as well, her face pink from the heat of the stove, her golden-brown hair curling wildly around her face. She was still wearing her cutoff shorts and tank top, and he couldn't help thinking how pretty she was. He could get used to having her in his house, in his kitchen…in his bed.

      That thought hardened his body. He wanted to take Chelsea upstairs, so he could have a chance to explore the heat between them. He wanted to strip off her clothes and run his hands all over her very nice curves. He wanted to take her out of her head, out of her past, away from the pain, to a place where there was nothing but pure pleasure—where it was just the two of them.

      But he couldn't put any more pressure on her. She'd had a rough day, an even rougher couple of years. And she was getting enough stress from Austin and the paparazzi; he couldn't add to that. He needed to be patient, which was his least favorite thing to be.

      "Almost ready," Chelsea said, giving him a quick smile as she pulled some biscuits out of the oven that she'd apparently made from some mix he'd bought for pancakes.

      He got up from the table. "What can I do to help?"

      "I've got everything under control."

      "I'll get the plates and silverware."

      "That's great."

      "It smells delicious."

      "Hopefully, it tastes just as good." She slid the chicken breasts onto a platter and brought it to the table along with the biscuits.

      He set the table as she grabbed the rice from the stove and a bowl of sliced berries from the fridge.

      "This looks amazing, Chelsea. You're a magician. I had no idea my ingredients could turn into this. Do you cook a lot for yourself?" he asked, as he filled his plate.

      "It's relaxing, and it stops me from having to go out to eat."

      "So, it fits your hermit lifestyle," he teased.

      "I went out last night and today and look what happened," she said pointedly.

      "That's all on Austin."

      "Yes, but we're not going to talk about him anymore. I need a break from me. You never told me if Lady Jane ate all her food."

      "She scarfed it down, and she even let me give her a scratch."

      Chelsea paused with her fork in midair and gave him a dark look. "The little traitor. She never lets me pet her."

      "I have a way with the ladies," he said with a laugh.

      "You certainly do."

      "But this particular lady ran away quick. She was back under the Bakers' bed when I left."

      "I feel bad that she's hiding out there, but maybe she comes out when we're not there."

      "I'm sure she does. When will the Bakers return?"

      "A week from tomorrow. I keep thinking Lady Jane will get used to me, but I guess not."

      "Cats are funny creatures. I've always been more of a dog person. What about you?"

      "I grew up with dogs. My oldest brother Grayson was always bringing home strays that my family would end up adopting. We always thought he'd become a vet, but at some point, he decided to be a people doctor instead."

      "I didn't realize your brother was a doctor."

      "He's a trauma surgeon in Denver, and he loves it. It seems incredibly high stress to me, but Grayson has always thrived on pressure. Adam, too. Nathan, on the other hand, moves at a much different pace."

      "What does he do?"

      "Honestly, I'm not sure. He's a big traveler. He seems to take jobs in different parts of the world just for a new adventure. Last time I talked to him, he was in Dublin. He definitely got the roaming gene. Lizzie wants to convince everyone to move here, but I think Nathan will be a big challenge."

      "It must have been fun growing up in a big family."

      "Fun, chaotic, sometimes annoying, often loud. But I always felt very loved, not just by my siblings, but also by my parents."

      "Lucky girl."

      "I am lucky. I know you have some issues with your father. What about your mom? Do you see her much anymore?"

      "I don't see her, but we keep in touch at least a few times a month. She lives in Idaho now, near her sister, and she's seeing someone. I think she's happy. She never needed as big of a life as my father and I did. As I mentioned, she was an avid skier herself, so we always had that in common. Now, not so much."

      "You have to find other things to share." She paused. "Tell me more about your skiing career. What mountain was the most challenging?"

      "There was more than one challenging run, but the Titlis descent in Switzerland would be at the top of my list. The glacier provides one of the longest downhill runs in the Alps. It goes about eight miles and descends almost sixty-five hundred feet. There are parts that are incredibly tricky."

      "I can't even imagine skiing for eight miles. What speed would you get up to?"

      "Depending on the course, you could near a hundred miles an hour at times."

      She shook her head in amazement. "I don't even want to go that fast in my car."

      "It's fun."

      "That has to be a massive understatement."

      "It's a lot of fun," he amended with a laugh. "And challenging, too. But there's nothing better than conquering a mountain."

      "What races were you the best at?"

      "I competed in super G and downhill. Super G is a giant slalom. The gates are farther apart. The speed is faster. Downhill is all about the speed. But it's not just a physical test; it's a mental test as well. You have to be thinking as fast as you're skiing. You have to be able to anticipate and adjust in less than a second. The blink of an eye could make all the difference in a win or a loss, a successful run or a wipeout."

      "And you were never scared?"

      "Didn't have time to be scared. Racing is all about commitment. If you second-guess, that's usually when bad things happened."

      "Is that what happened on your last training race?"

      Her question brought an aching memory with it.

      "I'm sorry," she said quickly. "You probably don't want to talk about it."

      "It's fine. The course was very icy and beat-up. It was late in the day; I was one of the last skiers, but I'd faced those kinds of conditions before. I remember thinking ahead, about the race to come, which I never did. I always concentrated on the run in front of me. But in that split-second of distraction I caught an edge, and I was airborne. I guess my luck finally ran out."

      "Were you conscious when you landed?"

      "No. I was knocked out. I saw footage of myself being brought down the mountain, but I didn't wake up until I was in the hospital. I had a concussion, two fractured ribs, and my knee was a mess. But I was alive, and for a few days I told myself I'd make it back, no matter what the doctors said. Eventually, I had to stop lying to myself and accept reality. My friends, my family, tried to console me with reminders of everything I had won, but that Olympic gold was never going to be mine, and it was something I'd worked for and dreamed about for years."

      "I'm sorry, Brodie."

      "I was sorry, too, for a long time. But I've moved on."

      "It's great that you found a second career that you enjoy, but I have to say hearing you talk about skiing—it feels like you have some unfinished business. Maybe that's why you're contemplating your father's offer."

      "I have missed being in the sports world and this job would give me the opportunity to go back but in a different way. However, my father is a great salesman, and I know better than to trust his word without doing more research."

      "So, do more research. Find out what it's all about for yourself."

      "That's good advice."

      "Well, it's easier to tell someone else what to do."

      "I've always found that to be the case," he agreed. "Let's talk about something else."

      "Like what?"

      "I don't know. Tell me something about Chelsea Cole that no one else knows."

      "I can't think of anything."

      "Try harder."

      She thought for a moment. "Okay, this is kind of embarrassing."

      "Go on," he said, leaning forward with interest.

      "I have a Barbie doll collection. My mom started it back in the sixties when she was a little girl, and I kept it going. I have Barbies from all different decades. I have the cases, the cars, the dreamhouse. It fills almost half my closet."

      "What about Ken? Is he in there?"

      "Of course I have Ken. Barbie had to date someone," she said with a grin. "I also have Blaine, the Australian surfer who Barbie dated during her split with Ken."

      He laughed. "You make her sound real."

      "I also had her sister, Skipper, and the twin siblings, Todd and Tutti. I told you it was embarrassing."

      "Only if you still play with the dolls."

      "I don't play with them. I just collect them. Actually, I haven't added to my collection in a very long time. Do you collect anything?"

      "Nope. I've never been interested in that."

      "Well, there you go. We're not so similar after all."

      "I think you'd be heading for the hills if I told you I had a Barbie doll collection," he said dryly.

      "Maybe so. Now your turn. Tell me something none of your fans know about you and preferably something embarrassing."

      "That's easy. I'm afraid of frogs."

      Her eyes widened. "Frogs? Where did that fear come from?"

      "I stayed in Tennessee once with a friend of mine. His little brother wanted me to catch frogs with him, and I touched one, and it was slimy as hell, and then it jumped on my head. I almost threw my back out trying to get that thing out of my hair." He shuddered at the memory.

      She laughed. "I wish I could have seen that. The fearless Brodie afraid of a frog. Well, your secret is safe with me."

      At her words, shadows filled her eyes. "Don't go there," he said quickly. "Stay with me here, in the present, in the moment."

      She drew in a breath and let it out. "Okay. I'm back."

      "Good." He grabbed their plates and took them over to the sink. "I'll clean up. You relax."

      "Maybe I should go home."

      "Do you want to check the window first?"

      "Good point." She got up from her chair and left the kitchen.

      He cleared the table and rinsed off their plates, putting them into the dishwasher as she returned.

      "I didn't see Austin and Darla, but there are still two photographers sitting in a car outside. How long are they going to wait?"

      "Probably longer than you want. Why don't you check out my couch? We can watch a movie or something." He was more interested in something than a movie, but he didn't want to spook Chelsea while they were getting along so well.

      He started the dishwasher and then joined her in the family room.

      "It's very comfortable," she said, sinking into the soft cushions of his couch.

      "That's what I was going for." He sat down next to her and propped his feet up on the coffee table that had come with the couch. Side tables and lamps completed his new seating area.

      "I like everything you got."

      "So do I."

      She picked up the remote from the coffee table and turned on the television. "What do you like to watch?"

      "I don't care. Find something you like."

      She flipped a couple of channels and then paused, giving him a troubled look. "I feel like I'm overstaying my welcome. I should just brave the photographers and go home. It's not like they didn't already get photos of me."

      "You're not overstaying your welcome." He took her hand in his. "Chelsea, you know I'm interested in you. We almost drowned ourselves kissing each other at the lake."

      "I'm attracted to you, too, Brodie, but my life is already so complicated, and I'm not in a good space—"

      "Stop," he said, cutting off her explanation. "I'm not pushing for anything more than what we're doing right now."

      "Really? You want to watch TV with me?"

      "Sure."

      "And we're not going to make out during the commercials?"

      "Well, I can't promise that."

      A smile curved her lips. "And if I don't want to?"

      "Then we don't. You're calling the shots, Chelsea."

      "And you're being very easygoing."

      "That's who I am. Look, when we get together, I don't want you distracted by anything or anyone else."

      "When? Not if?"

      "When," he confirmed, looking straight into her pretty blue eyes. "Now find us something interesting to watch."

      "Since I'm calling the shots…" She handed him the remote. "I'll let you decide."

      "Deal." After several minutes of channel hopping, he settled on a suspense movie that was just starting.

      It was a gripping story, fast-paced, with car chases and explosions, but somewhere in the middle of the excitement, Chelsea put her head on the side pillow of the couch and fell asleep. He watched her for a few minutes, losing complete track of the mystery on the screen. She really was a beautiful woman, and in sleep there was no sign of the stress that had plagued her day.

      He forced himself to look back at the television, finishing out the movie on his own. Then he grabbed the throw blanket off the back of the recliner and gently draped it over Chelsea. When he got up from the couch, she stretched out her legs, and he didn't want to disturb her, so he settled on the recliner.

      He turned on a baseball game and kept the sound on low, thinking at some point she'd wake up and probably want to go home.

      But the game wasn't very exciting. As the score lengthened, he found his yawns coming more frequently. It had been a very long day. Maybe he'd just close his eyes for a few minutes…
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      Brodie woke up to the sound of a doorbell. He sat up abruptly, his gaze moving to the couch. Chelsea gave him a confused and sleepy look.

      "What's going on?" she asked.

      "Someone is at the door."

      "Is it morning…" Her voice fell away as she glanced at her watch. "Oh, my God. It's almost nine. I can't believe I slept all night on your couch."

      "You were exhausted."

      "And you slept in the recliner?"

      "It's very comfortable."

      "You should have sent me home."

      The doorbell rang again, three impatient times in a row.

      "Are you expecting someone?" she asked.

      "No. Stay here. It could be Austin again." He got up and strode down the hall. He was ready to bring harassment charges against Austin himself, but when he looked through the peephole, it wasn't Chelsea's ex on his porch; it was a tall, dark-haired man, from whom he'd inherited his brown eyes and broad shoulders.

      Shock ran through him, as the bell rang once more. He threw open the door. "Dad. What are you doing here?"

      "Nice greeting," his father said. "Obviously, I came to see you."

      "I thought you were in LA."

      "I was until yesterday when I realized that there was no way you were getting on a plane until we had a face-to-face conversation, so I flew to Denver last night, and headed up here as soon as the rental car agency opened."

      "You didn't need to come," he said, running his hand through his hair.

      "For God's sake, Brodie, I just drove two hours to get here. Let me in."

      "Dad, wait—" He had no time to finish his statement, as his father brushed past him and ran straight into Chelsea.

      "I'm sorry," his father said. "I didn't realize you had someone here."

      Chelsea tucked her tangled hair behind her ears, giving them both an awkward look. "Sorry," she said. "I didn't mean to interrupt."

      Judging by his father's expression, his dad had just jumped to the wrong conclusion. "Chelsea, this is my father, Justin McGuire," he said. "Dad, this is Chelsea Cole, my neighbor."

      "A close neighbor, it looks like," his father said, a gleam of amusement in his eyes. "It's nice to meet you, Chelsea."

      "You, too." She shook his dad's hand, then turned to him. "I'm going to go next door and feed the cat. I'll head home after that."

      He glanced back through the open door and saw no one in front of Chelsea's house. "It looks like you're good for now. But I don't know for how long. I suppose you can always hide out at the Bakers."

      "Hopefully that won't be necessary. I'll see you later." As she moved down the hall, to leave through the kitchen door, he closed the front door and turned his attention back to his dad. There was a speculative gleam in Justin's eyes.

      "What was that all about?" his father asked. "Why does she need to hide out? Is she on the run or something?"

      "It's nothing like that. We don't need to talk about Chelsea."

      "Maybe we do. I'm beginning to understand where some of your reluctance is coming from. Why didn't you tell me you had a girlfriend?"

      "She's not a girlfriend."

      "She spent the night."

      "That doesn’t make her my girlfriend."

      "True."

      "Whether you believe it or not, nothing actually happened."

      "Sure, okay. Whatever you say."

      Clearly, his father didn't believe it. He sighed. "I need coffee."

      "I could use some, too," his dad said, following him into the kitchen. "This house is very…charming."

      "Only you could make charming sound like a bad thing," he said dryly. "I'm still furnishing it."

      "It's good you haven't finished. There will be fewer items for you to move to Los Angeles."

      He ignored that comment as he started the coffeemaker. Then he turned and leaned against the counter, folding his arms in front of his chest as he looked at his father. His dad might have gotten up early, but he didn't look at all tired. He was clean-shaven, his brown hair styled as always, his khaki slacks and light-green, short-sleeved dress shirt barely showing a wrinkle.

      He, on the other hand, was very aware he was still in the same shorts that had taken a dip in the lake and a T-shirt that needed a wash. Not that he'd ever tried to compete with his father when it came to fashion. He chose comfortable over stylish every day of the week.

      "I haven't said I'm moving, Dad."

      His father leaned against the opposite counter, clearly understanding the dynamic of being on eye level with the person he was trying to persuade to do what he wanted.

      "Not yet," his father replied. "But you also haven't said no."

      "I told you I was taking the weekend to consider your offer."

      "And I knew you'd talk yourself out of it if I gave you too much time. Did you tell your grandfather?"

      "I did."

      His father gave him a pained look. "I asked you not to do that."

      "I appreciate his counsel."

      "And what did his counsel involve?"

      "He told me I should make up my own mind."

      "At the same time reminding you of the selfless glory that comes with being a cop?" his father asked, a cynical note in his voice. "Never mind that cops don't give the same attention to their families as they do to their jobs."

      He frowned at his father's words. "What does that mean?"

      "Nothing." His dad gave an impatient shake of his head. "Let's talk about the offer."

      "First, let's talk about what you just said. Your beef with cops has to do with Grandpa not paying you enough attention?"

      "He didn't pay my mother enough attention, either. Not even when she first got sick. Oh, everyone thinks so highly of him for being there at the end of her life; what about before that, when she was diagnosed with cancer and had to start chemo? Then he was still working long shifts, still serving the community, instead of taking care of her, of me. So, forgive me, if I'm not a fan of your new profession."

      "I don't think you ever told me that."

      "Well, it was a long time ago. You know your grandpa and I don't get along."

      "I don't think I ever knew why you disliked him so much."

      "Now you do. But that's not important. I don't want to see you miss an opportunity that could change your life. This is your chance to come back, Brodie."

      "How am I coming back exactly? I'm not skiing. I'm not racing. I won't win any more medals or get any more endorsements."

      "But you can still have an impact on the sport you love. You can help other athletes. You said that's what you like about being a cop. You help people. That's great. But in this opportunity, you can help people who once looked up to you. You can give them a voice. You can raise your sport to a new level. You can make it more accessible to the general public. You can bring the World Cup alive. Everything you do will benefit all the skiers who have come behind you."

      He had to admit his dad could sell like no one else. Every word made him feel he was stepping up to race once more, that victory would soon be his, but they were talking about a news magazine show, not the Olympics. "That's a good pitch, Dad. Why don't we get back to the basics?"

      "Happy to do that. Just pour me a cup of coffee. I have a feeling this won't be a short conversation."

      He had the same feeling, as he filled two mugs. He handed one to his father. "Before we start, try to remember I'm your son."

      His dad met his gaze. "I've never forgotten that. I know you think I rode your fame to the top of my own career, and that's probably true. But I've always had your best interests at heart. I'd like to think that we each contributed to the other's success. And that can continue if you have an open mind." His father paused. "I just need to know one thing. Is Chelsea going to be a factor in your decision?"

      "Maybe."

      "What does she do? Would there be work for her in LA?"

      "She's a teacher," he said, happy that his dad had a complete lack of interest in any music that hadn't been played before 1990.

      "There are lots of teaching jobs in LA."

      "Let's just focus on my offer. Chelsea doesn't need to be part of the conversation. She and I—we're just…getting started."

      "Got it."

      He nodded, knowing in his heart there was no way Chelsea would leave Whisper Lake, especially not to go to a media-heavy city like Los Angeles.

      Should he take that into consideration? She wasn't even sure she wanted to date him.

      On the other hand, they'd gotten very close the last couple of days, and he really wanted to see where things would go. Leaving town now seemed like a bad idea.

      "Brodie, are you going to pay attention?" his father demanded.

      "Right. Speak. I'm listening."
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      After feeding Lady Jane, Chelsea searched the neighborhood for paparazzi and then made a mad dash across the street. It felt good to be home again. She took a long shower, got dressed, downed a bowl of cereal and two cups of coffee and felt immensely better and more like herself. She really wished she'd had the chance to meet Brodie's father under better circumstances. No doubt he thought they'd slept together. She shouldn't care. It wasn't like they were teenagers. If she and Brodie wanted to spend the night together, it was no one else's business.

      Setting her empty bowl in the sink, she moved into the living room, so she could see if the photographers had returned. Her heart sank as she saw the same two men sitting in a car out front. They were back. She should count herself lucky that she'd gotten inside before they arrived. On the other hand, she was now trapped. Still, it was better to be in her home than somewhere else. She'd already taken up enough of Brodie's time.

      Her gaze moved across the street. Justin McGuire's rental car was still parked in front of Brodie's house. They were having a long visit. She wondered how that was going.

      Would Brodie be persuaded to take the job? She hated the thought of him leaving Whisper Lake. Seeing him every day was getting to be a very happy habit.

      On the other hand, maybe it would be better if he left. Brodie was taking over her life, making her want to come out of hibernation and feel all the wonderful feelings. But opening herself up to him made her vulnerable. There could be intense pain waiting on the other side of potential happiness, and she didn't want to be sad anymore. She didn't want to feel like crying every other minute. Good times didn't last. And falling for Brodie seemed like the first step to ending up in a lonely place.

      Or…

      She couldn't stop the alternative scenario from running through her head. Maybe with Brodie there wouldn't be pain or loneliness. Maybe it would all be great, and the great would last forever.

      Was that a possibility? Or was that vision driven by foolish hope?

      There were always so many questions when it came to love. She shivered at the thought of loving Brodie, of him loving her back.

      Could their separate paths intersect and become one track? Or would they cross over and then veer apart once more? That seemed most likely. Wouldn't it be easier to just stay in her safe place than risk all the questions?

      As her thoughts rolled around in her head, she thought about writing them down. It was how she'd always worked through her emotions. Feelings became songs. She resisted for a moment and then found herself walking over to the coffee table, where she'd dropped a pile of mail.

      Sitting down on the couch, she picked up a pen and jotted words that were running through her head on the back of a piece of junk mail. They were random phrases, but they felt like the start to something. She abruptly set down the pen, scaring herself once more by a return to the past she'd locked away.

      The slamming of a car door brought her to her feet. She checked the window, anger running through her when she saw Austin and Darla on the sidewalk.

      What the hell was wrong with Austin?

      The men who had been sitting in the other car got out as well. And then Mrs. Petrie came into view, walking her tiny French poodle. The busybody on the block, Mrs. Petrie, of course, stopped to chat. And then Mr. Ralston slowed his car down as he passed her house. He lived three houses away, but he was clearly curious as to what was going on. A moment later, he turned into his driveway, then got out of the car and walked toward her house.

      The crowd was growing by the minute.

      Finally, she saw a car come down the street that made her happy. It was her sister, Lizzie. As Lizzie turned into the driveway, she quickly ran into the kitchen and through the door leading into the garage. She hit the remote, so her sister could pull in. Hopefully, the press would not try to get in after her. Just to be careful, she went back into the house and locked the door, not unlocking it until Lizzie knocked and told her she was alone.

      She quickly pulled Lizzie inside, closing the door behind her.

      "Are you all right?" Lizzie asked, concern in her gaze.

      "I'm fine. I'm just being stalked, as you can see."

      "I can't believe how many people are outside. Did you call Adam?"

      "No. It's not a crime to stand on the sidewalk in front of my house."

      "It should be, when the sole goal is to harass you. I brought your purse and your phone."

      "Thank you," she said, taking her bag out of her sister's hand.

      "Have you talked to Austin again?" Lizzie asked.

      "No, but he came to Brodie's house last night while I was there, and Brodie spoke to Austin and Darla. The woman outside is Darla Hunt."

      "The reporter who did that piece on you several years ago?"

      "Yes. Austin has apparently convinced her that he and I are going to reunite and make beautiful music together both on and off the stage."

      "I read that."

      She frowned at Lizzie's somber statement. "You read it? Where?"

      "It's all over the internet, Chelsea. Pictures from the beach. You and Austin arguing. You and Brodie running away. There are a ridiculous number of stories. I can't believe the crazy headlines."

      "Are they talking about why I quit?"

      "There's the same speculation from before, plus some new theories."

      "Like what?"

      "Are you worried someone is going to find out why you really quit? Because I know it wasn't just stage fright and exhaustion. I understand that you don't want to tell me—"

      "It's never been about wanting to tell you; I just want to protect you from having to lie."

      Her sister met her gaze. "You don't think I'd lie for you? Because I would, especially if the lie would stop this craziness."

      She stared at her sister for a long moment, realizing how deeply she'd hurt Lizzie by her silence. "You need to sit down."

      "You're actually going to tell me?" Lizzie asked in shock, following her over to the kitchen table.

      "Yes." As her sister settled into her seat, she said, "Someone—a young man—killed himself because his girlfriend was inspired by my song, 'No More', to break up with him."

      Lizzie's eyes widened with each word. "Oh, my God. I had no idea what you were going to say, but this explanation was nowhere in my brain. How do you know he blamed you?"

      "The suicide note was addressed to me. His parents wanted it kept out of the press, and so did I. Fortunately, no one else besides the police knew about it. I wasn't just protecting myself, Liz; I wanted to protect his family, too."

      "What about the girlfriend?"

      "The parents told me they didn't show her the note. They were unhappy with her, and they weren’t talking."

      "But you talked to the parents?"

      "Once. I asked the police to set it up."

      "And you didn't tell anyone? What about Austin? You were with him at the time."

      "He was out of the country. I called him, but he didn't call me back. We were having other problems, too."

      "Did this happen before you froze the last time you tried to perform?"

      "Three days before. When I stepped on stage, and I saw all those teen girls looking up at me like I was their hero, their role model. Their adoration took on a crazed note, and all I could think about was that someone was dead because of me, because of what I inspired. I couldn't breathe. I panicked. I had to get out of there. It was the most terrifying moment of my life."

      "You should have told me, Chelsea."

      "I wanted to, but I was terrified the news would get out. The press was stalking everyone who knew me. I couldn't put the burden on any of you to lie for me."

      "But that was eighteen months ago. In all that time, you never felt like you could say something?"

      "After it died down, I didn't want to think about it anymore. It was easier to stay silent. I know I hurt you, Lizzie; I'm sorry. It just felt like a weight I had to carry on my own."

      "But you told Brodie. Why him and not me?"

      "Because…" She shrugged. "I don't actually know why. It was the night Austin showed up at the inn. Brodie drove me to the beach, and he was being kind and understanding. He knew the celebrity life in a way that you didn't. He'd been the subject of tabloid stories that were completely false. He understood what I was going through. He also knew what it felt like to be someone's hero only to fail them."

      Although Lizzie still seemed put out that Brodie had been told first, she seemed to understand how it had happened.

      "I guess that makes sense," Lizzie said. "I'm glad he was there for you. You like him, don't you?"

      "Honestly? Probably too much."

      "How can it be too much?"

      "Because I like being safe—no highs, no lows, just quiet. Brodie isn't any of those things. He also might be leaving."

      "What?" Lizzie asked in surprise.

      "I shouldn't say anything, and you can't tell Adam, but Brodie has a job offer in LA that would put him back in the sports world. He hasn't decided if he'll take it, but he might. His dad is at his house now trying to convince him. Even if I was willing to take a risk with him, he might leave."

      "Or you might give him a reason to stay."

      "I would never ask him to do that. He lost everything when he crashed on that mountain. I want him to be happy. He deserves it."

      "Spoken like someone who cares about him."

      "I do care about him. He's been great. But I also know that I can't keep relying on him to fix my situation or to hide me away from Austin and the press. I need to take care of this myself."

      "I agree. What are you going to do?"

      She thought about the question for a long moment, wondering if she really had the courage to confront Austin in front of the paparazzi. But if she didn't deal with him, this would never end. He was also controlling the story to his benefit and her detriment. She couldn’t allow that. She couldn't continue to hide. It was time to come out in the open.

      "Chelsea?" Lizzie prodded.

      "I'm going to walk out my front door and talk to the press," she said. "I have a voice. I need to use it."

      "And say what?"

      "That I'm not reuniting with Austin, that I love being a teacher and that's my job now."

      "Okay."

      "What?" she asked, seeing doubt in her sister's eyes. "You don't think I should?"

      "Actually, I do, but I have to ask you a question first. Do you love teaching, Chelsea? Do you really love it? Or is it just what you're settling for? I know what you look like, how you act, when you're passionate about something, and I have never ever seen that same excitement on your face since you quit singing and took up teaching." Lizzie paused, giving her a hard look. "You just said you have a voice and you need to use it. Maybe you need to use it for more than just talking to the press. Maybe you need to sing again. Your music didn't make that boy kill himself. I don't think it even made his girlfriend break up with him. She was already thinking that he was wrong for her; your song just emphasized what she was feeling."

      "If you'd read his letter, you'd know that my music played a part. And you should have seen his parents' eyes: they were so sad. They were trying not to blame me, but they couldn't help but feel that way. I can't risk hurting anyone else ever again."

      "What about helping someone else?"

      "I'm helping kids when I teach."

      "You help when you sing, too. I was going to tell you not to go online, not to read anything, but I was wrong. You need to read what your fans are saying. You need to realize that your influence can also be good. You've had people who listened to your songs while their loved ones were in surgery. One girl said your song about taking back your power inspired her to deal with a sexual assault from her teens. Your reach is so much longer than you think."

      "I'm very aware now of my long reach; that's the problem. For every good story, there's a bad one."

      "I don't think it evens out like that. But I can see you're not ready to accept that. And you have to do that on your terms."

      "I do. But I can take my power back by telling the truth, instead of letting Austin run this show. However, I know that even my side will get spun into something else. That's the reality."

      "They can't spin what you say in front of a camera."

      "That's true."

      "You're stronger than you know, Chelsea. You can do this."

      She wanted to believe her sister was right, but maybe she needed to prove it to both of them. Standing up, she threw back her shoulders, lifted her jaw and said, "I'm going to do it. I will talk to the press and stop Austin's runaway storyline. I just hope I don't get any questions on the suicide. Austin hinted last night to Brodie that he knew something. If I hit him hard, he might hit back."

      "It's a risk," Lizzie admitted, getting to her feet. "But he could do that even if you say nothing. It could be his next shot at you. Or he'll try to leverage you with blackmail."

      "I just wonder why he hasn't already done that. If he knows my secret, why wouldn't he have just used it already to get me to go along with him?"

      "It sounds like he tried to do that through Brodie. But it's possible he was just guessing, figuring you had a reason for leaving music that you haven't yet shared with anyone. He wanted to make you nervous."

      "He succeeded."

      "You can wait until you know for sure what information he has, so you're not blindsided."

      She could wait, but she didn't want to. "I can't be trapped in my house or Brodie's house anymore. I don't want to run away from parties or my friends. This has to stop." She paused, considering her strategy. "I think Austin's career is suffering. He's desperate. He's been doing nothing but duets the past year, with whatever artist is on the rise. He's lost his voice. Maybe I can turn this around on him, but in a positive way."

      "How are you going to do that?" Lizzie asked curiously.

      "I'm not sure. We'll see what words come out of my mouth."

      "Okay. I'm coming with you. I've got your back, Chelsea."

      "Thanks." She gave her sister a warm, grateful look.

      "And, hey, if you want to take a swing at Austin's pretty face, I wouldn't blame you."

      "I'm sure the photographers would love that."

      "It might be worth it."

      "It might be, but hopefully it won't come to that."
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      "What on earth is going on across the street?" his father asked Brodie, as they stepped out onto the porch.

      After too long of a discussion and many cups of coffee, he and his dad had finally hashed out all the details of the job offer. He had a lot to think about. But at the moment, his only thought was for Chelsea, whose house was surrounded by press and neighbors. "Austin is taking this too far," he muttered.

      "Wait—is that Austin Boone, the singer?"

      "Yes, but how do you know that? You don't listen to country music."

      "No, I don't, but his manager is a friend of mine. What's he doing here?"

      "He's stalking Chelsea."

      His father gave him a confused look. "Why?"

      "Because Chelsea was involved with Austin. She's also a country music star in her own right, but she quit a little over a year ago."

      "She just quit?"

      "It's a long story. But the short version is that Austin is trying to get her to come back to music and write a song with him. He's been hounding her for days."

      "I thought you said she was a teacher."

      "She teaches music now."

      "After being a star?”

      "Some people don't love being under the lights."

      His father gave him a thoughtful look. "She's a teacher, and you're a cop. Two people doing nothing close to what they were meant to do."

      "I can't do what I was meant to do."

      "But you can do something in that world."

      "I told you I'd think about it, and I will. You should go."

      "Not quite yet. Looks like something is about to happen."

      His gut tightened as Chelsea's front door opened. A moment later, she stepped onto the porch, followed by her sister. The crowd in front of her house hushed.

      Chelsea moved down the steps, meeting Austin and Darla in the middle of the path, the photographers snapping a constant barrage of shots.

      He moved down the steps, crossing the street, needing to make sure Chelsea was all right. His father was right behind him, which probably wasn't the best thing, but he didn't have time to do anything about it.

      As he pushed through the crowd, he saw a determined expression on Chelsea's face. She looked like a woman on a mission.

      One of the photogs pushed a mic in her direction.

      "Hi," she said, her voice a little rough, as she looked at the crowd. "You're all probably wondering what's going on. I'm sure you've met Austin Boone by now. You know that he's my ex-boyfriend, and that he wants me to record a new song with him."

      A couple of teenage girls clapped at that piece of news.

      Chelsea gave them a shaky smile. "Unfortunately, I'm not going to be able to do that. As most of you know, I retired from music over a year ago. I won't get into the reasons why, but I will tell you that while I miss the music and my fans, I'm a teacher now, and any music I'll be doing will be done in the classroom."

      Disappointed calls for her to change her mind followed her words.

      "Chelsea," Austin began.

      She put up a hand. "I'm not done," she said a bit more loudly. She turned to the camera. "Austin Boone is an incredible singer. His songs are poetry. I don't think he sometimes realizes how good he is on his own." She looked back at Austin. "You don't need me, Austin. You don't need anyone. Your voice alone is more than enough. You can give the fans what they want. The magic is in you. I know it is, because I've seen it."

      Brodie felt his gut clench as Chelsea and Austin exchanged a long look. He didn't like what he was seeing or hearing. Chelsea was turning Austin into some kind of hero. Why? She'd acted like she couldn't stand him the night before.

      She looked once more at the camera. "I can't wait to hear what Austin comes up with, and I'm sure you can't, either. Flood his social media. Tell him how excited you are for a new song—a solo, not a duet." She took one last breath. "And to my fans, I love you so much. I appreciate all your support. We each have our own journeys to complete, our own stuff to deal with. You've all been patient with me, and I appreciate it. I'm still figuring out my path. I'm not sure where it will go, where I will end up, or who I will be. But the one thing I know for sure is that it's my journey to take. I won't be doing a song with anyone else. I hope you aren't too disappointed. Thanks for listening."

      More questions rang through the air, but Chelsea was already headed back inside, Lizzie acting as a protective barrier between her and the crowd.

      "Well, that was something," his father said, drawing his attention back to him as the crowd huddled around Austin to get his take on Chelsea's statement.

      "Yeah," he said, feeling enormously proud of Chelsea for braving the press and speaking her truth. "She's something else."

      "Something special," his dad said quietly. "I saw the way you looked at her, Brodie. Why don't you bring her to LA with you? We can make something happen for both of you."

      "Dad, stop selling. I agreed to make the trip later this week. Let's leave it at that."

      "Then I'll be on my way. Let me know when you book your flight."

      "I will." He walked his dad back to his car. "Have a safe trip home."

      His father nodded. "One last thing…"

      "There's more?" he asked with an impatient groan. All he really wanted to do right now was talk to Chelsea.

      "I just want you to know that this offer is constructed to make you happy. I wasn't thinking of you as my client, but as my son. I do know the difference."

      "Thank you for that."

      He stepped back as his dad got in the car and drove away. He was debating whether to cross the street and knock on Chelsea's door, or wait until the crowd dispersed, when Darla walked over to him.

      "You got your story," he said.

      "Not much of one. But putting Chelsea's video online will be good for traffic. I'm surprised she doesn't see the value of singing with Austin again. It could be great for her career."

      "Probably better for his. Wasn't that what this was all about?"

      "I'm sure," she said with a knowing smile. "Chelsea's words of encouragement will help even if she doesn't sing with him." She paused. "I thought I saw something between them. Who knows, maybe their story isn't finished yet?"

      He didn't like her suggestion at all, but as much as he wanted to deny it, he couldn't.

      "Anyway," Darla said. "I'd still love to have coffee with you, talk about your career, your transformation into a small-town police officer. I know I could sell it just about anywhere."

      "Sorry, not interested."

      "Well, you have my card. If that changes, give me a call." She started to walk away, then paused, her shrewd eyes settling on him. "You know, I have great instincts, Brodie."

      "What does that mean?"

      "There's something between you and Chelsea Cole, isn't there?"

      "We're just neighbors."

      "You were at the beach together. You ran away together, and I have a feeling she was in your house last night when Austin and I came to the door."

      "So, that's really the story you're interested in?"

      "I'm a good reporter. I like depth, complexity, which I can't always find. Chelsea fascinates me. I was a fan first, and I miss her music. I'd like to see her come back. I'd like to see her happy again."

      "How do you know she's not happy?"

      "Instinct," she said with a shrug. "But I'm not going to dig into her life anymore, even though Austin has suggested there might be secrets to find."

      "Austin just wants press."

      "I know, but there's probably more to Chelsea's retirement than she's been willing to say. However, I'll let it roll for now. You can tell her that. You can also tell her that if she ever does want to talk, she can trust me to get the story right."

      He didn't bother to respond. He didn't think Chelsea would ever trust a reporter, especially not with her secret. The fact that Austin hadn't told Darla about the suicide led him to believe that Austin still didn't know. Maybe this would all be over now—at least for the press. He wanted it to be over for Chelsea, too, but he didn't know how to make that happen.

      Not wanting to add any more fuel to the fire surrounding her, he decided to let her be and walked back into his house. He needed a shower and when everything was quiet again, they'd talk.
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      "You did it, Chelsea," Lizzie said with a proud smile. "You were a little too nice to Austin. But I think it worked to your advantage."

      "Once his fans are begging him for a song that's only his, he'll realize he doesn't need me. And if my interview gives his career a boost, I'm fine with it. Then he can leave me alone."

      "Can I ask you something?"

      "Can I stop you?"

      "Do you still care about Austin? I thought I saw something between you."

      "If you saw anything, it was just a fond memory. Austin was a good guy in the beginning. We came up in the business together. And even though he was a lousy boyfriend, I don't wish him anything but success."

      "You're a kinder person than I am."

      "Mom always said it's better to kill with kindness."

      "One of her favorite sayings. By the way, she called me this morning. She and Dad saw all the photos online. I reassured her that you were fine and that I had your phone, which was why you weren't texting her back. But you should call her, or she may show up here next."

      "I'll do that today." The last thing she wanted was to have her parents on her doorstep. She needed to catch her breath and get her life back on track.

      "Good. What else are you doing today?"

      "I don't know. I haven't gotten that far."

      "Keira is throwing a spontaneous pool party. Girls in the afternoon, just us, then significant others or friends, male or female, are invited to a dinner barbecue. Not that you'd be interested, but she said she's inviting some hot guys for later."

      She smiled. "Really? Where are these hot guys coming from?"

      "No idea, but I'm in. What about you? Or do you have plans with Brodie?"

      "No plans as of yet."

      "You could invite him for later."

      "I could. Okay, I'm in, too."

      "Great. I thought you were going to beg off after all this craziness."

      "After all this craziness, I think I just want to be with friends. And with the festival still going on in town, escaping to Keira's lake house pool seems perfect."

      "That's what she thought. Plus, she missed all of us yesterday at the beach, so she wants to have some fun. I'll drive."

      "You're going to have to. My car is still at the inn from Friday night. I was going to get it last night, but that didn't work out."

      "You'll get it later. I already have my swimsuit and bag in the car. Why don't you grab yours, and we'll be off?"

      "Sounds good." She'd no sooner stood up than the doorbell rang.

      "Should I get that?" Lizzie asked.

      "No. I'm not afraid anymore." She walked over to the door and looked through the peephole. Despite her brave words, she was thrilled to see that the only person on her porch was Brodie.

      She opened the door and he stepped inside.

      "I saw the photographers were gone," he said, his concerned gaze settling on her face. "How are you doing?"

      "I'm fine."

      "Are you?"

      Lizzie cleared her throat, interrupting the look going on between them. "I have to make a couple of calls," she said. "I'm just going to go in the kitchen. Take your time."

      She smiled as her sister made a fast exit. "That was subtle."

      He smiled back at her. "I thought you'd be more upset, Chelsea."

      "I thought I would be upset, too, but I feel good after giving my speech."

      "It was a good speech. I heard every word."

      "I didn't see you out there, but I was trying to just focus on the camera."

      "My dad and I were walking out of my house when you appeared on the porch."

      "He heard me, too?" she asked, not sure how she felt about that.

      "Yes. He didn't realize you used to be a superstar."

      "He must think I'm nuts."

      "I wouldn't say that. I am curious as to why you decided to confront Austin."

      "I just finally realized I couldn't stay in hiding anymore. What kind of a life could I lead if I was always running away from Austin? Plus, Lizzie made a good argument that Austin's story was all over the internet and if I wanted my voice to be heard, I needed to use it, not let him control the narrative."

      "Your sister is a smart woman. I did look online, and you and Austin are trending just about everywhere. I got a few mentions as well."

      "Sorry about that."

      "I don't care. I thought you maneuvered Austin away from you quite well. You turned his own fans on him in a positive way. His platforms are lighting up with comments. Everyone wants him to sing his own song. I think he's going to move on."

      "I hope so."

      "So, what are you doing the rest of the day?"

      "I just accepted an invitation to go swimming with Lizzie and the girls at Keira's house."

      "Oh." Disappointment ran through his eyes. "That should be fun. Maybe we can get together later."

      "Actually, Keira said guys are welcome for a dinner barbecue. If you're interested in joining us, come by at five. Adam will be there; I'm not sure who else."

      "As long as you're there, I'm in."

      She couldn't stop the ripple of pleasure that spread through her at his words, at the look in his eyes. She glanced over her shoulder. Lizzie was nowhere in sight, so she turned back to Brodie and stepped forward, putting her arms around his neck.

      "What's this?" he asked, his eyes darkening.

      "I want to thank you for everything, Brodie. For listening to me, for hiding me away, for caring…"

      "I do care," he said in a deep, intense voice, his hands settling on her waist. "I want you to know that."

      "I care about you, too." She let out a breath. "I have no idea where we go from here, but I'd like to find out."

      "Me, too." He lowered his head and took a long, slow kiss that set her senses on fire.

      "Wow," she muttered as they broke apart.

      He grinned. "I like that response. Too bad your sister is in the kitchen."

      "Too bad," she echoed.

      "I should let you go." Despite his words, he seemed reluctant to do just that, stealing one more kiss, before moving away. "I'll see you at the barbecue."

      "I forgot to ask—what happened with your dad, with the job offer?"

      The light in his eyes turned to shadows. "I'll tell you later. It's too long to go into now."

      "Okay, but I want to hear it later."

      As he slipped out the door, her smile faded as she thought about the sudden change in his demeanor. Had he decided to take the job in LA? He could be leaving any day, just when she was starting to come out of her cocoon, just when she was beginning to think she could be happy again. But it wasn't his job to make her happy. And if he needed to move to find his life again, how could she wish him anything but the best?

      "Chelsea?" Lizzie asked, interrupting her thoughts. "Everything all right?"

      "You need to stop asking me that. I appreciate your concern, but I'm fine."

      "For the first time in a long time, I actually believe you."

      "Good. Let's go swimming."
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      Swimming in Keira's pool, munching on veggies and deviled eggs, drinking skinny margaritas, and chatting about everything under the sun but nothing too personal, was exactly the kind of afternoon Chelsea had wanted. She knew her friends were curious about all the online gossip, but Lizzie had apparently told them not to ask her about it, and they'd been respectful of that request. They were not, however, as respectful of her privacy when it came to Brodie.

      "So, Chelsea, have you kissed Brodie yet?" Hannah asked as they sat on Keira's outdoor sofa late Sunday afternoon.

      "That's rather personal."

      "And not an answer," Hannah pointed out.

      "It's not your business. How's that for an answer?"

      "Oh, come on, give me a little something," Hannah pleaded, not taking offense at her abrupt tone. "My life is so boring right now. And your life appears to be anything but boring."

      "Leave her alone," Lizzie said. "I promised her no questions."

      "That was about the other stuff," Hannah grumbled.

      "Yes, I've kissed him," she said. "It was great. Brodie is a very good kisser."

      Hannah beamed. "Finally, some details. So, you're seeing each other?"

      "We might be."

      Keira clapped her hands in delight. "I'm excited for you, Chelsea."

      "Thanks. Now someone else talk. Surely, I'm not the only one who kissed a man this week."

      "I kissed Zach," Gianna said with a happy smile.

      "That doesn't count; you're practically engaged," Hannah told Gianna. "In fact, when are you going to be officially engaged?"

      "Not for a while. We want Hailey to get to know me and feel comfortable going back and forth between Zach and her grandparents. I have to say I'm a little nervous about becoming a stepmother. I have no experience raising a child, but Hailey is great. Anyway, that's all my news." Gianna turned to Lizzie. "What about you? Kissed anyone this week?"

      As she looked at her sister, Chelsea was a bit surprised by the sudden flush on Lizzie's cheeks. "Have you kissed anyone?" she echoed.

      "No. I've been busy. I had a party to put on."

      "Then why do you look guilty?"

      "Ooh, trust a sister to know when her sibling looks guilty," Hannah put in with a laugh.

      "I didn't kiss anyone," Lizzie protested. "But I did have an interesting guest at the inn the other night. He's thinking about buying a second home in Whisper Lake. We had a good conversation. That was it."

      "He must be well-off if he can invest in a second home," Keira said. "What's his name? Maybe I've run across him."

      "I can't say."

      "Why not?" Keira asked in surprise.

      "He asked me not to."

      "So, he's famous," Hannah put in. "This gets better and better."

      "It's not anything," Lizzie said. "He was there, and now he's gone. I don't know that I'll ever see him again. He just had amazing green eyes and great hair."

      "The start to every good relationship," Keira said with a laugh.

      "What about you, Keira?" Chelsea asked. "Any kisses to report?"

      "I kissed Leo when he got here."

      "That doesn’t count. We all kissed him."

      "He might be male, but all he does is sleep and burp," Hannah interjected.

      "I've had dates who did that, too," Keira said with a laugh.

      "Hey, he also smiles," Chloe said. "Leo is going to be a heartbreaker like his dad." She stopped abruptly. "I've almost forgotten what it's like to kiss Kevin. That's a terrible thing to say, isn't it?"

      "More like a terrible thing to feel," she said quietly, her heart aching for Chloe. Even though they tried to stay on positive, cheerful topics, there was always a moment when Kevin came up, when Chloe's loss filled them all with pain. It made her problems seem very small in comparison.

      "I miss Kevin so much," Chloe continued. "The waiting is horrible. But then I think if I stop waiting, that means there's a definitive answer. He's either coming home or he's not. I can't handle the second choice, so maybe this purgatory I'm in is better than the alternative. Although, it doesn’t matter what I tell myself. I have no control over anything. I just have to keep hoping for a miracle."

      "We're all hoping," Lizzie put in.

      "I know. You're the greatest friends a girl could have. Now, Hannah, it's your turn," Chloe said, forcing a smile onto her face.

      "Nothing to report. Everyone I meet turns out to be either stupid, self-obsessed, or completely uninteresting. I'm beginning to think I should move to a bigger city."

      "No way. You're not going anywhere," Keira said. "Not with the new airfield starting up only a few miles away."

      "What are you talking about?" she asked, surprised by Keira's words.

      "Anderson Aviation is repurposing the old Cantwell Field Airport," Keira replied. "It's going to be a test facility, which means all kinds of daring and exciting pilots will be relocating to our neck of the woods."

      "That does sound interesting," Hannah agreed.

      "I think so, too," Lizzie said. "There's something very romantic about pilots."

      Chelsea laughed at the dreamy expression on her sister's face. "You think everything is romantic."

      "Not everything or everyone, but I can see the possibilities. When does the airfield open?"

      "Sometime within the next few months, but some of the guys are already here, and two of them are coming to our barbecue. I was showing them houses in the area yesterday." She checked her watch. "In the next fifteen minutes. If anyone wants to freshen up, now's the time."

      "So, the test pilots are your hot mystery guys?" Hannah asked. "Because, if so, bravo!"

      "Some of them," Keira said with a laugh. "Adam is also bringing Jake MacKenzie, who runs Adventure Sports."

      "Nice," Lizzie said with approval.

      "And then, of course, there's Zach and Brodie," Keira added. "But I think they're both taken."

      It felt odd to be paired up with a man again, but she couldn't deny that she wanted to slide Brodie into the taken column.

      "Well, I think I'll run a brush through my hair," Hannah said, getting to her feet. "This party is getting more interesting by the minute."

      She couldn't agree more.
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      Brodie parked behind Adam's truck, noting the number of cars in front of Keira's lake house. It looked like it was going to be a big party. A Jeep pulled in behind his car, and Jake MacKenzie stepped out.

      "The life of the party has arrived," he joked.

      With sandy-brown hair, a short beard, friendly brown eyes, and a spontaneous personality, Jake was usually the center of any party. He grabbed a case of beer out of the trunk and smiled. "I'll be even more popular now."

      "I agree." His two family-sized bags of chips paled in comparison.

      "Hey, I heard about your rescue the other day," Jake said. "Nice stuff."

      "It wasn't a big deal."

      "Not for someone like you." Jake paused. "I've been meaning to talk to you, Brodie. I'm heading up the volunteer search and rescue team this year, and a few of our volunteers recently moved away, so I'm recruiting. With the year-round population doubling in Whisper Lake, not to mention the influx of stupid hikers, skiers, etc., who come up here, we need more people ready to jump into action when needed. You're the perfect candidate. We could use someone as fearless as you, someone who understands mountain terrain, especially when winter comes. Are you back to skiing?"

      "I could ski," he said slowly.

      "Good to know. So I can count on you?"

      "Sure."

      "Great. I'm going to set up a meeting in the next week or two. Adam said he's on board as well, and I'm going to tap his cousin, Hunter, too. Now, let's go get this party started."

      As he followed Jake into the house, he wondered why he'd told Jake he could ski. Not that he couldn't ski; he just didn't know if he wanted to. There was also a chance he might take his father up on his job offer and leave Whisper Lake entirely. Although, as he walked out onto the deck and spotted Chelsea in a bright-red bikini with a multi-colored see-through skirt wrapped around her hips, he didn't know how on earth he could actually leave this town, no matter what offer he got.

      He exchanged hellos and hugs with what was becoming his usual group of friends. Then he moved over to Chelsea, who was standing by the pool, sipping a margarita. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, her blue eyes sparkling, her face pink from a day in the sun. But it was the easy smile on her face that really got to him. Telling Austin off and facing the press had definitely freed something inside her, and she was even more beautiful, if that was possible.

      "Hi, Brodie," she said softly, a welcoming smile on her face.

      "You look like you've had a fun, relaxing day."

      "Just what I needed," she agreed. "How about you? What did you do? Did you have to go in to work?"

      "Nope. I went for a bike ride and got some exercise."

      "Brodie," Keira interrupted. "What's your pleasure? Chicken or burger?"

      "Do I have to choose?" he asked.

      She smiled. "Got it. One of each."

      "Can I help?" Chelsea asked.

      "Nope. Adam is going to grill, and I have plenty of sides chilling in the fridge. My mom and I did all the cooking this morning."

      "How is your mother?" Brodie asked, knowing that Keira's mom had suffered an accident a few years back that had left her mentally impaired.

      "She's doing well. She's in the house. She doesn't like crowds; they confuse her a bit. But she'll probably wander out at some point." She paused, as two more men walked out onto the patio. "Excuse me."

      "Who are those guys?" he asked Chelsea. "I don't think I've seen them before."

      "Neither have I, but I'm guessing they're test pilots. Keira said Anderson Aviation has taken over the old Cantwell Field Airport to test new aircraft, and she showed two guys some houses the other day." She paused, as Keira brought the men in their direction. "It looks like we're about to find out if I'm right."

      "Chelsea, Brodie," Keira began. "I want you to meet Shane Channing and Cooper Nash."

      Shane and Cooper were night and day. Shane had dark hair and eyes while Cooper was blond and fair. They both appeared to be in their early or midthirties. "Brodie McGuire," he said, shaking hands with Shane, then Cooper.

      "And I'm Chelsea Cole," Chelsea added.

      "Chelsea Cole?" Shane echoed. "As in the singer Chelsea Cole?"

      "Yes," she said shortly. "You must be a country music fan."

      "I was born in Kentucky. How could I not be? You live here in Whisper Lake?"

      "I do. I don't sing anymore. I'm a teacher now."

      "Seriously?"

      "What do you guys do?" Brodie interrupted.

      "We're working for Anderson Aviation," Cooper replied. "We'll be testing aircraft starting in a few weeks."

      "Former air force?" Brodie asked.

      Both men smiled. "You got it,” Cooper answered. "What about you?"

      "I'm a cop."

      "We just met Adam. You must work together."

      "We do."

      "Let's keep going," Keira interrupted. "I want you both to meet everyone."

      "I wonder if it's going to get loud with test flights going over the lake," Chelsea murmured as the men moved away. "Whisper Lake seems to be growing by the minute. I guess nothing stays the same."

      "It would be boring if it did," he said.

      Her gaze swung back to his. "Sometimes boring is comfortable."

      "And sometimes comfortable is overrated."

      "Maybe," she conceded. "You need a margarita."

      He actually needed her, but he'd settle for a drink. They moved over to the bar where Zach was mixing margaritas and joined the rest of the group. For the next two hours, it was nonstop conversation with drinks and plenty of food. After three months in Whisper Lake, Brodie was starting to feel like he'd found his tribe as well as his woman. Not that Chelsea would appreciate him thinking of her as his woman, but he couldn't get the thought out of his mind.

      And, tonight, she was more relaxed around him and everyone else than she'd ever been. He was catching a glimpse of the real Chelsea, the woman she'd been before she'd gone into hiding. He hoped she didn't disappear again.

      As the light started to fade, Keira's mother Ruth came out onto the patio.

      "Keira, honey, there's a man here," Ruth said, interrupting their conversation. "He says he needs to talk to Chloe."

      "What?" Chloe asked, a startled look flashing across her face. "Who is he?"

      "I'm not sure." Ruth stepped back as a tall, dark-haired man wearing jeans and a dark polo shirt walked onto the patio.

      "Oh, God," Chloe murmured. "Michael. Do you have news?"

      "Let me take Leo," Chelsea said, immediately sweeping the baby out of Chloe's arms.

      Chloe staggered to her feet, keeping her hand on the table as if to steady herself. "What are you doing here, Michael?"

      "I have news," he said. "Can we go somewhere and talk? I don't want to interrupt the party."

      "Say what you have to say. These are my friends."

      "He's alive. Kevin is alive."

      "What?" Chloe asked in a daze, putting a hand to her mouth. "I thought you were going to say the complete opposite."

      "He's hurt," Michael continued, his mouth drawing into a tight, grim line.

      "How badly?"

      "I don't know. He's on his way to the hospital in Germany. He should be there within the hour. The doctor will be in touch as soon as he examines Kevin."

      "But he's alive? He's going to be okay?"

      "I believe he will be, Chloe. I didn't want to wait until I knew everything to come here. You've been through hell the past month. As soon as I knew he'd been rescued, I jumped on a plane."

      "He was rescued? From where?" she asked.

      "All I can tell you is that he's safe now and he's going to get excellent medical care."

      "I need to go to Germany," Chloe said, her voice and expression dazed. "But—but how can I go to Germany?" Her gaze swung to Leo. "Leo is barely a month old. How can I take him? How can I leave him?" Chloe held out her arms and Chelsea handed over her baby.

      "Let's find out the extent of Kevin's injuries," Michael said. His gaze moved to Leo. "God, he looks just like Kevin."

      Chloe gave him an emotional smile. "I think so, too. I can't believe Kevin is alive. I was trying to be hopeful, but every day made it so difficult."

      "I'm sorry it took so long. The entire team has been working nonstop to bring Kevin back. He's our brother."

      "I know. I appreciate that. I need to call Kevin's parents. Or should I wait until I know more about his injuries? Oh, I can't believe this is happening," Chloe rambled on without waiting for an answer to her question. "Don't tell Kevin I was losing hope, Michael. He would expect more from me."

      "I won't tell him," Michael promised.

      "How did you know I was here?"

      "I went by the café. Your assistant manager told me where to find you. I'm sorry to interrupt."

      "You're not interrupting, not with this news," Keira said.

      "These are my best friends," Chloe added. "They've been helping me take care of Leo and they've also been taking care of me. And this is Michael, one of Kevin's best friends." She let out a breath. "I need to go home. I want to be ready when the doctor calls."

      "I can drive you," Michael said.

      "I have my car, and the baby's car seat."

      "Then I'll follow you."

      "Are you sure you're okay to drive?" Adam asked sharply. "I can drive your car and get a ride home from there, Chloe."

      "Well, maybe," she said. "If you don't mind. I feel a little dazed."

      "Not at all," Adam replied.

      "I can pick you up on my way home, Adam," Lizzie said.

      "Great."

      "Keira, thank you for all this," Chloe said.

      "I thought it was fun before, but now it's the best party ever," Keira said with a laugh.

      As Chloe, Michael, and Adam left, Chelsea looked at him with her heart in her eyes, and he felt the same overwhelming rush of happiness for the very sweet and kind Chloe.

      "Can you believe it?" Chelsea asked. "Chloe got her miracle."

      "It's wonderful. I just hope her husband isn't too badly injured."

      "I guess that's something else to worry about, but he's alive and that's the most important thing."

      "It is."

      "This has been a great day," she added.

      "The party might be over," he said, as everyone started to clean up. "But the day has a few hours left. Did you drive here?"

      "No, I came with Lizzie."

      "Since she's going to pick up Adam from Chloe's house, how about I take you home?"

      "I'd really like that." She gave him a slow, sultry smile that he hoped meant what he thought it meant.
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      Brodie didn't know why he felt nervous, but his entire body was tense on the drive home. He didn't know if he was afraid Chelsea would change her mind or worried that she wouldn't. Because as much as he wanted her—God knew how much he wanted her—he also didn't want to hurt her. He'd liked seeing her happy tonight, carefree, just enjoying her friends and being with him. But he was no longer sure of his long-term plans. He'd already made airline reservations for a trip to LA on Wednesday. He needed to talk to Chelsea about that. He needed her to know that he might be leaving Whisper Lake.

      But if he told her that, this night would probably be ending sooner rather than later.

      Still, he needed to be honest and up-front.

      On the other hand, there was a good chance he wouldn't take the job, that he wouldn't leave this Colorado town for the Hollywood lights. Maybe it would be better to wait, see how his meetings went before stirring up possibilities that might not happen.

      It was a good rationalization, but he knew he couldn't stay silent. Not with her. Chelsea was too…important.

      That thought hit him so hard, he sucked in a quick breath.

      How had she gotten to be so important in such a short time?

      They were completely in tune with each other. He understood the way she thought, why she acted the way she did. He might not have come from her world of music, but he'd come from fame and celebrity. He knew how fake that world could be, how difficult it was to know who liked you for yourself and not what you could give them. He knew what it meant to feel the weight of public expectations and enormous personal disappointment. He knew how it felt to start over, to reinvent, to become someone completely different.

      And she knew all those things, too.

      Which was why he had to be honest now—no matter what happened.

      He pulled into her driveway. She looked at him in surprise. "You don't want to park in your garage?"

      "I'd like to see the inside of your house," he said, knowing that if their conversation went south, he'd prefer to be the one leaving and not her.

      "Well, I do have more furniture than you," she said with a smile.

      "I'm sure you do." He glanced around the quiet, shadowy yard. "It looks like the paparazzi are gone."

      "And Austin, too, thank goodness," she said, as they got out of the car.

      But when they walked up the steps to her front door, they both stopped abruptly at the sight of the guitar case leaning against the door, and an envelope with Chelsea's name scrawled across the front of it. He frowned. "Or maybe he's not completely gone."

      She let out a sigh and punched in the code to her door lock. She opened the door then reached for the guitar and took it into the house, leaning it up against the wall. She tossed the letter onto the side table, along with her purse.

      "You're not going to read it?" he asked.

      "Not now. I don't want to think about Austin tonight."

      The gaze in her eyes made his pulse jump. "What do you want to think about?"

      "Actually, I'd rather not think at all." She moved toward him, putting her hands on his shoulders. "Want to help me not think?"

      "More than I want to take my next breath. But we should talk first."

      "We've been talking for days. I don't want to talk anymore."

      "There are things we need to discuss."

      She put her fingers against his lips. "Can those things wait? Because the only thing I need right now is you."

      Anything else he'd thought about saying completely fled his mind.

      She dropped her hand from his mouth, putting it against his chest, as she pressed onto her toes and kissed him.

      She tasted like strawberries and summer, and his body tightened as he gripped her hips, pulling her even closer to him. The thin T-shirt and gauzy skirt did little to keep her body from his, and he reveled in the slide of her breasts against his chest, the feel of her bare legs against his. But it wasn't enough. "Let's see your bedroom," he murmured.

      Taking his hand, she led him up the stairs.

      Her room was as pretty and feminine as she was, and surprisingly bright with a white and yellow comforter, coral-colored pillows on the bed, a chaise lounge with more pillows, and an e-reader on the nightstand next to a bright red mug.

      "What do you think?" she asked.

      "It's you—the real you. I've been seeing her a lot today."

      Her gaze turned thoughtful. "What do you mean?"

      "The room is happy and so are you."

      She gazed back at him. "It feels happier now, because you make me happy, Brodie. I know it's fast, but I feel a connection to you that I haven't felt before." She licked her lips. "I—I haven't done this in a long time. I'm a little nervous."

      "So am I."

      She gave him a disbelieving look. "You? I don't believe that. You're so confident."

      "I want to make it good for you."

      She put her hands on his face. "It's going to be amazing."

      "The pressure is on."

      She laughed. "You like pressure. You like it when it counts."

      "I do," he said, appreciating how well she knew him. "I also like to be prepared."

      "Right. I think there are some dusty condoms in the bathroom, but—"

      He cut her off with a kiss. "I've got it," he said, pulling out his wallet. He took out two condoms and tossed them on the nightstand. He'd been carrying them around since he'd met Chelsea. Then he reached for the hem of her top, pulling it over her head.

      She shook her hair free as he tossed the top on the bed. Her beautiful breasts spilled out of her bikini top, and he impatiently reached for the back hook, then pushed the straps off her shoulder.

      She gave him a shy but also eager look. He liked that she could be sexy and sweet at the same time. It was a breath-stealing combination and right now he was having trouble sucking in air.

      "Touch me," she whispered.

      "I don't want to go too fast."

      "You like to go fast. I want to fly with you, Brodie. Don't hold back."

      Her words released what was left of his control. He gave her a hungry kiss, as he cupped her breasts. He slid his mouth down the side of her neck—a path of pure pleasure. Then he dropped his mouth to one rosy nipple. She threw back her head, a sigh of pleasure escaping her lips as he teased her nipple with his tongue.

      "Brodie," she murmured.

      He loved hearing his name on her lips. He ran his hands down to her hips, unknotting the tie of her skirt.

      As it fell away, he reached for her bikini bottom, wanting to see all of her.

      She shimmied out of the skimpy thong and he didn't think he'd seen a more beautiful woman in his life. "You are so pretty."

      "I'm also way ahead of you when it comes to clothes being off," she said with a more confident smile.

      "Let me catch up." He ripped his shirt over his head and pushed down his shorts and briefs.

      "Nice," she said, a breathless note in her voice.

      "Do you want to just look?" he teased.

      "God, no." She ran her hands down his chest.

      Before she could go any further, he pressed his mouth against hers, backing her toward the bed. As she fell onto the soft mattress, he came down on top of her. He wanted to take his time, but his body had other ideas, and so did hers. Impatience and need grew with each fiery kiss, each hungry touch, each gasp of passion.

      And then they were both flying.

      He held on to her with a tight grip, not wanting her to fall or crash, not wanting her to hurt in any way.

      The sentiment went far beyond the moment, but foolishly he thought if they just kept flying, nothing bad could happen.
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      "That was amazing," Chelsea said.

      He rolled onto his side but kept his arm around her.

      She turned to face him, her smile reinforcing what she'd just said. "Was that what it felt like to ski down the side of a mountain?"

      He grinned. "It was better."

      "Maybe I should take up skiing."

      "I think you'd like it."

      "Or I'd be terrified."

      "You have more courage than you believe."

      "People keep telling me that."

      "But you have to believe it; it doesn't matter what anyone else says."

      She gave him a loving look. "I feel like you know me so well."

      "We're a lot alike."

      "Are we?"

      "I think so."

      "I do, too, but it's strange. We're not from each other's world. You've never followed country music, and I think I've caught maybe two ski races on television in my entire life."

      He ran his fingers down her spine. "We both know what it means to dream big, to put it all on the line, to risk everything for the performance."

      "And we both know what it feels like to fail."

      He didn't like the somber gleam coming into her eyes. "Hey, we're back up on our feet, right?"

      "I felt that way today for the first time in forever."

      "It's just the beginning." This was probably the moment where he should bring up possible changes in his future, but he couldn't find the words.

      She suddenly sat up. "Oh, no."

      "What?" he asked with alarm, wondering what had changed her expression so drastically in the last few seconds.

      She gave him a pained look. "Lady Jane. I left food out for her earlier today, but I was going to check on her when I got back. I also need to clean the litter box. I better do it now."

      "Now? Wait." He put a hand on her arm as she moved to get out of bed. "I'll do it."

      "It's my job."

      "I don't want you over there alone at this time of night."

      "It's not even ten. I was crawling around your bushes in the middle of the night only last week."

      "Still, I'd feel better if you let me do it."

      "Brodie—"

      "It's done," he said, getting out of bed. He pulled on his shorts. "But one question."

      "What's that?" she asked.

      "Should I go home after I feed the cat, or should I come back?"

      She gave him a slow, sexy smile. "Do you really have to ask?"

      "I'll be back as soon as I can."

      "I'll be waiting."
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      As Brodie left, Chelsea pulled the covers up and snuggled into her bed, letting herself happily savor the memories of being with him. It had been so easy, so right. There had been no awkward moments, no wishing he'd touch her here or there, because he'd touched her here, there and everywhere. He'd been generous and passionate and just thinking about being with him again made her shiver with desire.

      She felt like she'd come alive. She'd broken free of her cocoon. She was a butterfly now. She was free. Her world was filled with colors again.

      It was joyous. It was terrifying

      Her old depressive mantra came back to haunt her: Bad always follows good.

      Not this time, she told herself forcefully. She was going to hang on to the good.

      As long as she could…

      She knew Brodie had wanted to talk about his job offer. But she hadn't wanted to hear about it, and she still didn't want to hear about it. She wanted to just stay in this happy moment, this place of joy and contentment.

      The words ran around in her head. She could hear the chords, too.

      A song was coming.

      She'd heard bits of it before when she'd first kissed Brodie.

      It was about finding herself, about finding love.

      She slid out of bed, grabbed her bathrobe off the hook in her closet and put it on. Then she walked over to the desk and pulled out a notepad. All the pages were empty. Those empty pages had mocked her before. Now they felt welcoming.

      She wrote down what she heard in her head, a torrent of thoughts and emotions. She didn't know how they would go together, but they were seeds that could bloom with care and tending.

      But as she stared at what she'd written, she frowned.

      What was she doing? She wasn't going to sing again. She didn't need to write a song. She didn't need to tend these seeds. They weren't going to bloom into anything.

      She was about to rip up the page when she heard the front door close. A moment later, Brodie came up the stairs and into the room.

      "You're not in bed," he said with surprise.

      "I—no," she said, getting up from the desk. "How was Lady Jane?"

      "Hungry but fine."

      "I left a bigger plate for her at lunchtime, but maybe it wasn't enough. Now I feel bad."

      "She's okay. You don't need to worry." He crossed the room and put his hands on her shoulders, giving her a look that made her shiver. "Now, where were we?"

      "I don't remember. You'll have to remind me."

      "Hmm, I have a few ideas." He pulled her hair back and then ran his tongue around the edge of her ear.

      She literally melted under that hot caress. "I don't remember that from before."

      "Well, I might have a few more tricks up my sleeve."

      "As long as the sleeves come off, I'm okay with your tricks," she said, tugging on his shirt.

      He pulled off his shirt, then helped her off with her robe and backed her up against the wall.

      Excitement ran through her as his hand slid between her legs and his mouth covered hers in a possessive, passionate kiss.

      And just like that, the real world slid happily away.
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      When Chelsea woke up on Monday morning, she was surprised to find herself alone in bed. She was also disappointed. She'd had all kinds of ideas for sexy wake-up calls for Brodie, but the shower was running, so Brodie was clearly awake.

      She ran her hands through her tangled hair as the shower went off and Brodie came back to the room with only a towel around his hips. Beads of water clung to his broad chest and as one drop slid down his abs, she had to fight the urge to scoop it up with her tongue.

      Brodie's gaze darkened. "Don't start," he warned.

      "What did I do?"

      "You know."

      "Why don't you come back to bed?" She patted the mattress next to her.

      "I wish I could," he said, leaning over to give her a kiss. "But I have to get to work."

      "You taste like toothpaste."

      "I found a new toothbrush in your cabinet. I owe you."

      "After last night, I think I owe you."

      "Good, then I'll plan on collecting—maybe tonight."

      "That seems like a long time from now."

      "I agree." He gave her a regretful look. "You are so beautiful, Chelsea."

      "Not right this second."

      "Oh, definitely right this second." He kissed her again, his lips lingering on hers. "I'm going to miss you today."

      "I thought you'd be sick of me by now."

      "Not even a little bit."

      "Do you have any time? I could make you breakfast."

      "I'm sorry; I can't." He let the towel drop, as he pulled on his clothes, and she couldn't help but stare.

      "Enjoying the show?" he teased.

      "I like it better when the clothes come off."

      "So do I—especially when your clothes are coming off."

      She smiled, thinking how much she'd missed this kind of intimate banter. Brodie walked over to the desk and picked up his keys, just as his phone buzzed. He pulled it out of the pocket of his shorts and read a text, his expression lighting up.

      "Good news," he said, looking up at her with a happy grin.

      "Tell me."

      "Kevin's injuries are not life threatening. He does need surgery, so he'll be in Germany for at least a week. Chloe's in-laws are coming to Whisper Lake to watch Leo, so Chloe can fly out to meet Kevin."

      "That is incredible news. I'm so happy for the whole family."

      "Do you know Kevin?" Brodie asked curiously, as he put his phone back in the pocket of his shorts.

      "Not really, but I've heard so much about him, I feel like I know him. It's good that Kevin's parents are coming so Chloe can fly to Germany. Maybe it's better if they have a little time alone." She paused. "I'm surprised you got the text."

      "I'm sure you did, too. It's to the whole group."

      "Right. My phone is downstairs. I usually put it on my nightstand, but we were in a hurry when we came upstairs."

      "We certainly were." He drew in a breath as he faced her once more. "I don't really want to leave."

      A rush of warmth ran through her. "Want to call in sick?"

      "Would you call in sick?"

      She hesitated. "I want to say yes, but there are only a few days left of school, and it's late to get a sub."

      "We better be responsible then."

      "Sometimes responsibility is no fun."

      "How about dinner tonight?"

      "Sounds good. I'll stop at the store on my way home and pick up something to make."

      "I feel like it's my turn to cook for you. But I'm not very good. It's pretty much spaghetti or scrambled eggs."

      "I like to cook. Don't worry about it."

      He came back to the bed and kissed her again, letting his mouth linger, as if he were savoring every last second. Then he got up and moved across the room. He paused in the doorway, giving her an odd look.

      "What?" she asked, confused by his expression.

      "I just have to ask—have you been writing a song?"

      She stiffened as her gaze moved to the desk. "That's nothing. It's not a song; it's just words."

      "You said you hadn't written anything since you quit."

      "Like I said, it's not a song. It's just thoughts, random thoughts."

      "All right. At the risk of pissing you off, I have to say one thing—it would be fine if you were writing a song. No judgment either way. I'll call you later. Have a good day."

      "You, too."

      As he left the room, she got up and threw on her robe once more. She moved over to the desk, thinking she'd tear up the page, something she'd meant to do last night. But as the phrases jumped out at her, a damned melody came into her head.

      She set the notebook down and went down to the kitchen to make coffee. Maybe once she had her head together, she could find the will to rip up that page and shove the notes out of her head.

      Or maybe she'd want to write some more. Unfortunately, opening up her heart to Brodie had allowed other emotions to come in, too, and she didn't know what to do with them.

      Not write them down, she told herself. Not sing.

      There were some roads she couldn't go down again.
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      Brodie made a quick stop at his house to change his clothes then drove across town to the station. Once there, he changed into his uniform, and downed a large mug of coffee and two protein bars. He hadn't gotten a lot of sleep last night, but his exhaustion this morning had been totally worth it.

      After roll call, he got into his patrol car and drove toward his assigned beat. There were four other cops on patrol this morning, as well as two detectives back at the station, one of those being Adam Cole.

      He hadn't talked to Adam. He'd been on his phone when he arrived, and Brodie hadn't felt like interrupting him. He felt a little awkward talking to Adam after sleeping with his sister. Not that Adam seemed to have a problem with him seeing Chelsea. He'd told him yesterday that he was happy that someone was looking out for Chelsea who she felt she could trust. He'd assured Adam that Chelsea could definitely trust him.

      He still believed that, but there was a small part of him that felt guilty for not having told Chelsea more about his plans to go to LA. He'd tried, but not very hard. He'd wanted to be with her, and that need had driven everything else out of his head.

      It wasn't too late, though. They could talk tonight. And it wasn't as if anything was a done deal. He might hate everything he heard in LA, and that would be the end of any plan to change his career.

      Thinking about careers took his mind back to the notebook he'd seen on Chelsea's desk. She'd been writing a song. Maybe they were only fragments of phrases, but they were there, and she'd jotted down chords as well. Her guard walls were crumbling, not just with him, but also with music. It was creeping back into her life.

      He wondered if she would come to a moment when she would wish she hadn't quit.

      If she did wish that, would she want to go back? Would she be the one to leave Whisper Lake?

      Their parallel tracks had crossed last night. But would they end up going their separate ways? That thought didn't make him at all happy.

      As a white van sped past him, he started. The van reminded him of Travis's drawing, and a bad feeling ran through him. He made a quick turnaround at the next intersection, but by the time he got back on the road, there was no sign of the vehicle. He drove down alleys and slowly around the park, but the van had disappeared.

      He changed directions once more, heading back to his beat. Then he saw the smoke.

      Dammit!

      He floored the gas, pulling over with a squeal of brakes in front of a one-story structure with smoke pouring out of the roof. He called in the fire to dispatch, and then jumped out of his patrol car to speak to a gray-haired woman who was standing on the sidewalk, holding a small dog.

      "I just called 9-1-1," she said. "You got here fast."

      "Anyone inside?"

      "No. The house has been vacant for months. I heard a big bang like a firecracker. I live next door. It scared me and Gus here. When I looked out the window, I saw the smoke and ran outside. You don't think it will jump to my house, do you?"

      "There's no wind," he said quickly, reassuring her. "The fire should be contained to this house." He could see the flames lighting up the living room windows. "Are you sure the home is empty?"

      "Positive. An older man lived here for the last forty years, but he passed away five months ago, and his grandson put it up for sale. As you can see, it's not in great condition, so there haven't been any offers."

      "Did you happen to see a white van in the area?"

      She gave him a startled look. "You mean, like those delivery vans?"

      "Could have been. It might have had a flower on the side."

      "I don't know. I don't think so. But I see delivery vans all the time. Why? Do you think the fire was set on purpose? Like those other fires?"

      He didn't answer as a fire engine came down the street, followed by a red SUV driven by the battalion chief. He moved down the sidewalk as the chief came toward him.

      "The neighbor says the house is empty," he reported.

      "Good," the chief said tersely, firing off instructions to the firefighters.

      As the firefighters attacked the fire from all directions, another woman came down the sidewalk.

      "I'm Dana Larson," she said. "I live across the street. Do you know what happened, Officer?"

      "Not yet. Did you see anyone around this house in recent days?"

      "No. The old man who lived there died a while ago," she said, confirming what the other woman had already told him.

      "What about a white van? Have you seen a white van on the street, perhaps one with a flower logo on the side?"

      Her eyes widened. "A white van? You mean like the one Craig Robbins drives?"

      His gut clenched. Craig Robbins was Janet's son. He didn't want the son of his grandfather's girlfriend to be involved in this. "Craig Robbins lives around here?" he forced himself to ask.

      "On the corner," Dana replied. "Do you know Craig? He does delivery for the bakery his mother runs. He drives the bakery van home some nights. He lives at the corner, in the green house with the yellow shutters." His gaze moved down the street to the house she'd just mentioned. There was no white van in sight.

      Had Craig been driving the van he'd just seen speeding down the street? Had he been in such a hurry because he'd set the fire? Or did he just like to drive fast?

      He was still pondering those questions when Adam pulled up in his SUV. He moved away from the women to speak to him.

      "What have we got?" Adam asked, a grim look in his eyes.

      "Another suspicious fire in an empty house. I passed a speeding white van a few blocks away. Unfortunately, I lost it. Then I saw the fire. I don't know if they're connected, but they could be."

      "Did the neighbors see anything?"

      "No, but when I asked them about a white van, one of them mentioned that Craig Robbins lives on the corner, in the green house. He sometimes drives his mother's white bakery van and parks it overnight at the house."

      Adam's gaze sharpened. "Craig Robbins? The kid who was injured in the fire that took his father's life?"

      "That would be the one. It seems doubtful that someone who was severely burned in a fire as a child would turn into an arsonist."

      "Probably, but we need to talk to him."

      "Why don't you let me approach his mother first? As I told you the other day, she has a relationship with my grandfather. She might be more willing to speak to me."

      Adam nodded. "Why don't you head to the bakery now? Let me know what you find out."

      "Will do." As he got in his car and drove downtown, he found himself dreading the conversation ahead. Janet would be shocked to know her son was now a person of interest in an arson fire. He had trouble believing it, too. But he had to follow the clues wherever they might lead, even if it pissed off his grandfather's girlfriend.
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      Chelsea had just ushered the kids out to morning recess when her phone buzzed. Lizzie's name flashed across the screen. Since she had a ten-minute break while the playground monitors took care of the children, she moved back into her classroom and took the call. "Hello."

      "I didn't think you'd answer," Lizzie said in surprise.

      "It's recess. I don't have long. What do you need?"

      "First, did you hear there's been another fire—on Valmont Way?"

      Her heart sank. "That's awful. Was anyone hurt?"

      "No. It was another vacant home."

      "Thank goodness."

      "But I'm really calling because I got an email from Jessalyn West."

      She started at the mention of her former mentor. Jessalyn West was a big-time country star in her late forties, who could still sell out the Grand Ole Opry within minutes. She'd had a huge career, and Chelsea had had the honor of opening for her several times. While she and Jessalyn had been close, she didn't think her sister knew her at all. "Why would she write you?"

      "Because she wants you to call her. She knows you're in Whisper Lake because she saw all the press. But she said she doesn't have a number or email for you that hasn't bounced. I'll text you her number."

      "I don't know if I want to talk to her," she said slowly, her old fears returning.

      "She was so kind to you, Chelsea. I'm sure she's just concerned."

      "Every time I think I'm putting my music past behind me, someone pops back up."

      "Well, she's not Austin. She's not out to hurt you or use you. Anyway, I have to run. I'll send you the number."

      "Okay." As Lizzie disconnected, her text came in.

      She stared at Jessalyn's number for a long minute. Jessalyn had been wonderful to her. It felt wrong not to call her, but it also felt a little risky. She'd be opening yet another door to her past.

      Thankfully, she didn't have to make an immediate decision.

      As the kids came back from recess a few minutes later, her gaze moved to Travis. Maybe it was time for another art assignment. If there was something in his head that could put a stop to these fires, she needed to draw it out.

      Unfortunately, when she got to the art assignment later that afternoon, Travis didn't seem inclined to draw anything. His blank page stayed blank, and while he played around with a crayon in his hand, he never put it to the paper.

      "Is something wrong?" she asked him. "You don't feel like drawing today?"

      He stared back at her, as if he wanted to say something. But then he just shook his head and looked away.

      When the bell rang, he jumped out of his seat, unlike every other day of the summer session. He almost knocked over one of the other kids on his way out of the classroom.

      She frowned, but there was a trio of little girls and their mothers looking for her attention, so she couldn't go after Travis.

      She was actually surprised to see so many of the moms come to the classroom. Usually, the kids met their parents outside near the drop-off/pick-up circle.

      "Miss Cole," Ashley Broderick said, a determined look on her pretty face. "Do you have a moment?"

      "Of course."

      Ashley was head of the PTA and involved in just about every event that happened at the school. Her daughter, Kalani, took after her, and was definitely the queen bee in Chelsea's second-grade class.

      With Ashley were her two friends, Diana and Monica, who always seemed to be by her side, and their daughters, Leah and Tawny, who, like their mothers, were always following Kalani around. She had no idea what the women or their daughters wanted, but she had a feeling she wasn't going to like it.

      "First, we want to say that we feel for you," Ashley said, a pitying smile on her face. "The press you've been getting, the comments online, they're quite horrible."

      "I wouldn't know. I haven't looked."

      "Well, that's probably best. But we want you to know that we support you. Our girls think you're amazing."

      "Thank you," she said, still suspicious as to where this conversation was going.

      "We were big fans," Diana put in. "Before you stopped singing. And now we love you as a teacher. The kids adore you."

      "I'm crazy about them, too."

      "Which is why we're hoping that you might help us do something special for the kids," Ashley said.

      "What would that be?"

      "We always have a special treat at the end of the summer session, which, as you know, is on Thursday. We asked the kids what they'd like to do, and this year, we got a lot of requests for you to sing."

      "I don't sing anymore. You know that."

      "Would you consider making an exception? It's just for the children and their parents. No one else will be there. And, well, I don't want to put too much pressure on you," Ashley added. "But there's a little girl in the third grade, Lila Sims, who is suffering from leukemia. She put in a special request for you to sing. She said she listens to your music when she has her chemotherapy."

      Her stomach twisted at Ashley's words.

      "Please, please, sing," Kalani pleaded. "It would make Lila so happy."

      They were pulling out all the stops, hitting her where it hurt. She wanted to say no. She wanted to scream the word out. How could she look at all those faces again? But wasn't she looking at them right now?

      If she said no, she'd be turning away from a sick child. She'd disappoint everyone. If she agreed to sing and then froze, she'd disappoint everyone, too. It was a no-win situation.

      "I—I need to check with the principal," she said.

      "Mr. Rodriguez is on board," Ashley said. "One song. What do you say?"

      "I'll have to let you know. I'm sorry to cut you all off, but I have to leave. I have somewhere to be."

      "Promise us you'll think about it."

      "Trust me, I will definitely think about it." She grabbed her bag and practically shoved them out of her classroom. She doubted she'd be able to think about anything else.
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      Brodie had gotten nowhere with Janet. Aside from alarming the hell out of her and making her angry at the same time, he hadn't found out anything about Craig, except that he'd called in sick for work, and his mother claimed she had no idea where he was. She'd told him that Craig suffered from anxiety and depression, PTSD from his injuries in the fire, and that lately he'd been on edge because of the arson fires.

      He wondered if Craig had been on edge because he was responsible for those fires, but he hadn't shared that thought with Janet. He'd reported his fruitless conversation to Adam and had gone back to work. All units were on the lookout for Craig's van, but even after multiple trips through Craig's neighborhood, the van had not been sighted by the time he clocked off work at five.

      As he got into his Range Rover to drive home, his grandfather called. He'd been expecting the call ever since he'd spoken to Janet; he was just surprised it had taken this long.

      "What the hell is going on, Brodie? I drive down to Denver for the day and when I come back, you're accusing Janet's son of arson? How on earth did you come up with that? What possible lead could you have that goes to Craig?"

      "Do you want to let me answer one of your questions?"

      "I'm listening."

      "A white van was spotted near some of the fires, including the one on Valmont Way."

      "That's where Craig lives. And there have to be dozens of white vans in Whisper Lake."

      "There are. We just want to talk to Craig, but he didn't show up for work, and Janet says she doesn't know where he is."

      "He's done that a few times this past month, taken off for a day or two without a good reason."

      "Which only makes his behavior more suspicious."

      "Craig was a fire victim. His scars are horrendous. There's no way he goes anywhere near fire."

      "Unless he was responsible for that fire that killed his dad."

      "He was eight years old."

      "Arsonists sometimes start young."

      His grandfather blew out an angry breath. "You're reaching, Brodie."

      "I might be. Look, I don't want Craig to be involved, but I need to talk to him, so I can rule him out. Do you have any idea where he might be?"

      His grandfather didn't answer right away.

      "Grandpa?"

      "I have an idea, but if I tell you, I'll be crossing a line with Janet."

      "Not if finding Craig helps us prove he's innocent."

      "What if it doesn't?"

      "I thought you said—"

      "I know what I said." His grandfather cut him off. "Okay, here's what I know. Craig likes to fish at Glass Lake. He goes out there, because it's isolated and quiet. He says it calms him down."

      "I bet Janet could have told me that, too."

      "She's a mother. She protects her son. If you don't prove his innocence, she'll probably be done with me."

      "Hopefully he's not involved."

      "Call me if you find him."

      "I will."

      As he ended the call, he started his car. Glass Lake was one of three smaller lakes tucked in the mountains around Whisper Lake. It would probably take him about twenty minutes to get there, and it could be a completely wasted trip, but he had to give it a shot.

      Before he pulled out of the lot, he picked up his phone once more and called Chelsea. "I hope you haven't started cooking," he said when she answered. "I have to work late."

      "I just got back from the store, but I haven't done anything yet. How late will you be? I'm not in any hurry."

      "I'm not sure. I'm running down a lead."

      "On the latest fire?"

      "Yes."

      "Is this dangerous, Brodie?"

      He was surprised and touched by the concern in her voice. "No, I'm just going to have a conversation with someone. I'll tell you about it later. But you don't need to wait for me. Go ahead and eat if you're hungry."

      "I'm not that hungry yet, so I'll wait a bit. Call me when you're done."

      "I will. I'll be thinking about you until then."

      "Don't do that. Don't be distracted," she said worriedly.

      He smiled to himself. "Right now, I'm not doing anything but sitting in my car, so if I want to entertain myself with thoughts of you, it's not a problem."

      "I've been thinking about you, too," she admitted.

      "Good. I like to hear that. How was your day?"

      "It was…all right."

      "That doesn't sound very convincing."

      "Travis refused to draw during art. He wouldn't put his crayon to his paper no matter how much encouragement I gave him. He also left my classroom the second the bell rang, not like every other day this summer."

      "What do you make of that?"

      "I have no idea. I don't think he would have heard about the fire. The news said it started after school began. So, it wasn't that. Maybe he just lost interest in the burning house. That might be a good thing."

      "It might be. Is there something else you're not telling me? You sound kind of funny."

      "It's nothing big. I just heard from another person out of my past, but it's not like Austin. Anyway, I'll tell you about that later."

      "We'll have lots to talk about."

      "Be careful, Brodie."

      "I'll see you soon."

      As he ended the call, he pulled out of the lot, immediately switching gears and focusing on the task at hand. On his way to Glass Lake, he also left a message for Adam that he had a lead on Craig. If he found Craig, he'd consider whether or not he might need backup, but there was a good chance he might not even be at the lake, so he'd make that decision later.

      There wasn't much traffic heading toward Glass Lake, the homes getting fewer and farther behind with each mile. While a dozen or so cabins dotted the lake, most of them were very rustic, and not all that appealing to anyone but hardcore campers and fishermen.

      When he reached the small parking lot, his pulse jumped at the sight of the white bakery van. There didn't appear to be anyone in the front of the van, but he pulled his gun out of the glove box, before getting out of his vehicle.

      He approached the van with cautious steps, his sharp gaze sweeping the surrounding area. When he reached the driver's side, he saw that the front of the van was indeed empty. The door was also unlocked, which surprised him. He opened it and peered over the driver's seat and saw dozens of empty shelves and a couple of coolers in the back, nothing that looked like fire-making materials.

      In the front of the vehicle, there were two pill bottles tucked under the seat. He pulled them out to take a better look. Oxycodone and Xanax—painkillers and anti-anxiety meds, both prescribed to Craig Robbins. That fit with what Janet had told him about her son.

      A rustle in the bushes drew his gaze to the path leading from the lake to the parking lot. A man carrying a cooler and a fishing rod came into view. He was young, early twenties, with long brown hair, and he looked exactly like the photos he'd pulled on Craig earlier.

      Craig stopped abruptly as Brodie shut the door of the van. Then he dropped the rod and cooler and took off running in the opposite direction.

      "Dammit," he swore, as he went after him. Why did they always run?

      Fortunately, Craig was not very fast or very agile.

      Brodie caught up to him in less than three minutes, at just about the same time Craig tripped over a rock and went sprawling face-first onto the ground.

      He grabbed his arm, pulling it up behind his back, as he pinned him down with his knee. "Stay down," he said, as Craig struggled to get free.

      "Who are you? What do you want?"

      "I'm a police officer, and I want to talk to you."

      "Let me see your badge."

      "I don't have one. I'm off duty."

      "Then get the hell off me, man."

      "I'm Brodie McGuire, Craig. Your mother is dating my grandfather."

      At that piece of information, Craig stopped moving. He turned his face to one side, giving Brodie a sharp look. "Let me up."

      "I will, but don't run, because I will catch you, and things will only get worse for you if I do."

      "What things? I haven't done anything."

      He let him go and stood up as Craig rolled over and got to his feet. "I want to talk to you about the fire on your street earlier today."

      "I heard about it on the news."

      "Is that what happened? Or did you set it and run? Because I passed this van leaving that street about three minutes before I got to the fire scene."

      Craig paled. "It's not what you think. I live on Valmont. I saw the flames when I was leaving for work, and they freaked me out. I started sweating. I had to get out of there. I don't know if my mother told you, but we were in a fire when I was a kid. My dad was killed. I've had nightmares about fire ever since."

      "She told me. Why didn't you call 9-1-1?"

      "I figured someone else would. I wasn't thinking straight."

      "Why didn't you go to work?"

      "I just told you. I panicked. I drove up here. I had to try to calm down."

      "With the help of your prescriptions?"

      "Those are legal. My doctor gave them to me. I swear I had nothing to do with the fire. How could you think I would?" Not waiting for an answer, Craig pushed up his long sleeves to reveal blistered scars on his forearms. "I went through hell because of fire. I can't touch a match or go near a candle. I'm messed up, man. But I don't set fires."

      There was so much sincerity in Craig's eyes that Brodie was inclined to believe him. "Did you see anyone else by the house on Valmont?"

      "I saw smoke; that's it. I just freaked out and drove away as fast as I could." He paused. "Why did you think it was me?"

      "A white van has been spotted near the fires. The fact that I saw you speeding away from the fire in a white van didn't help."

      "But you believe me, don't you?"

      "I think I do."

      Relief flooded his eyes. "Good, because I'm innocent."

      "You should call your mom. She's worried about you."

      "She guessed where I was?"

      "No."

      "Then how did you find me?" Craig paused, realization entering his eyes. "Your grandfather. Wes sold me out."

      "He wanted me to find you, so I could prove you were innocent."

      "That's not true. He thinks I'm a loser."

      "He thinks you've had a rough time in life. So do I. Come on, let's go back."

      They returned to the parking lot in silence.

      As Craig picked up his cooler and rod and stashed it in the back of the van, Brodie asked, "Did you catch anything?"

      "I did, but I threw them back. I just fish to relax."

      "My grandfather does that as well. You two have that in common."

      "Whatever. As long as he makes my mom happy, I don't care. She's had a hard time since Dad died, being a single mom to a kid who is completely screwed up."

      "I'm sorry about what happened to you. I hope you understand why I needed to talk to you."

      Craig shrugged. "A lot of people drive white vans."

      "You were just in the wrong place at the wrong time. Maybe one day we can get a beer and put this behind us. We might end up being family."

      "We'll see," Craig said, as he got into his van and closed the door.

      Brodie walked back to his car as Craig drove out of the lot. He couldn't help noticing that there was no floral logo or decal on the van. Was he chasing down ridiculous leads based on Travis's artwork? It was sure beginning to feel that way.

      On his way back to town he called Adam to fill him in. Once again, they were back to square one. But not having to take Craig down to the station or write up a report meant he'd be seeing Chelsea soon, so there was a silver lining to this particular dead end.
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      Chelsea stared at the guitar that Austin had left for her. Then her gaze moved to the envelope with her name on it. Did she really care what Austin had to say?

      On the other hand, she was tired of running away from things that might bother her. She'd dealt with Austin yesterday. He was gone. Whatever his note said wasn't going to impact her life. With that decision made, she ripped open the envelope and removed a single piece of paper.

      As she stared at his handwriting, she couldn't help thinking how familiar it was. But he hadn't written her love notes when they were together; he'd written songs with her. They'd scribbled down words and ideas everywhere they went. At least, in the beginning; then everything had changed. With fame and success had come other songwriters who the label wanted to use. They'd had less and less freedom to write their own music.

      She hadn't realized in the moment how limiting that had all been. She'd thought by signing a contract with a music company that she would have more money and more freedom. But with that money had come expectations and strings—lots and lots of strings.

      Sighing, she turned her attention away from the past, bringing into focus Austin's words.

      Chelsea,

      I want to apologize. I know I ambushed you. What you said yesterday surprised me and actually made sense. I have been relying on everyone else to bring my success back, but you always believed in me in a way that no one else did. Your words inspired me. I'm going to try to do it on my own again.

      You probably won't even read this. I'm sure I've killed whatever lingering feelings of affection you might have had for me. I was desperate. I know that's not an excuse, but it’s the truth. I've gotten myself into a financial hole, and with my sales tanking, I couldn't think of a way out, until you reminded me to go back to the music. That's where the answers always are.

      I want you to have this guitar. You may not feel like writing or playing or singing at this moment, but I hope one day you will. I don't know what happened to you, why you suddenly got so afraid. I know I acted like I knew your secret, but I didn't. I wish I could have helped you deal with whatever it was. If you believe nothing else that I say, believe this—you have a tremendous gift, and you should be sharing your voice with the world. Do it on your terms this time. Sing the songs you want to sing. Perform or don't perform. Do it for yourself and no one else. Just don't stay silent forever.

      Austin.

      She couldn't believe his words brought tears to her eyes. She set the letter on the table and walked over to the couch, breathing in and out as she did so. She felt like she was standing on the ledge of a cliff, and she didn't know how to get down without falling.

      But what if she didn't fall? What if she could walk down and not trip over herself or someone else?

      More words came into her head. More notes. She could almost hear the melody.

      Her gaze moved back to the guitar.

      It called to her like a siren.

      She fought the growing urge for another five minutes. Then she got up and retrieved the guitar before returning to the couch. She took it out of its case and rested it comfortably in her lap. It felt like an old friend.

      Her fingers found the strings. She'd lost her calluses along with her nerve, and the pinch of the string against her tender skin brought an ache to her heart. It stung in such a good way.

      She played a chord and then another, her fingers remembering exactly where they needed to go. The words bubbled up inside her. Her first song. Her first big hit.

      The sound that emerged from her throat was off-key and shaky. She cleared her throat and tried again. Her voice squeaked once more, not just with rust but also with fear. But she couldn't stop trying.

      Once more, she told herself. She closed her eyes and then let go, singing past the first few words this time, gaining strength and power with each note, each word.

      She could see herself in her head, sitting on a stool, playing her guitar at the college coffeehouse where she'd first sang this song. She'd been so young, so full of dreams and passion, and back then she'd had an endless abundance of courage.

      Now she sang for that girl. And all the emotions she'd been holding back flooded out.

      She couldn't stop. She sang one song, then the next and then another.
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      Brodie was about to ring Chelsea's doorbell when he heard the music. It took a moment for him to realize that she was singing. He moved toward the window and through the part in the curtain he could see her sitting on the couch, playing a guitar, and singing her heart out.

      Her eyes were closed, but there was a smile of pure joy on her face.

      He'd seen that smile last night, when they'd made love. He'd thought it had been only for him. But now he felt a little jealous, because clearly music had the ability to move her in the same way. Maybe not the same way, but it definitely brought her pleasure.

      He couldn't be angry about that. She'd been fighting her most basic desire, the talent within herself. She'd buried it deep, thinking that as long as she didn't sing, she couldn't hurt anyone. But along the way she'd hurt herself.

      He was glad she wasn't hurting anymore.

      And my God, she was good. He'd listened to her songs on his phone, but the clarity of her voice now was something special. It wasn't just the tone; it was the emotion, the heart. It was all there. She wasn't holding back anymore, and it was amazing.

      He watched and listened for almost ten minutes and when her voice finally came to a breathless halt, he rang the doorbell.

      She threw open the door a moment later. Her eyes were big and wide and a little teary, but they were filled with life.

      "Brodie." She threw her arms around his neck, giving him a kiss filled with desire and emotion.

      He hugged her tight, happy with the welcome, happy to share in this breakthrough moment.

      "I sang."

      "I heard." He gave her a warm smile. "You sounded great."

      "Not at first. I was awful. My voice cracked like a rusty hinge on a door that hadn't been opened in years."

      "But you kept going."

      "I couldn't seem to stop." She took his hand and pulled him into the house.

      "How did you decide to play and sing again?"

      "The idea has been simmering for a few days now." She squeezed his hand and gave him an intimate look. "Being with you last night broke down what was left of my barriers. It felt good to let myself feel whatever I was feeling. With you, I was able to let down my guard. I could be myself, and it feels like forever since I've been myself."

      "I'm glad you trusted me enough to let go."

      "Me, too." She led him over to the couch and they sat down together. "What happened with your lead? Did it pan out?"

      "No, it didn't. I'm actually kind of glad."

      "Why?"

      "Because it involved the son of my grandfather's girlfriend."

      "Janet's son? I thought you told me he was injured in an arson fire years ago. Why would you think he was involved?"

      "He drives a white van and lives on the street of the most current fire. In fact, I saw him speeding away minutes before I got to the fire scene. But I was wrong. He's not the arsonist. He sped away because the sight of fire triggers his anxiety and panic. He didn't go in to work, because he was too upset, so he went fishing at Glass Lake. Anyway, we talked, and I feel confident he's not involved. I told Adam we need to keep looking."

      "I'm sorry it didn't work out."

      "Let's talk about your day. You mentioned on the phone earlier that you heard from someone else from your past?"

      "Yes. My former mentor, superstar singer Jessalyn West, reached out to Lizzie in an attempt to contact me. She wants me to call her. She saw all the news of the past weekend and thinks we should talk."

      "Did you call her?"

      "No. I'm still thinking about it."

      "Which got you thinking about playing and singing again."

      "Partly. At the end of school today, three of the moms approached me with their daughters. They want me to sing at the final summer school assembly on Thursday. They pulled out all the stops, reminding me that there is a child in the school who is suffering from cancer who would love to hear me sing."

      "That's a lot of pressure," he said, wondering why she didn't seem more stressed out.

      "It made me feel sick to my stomach. I told them no, but they kept pushing. When I got home, and I saw the guitar and read Austin's note…I wondered if I could sing again."

      "You read his note? Can I ask what he said?"

      "He apologized for his behavior and thanked me for reminding him that he had the music inside him, and he didn't need anyone else to bring it out. It was actually sweet."

      He frowned. "I hope he's not playing you."

      "He didn't mention anything about me singing with him. He just said that he wanted me to have the guitar and he hoped that one day I could hear the music again, because he thought I had a gift."

      "That's when you took out the guitar and started to play." He wanted to feel happier about that, but it seemed like Austin had had more to do with her breakthrough than anyone else.

      "Yes. It felt strange and also familiar."

      "Well, good. I'm happy you decided to get back to your music."

      She gave him a thoughtful look. "You don’t seem that happy."

      "Well, I am."

      "It wasn't Austin who set me free; it was you, Brodie. None of the other events would have changed anything if you hadn't changed me already."

      "I didn't change you, Chelsea."

      "Maybe change is the wrong word. You let me out of my prison. You opened the gates.  You encouraged me to step through them. I never would have gotten to this place without you. I want you to know that."

      He felt like a jerk for making her explain herself. "I appreciate that. But I think you always had the key to those gates. You just had to decide to use it. What now? Are you going to sing on Thursday?"

      "I don't know. I haven't gotten that far. It's one thing to sing for myself; it's another to get on the stage, to relive that last terrifying moment of my career."

      "Your elementary school won't be as scary."

      "I don't know about that. Even today, when I saw those little girls looking up at me like I was their idol…it was unnerving."

      "You need to see those expressions through a different lens. Their adoration isn’t your burden. It should be your pleasure to know that your music means something to them. It's so rare to be able to impact another person's life in that way. I know that you'll always feel sorry for what happened to that young man. But walking away from music was never the answer."

      "You think I should sing on Thursday."

      "And maybe beyond Thursday, beyond the school." He paused, realizing that what he was about to say might not only change her life, but his.

      If she went back to music, to touring, would he fit in to that life? He was a small-town cop. Although, that could change, too. They could both be reinventing themselves again.

      "You're moving too fast," she said. "I need time to think."

      "It sounds like you have about three days. Did you eat yet?"

      "No. I haven't started cooking. I got distracted, but we could grill some steaks, and I got potatoes to bake and a salad to make."

      "That's perfect. But first." He slid his hand around the back of her neck and pulled her close. "I need a kiss. I missed you today."

      Her blue eyes darkened. "Want to show me how much?"

      "I really do."

      He was about to kiss her again, when she pulled away and jumped to her feet. "One second."

      "Where could you be going now?" he asked in amazement.

      She came back a moment later, gave him a cocky look, and tossed a box of condoms on the coffee table. "I didn't just pick up food at the store."

      He grinned. "If we're going to get through all those, we better get started." He pulled her down on the couch and pressed her back against the cushions.
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      They didn't get to grilling the steaks until almost nine, and then they were back in bed by eleven. Chelsea felt like she was living in a very happy dream. Being with Brodie was incredibly fun. The sex was amazing, and the conversation, the laughter, the emotional connection, was just as spectacular. She felt like she could talk to Brodie about anything. And the way he saw the world, his instincts, always seemed right to her.

      He'd told her that she needed to change her perspective, look at her life through a different lens, and she was still thinking about that as he scrambled eggs for her on Tuesday morning.

      She'd offered to make breakfast, but Brodie had insisted on preparing one of the few meals he knew how to do well. So, she was sipping her coffee and thinking that every day should start out exactly like this one.

      "Almost done," he told her, flinging her a smile. "Do you want toast?"

      "Sure. I can make it."

      "You sit," he ordered.

      She smiled as she shifted back onto her chair, thinking he looked deliciously handsome after the shower they'd just shared, one of the best showers of her life. But then everything with Brodie seemed to be hitting the top of her favorite things to do list.

      "I could get used to this," she said, as he served her eggs and toast a few moments later.

      "Me, too. I like waking up with you almost as much as I like going to bed with you."

      "Are you leaving showering off the list?"

      "Not even for a second," he said with a laugh. "And the couch wasn't bad, either."

      "No, it wasn't." She dug into her eggs. "These are delicious by the way. Did you put hot sauce in here?"

      "I did. I like my eggs with a little kick. Is it too much?"

      "No, it's very good."

      "Have you thought any more about singing for the school? Are you going to have to give the PTA moms an answer today?"

      "I'm sure they'll ask, but I haven't decided." She paused. "Would you be able to come if I said yes? I know you probably have to work, but the assembly is at noon. I was wondering if that might be your lunch break."

      His expression changed, the humorous light fading from his eyes. "Actually, I won't be working on Thursday; I'll be in LA."

      "Your trip?" She set down her fork, not feeling that hungry anymore. "I didn't realize you'd already made plans to go to LA."

      "I've been meaning to talk to you about it."

      "It sounds like you're seriously considering the offer."

      "I've agreed to a day of meetings. That's it."

      "I guess that's the next logical step," she said, trying to keep her voice neutral.

      "I want to speak to the network executives myself and not have the conversation filtered through my father, who has no problem spinning something if it will close a deal."

      "You must be a little interested in the offer, if you're willing to go to LA."

      "I'm curious, but I'm a long way from taking the job, if it's even real. In Hollywood, there's a lot more talk than action. Some things never actually get developed."

      "And you're ready to go back into the skiing world?"

      He met her gaze. "I honestly don't know. But maybe I need to find out."

      His words resonated within her. Maybe she needed to find out if she could sing again in public. "We really are on parallel tracks," she murmured, feeling a little sad at the thought of them going off in different directions.

      "I think it's less than fifty-fifty that I'll take the job."

      "How can you say that without more information?"

      "I can't see myself leaving my life here, especially now." He reached out and took her hand. "I'd like to take you into consideration, Chelsea."

      She was touched by his words. "I don't want you to make decisions based on me."

      "What if I want to do that? Unless…"

      "What?"

      "You seem to be thinking differently about music these days. I wonder if that world will lure you back."

      "I'm worried about singing in front of some kids on Thursday. I don't think I'll be hitting a big stage anytime soon."

      "I think you should sing for your students. You can do it; I know you can."

      "You believe in me more than I believe in myself."

      "I don't think that's true anymore. The belief is coming back; you're just not sure you should let it in."

      "Why do you have to be so insightful?"

      "My gift," he said with a grin.

      "Maybe you should turn that insight onto yourself."

      "It's easier to solve someone else's problems."

      "That's true."

      "I wish we could talk more," he said, as he let go of her hand. "I need to get down to the station."

      "Go. I'll clean up."

      He gave her a quick kiss and headed out the door.

      She got up more slowly, her good mood evaporating as she thought about the changes that might be coming. They could be great changes, or horrible ones. She'd wanted to put heartbreak behind her, but she'd made the mistake of falling for Brodie. And opening herself up to love meant opening herself up to possible pain.

      She really wanted him to stay in Whisper Lake.

      But what if he didn't?

      What if she didn't?

      The silent question startled her, mocked her for pretending that singing and playing the guitar last night hadn't changed everything, hadn't made her want more music in her life.

      But to what extent?

      That was a question she still had to answer.
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      The school day passed in agonizing slowness. Chelsea kept losing her train of thought, thinking about Brodie, about the song brewing in her mind, the invitation to sing at the assembly, and Jessalyn's request that she get in touch with her. That one, in particular, kept running around in her head.

      She owed Jessalyn West a lot. Jessalyn had been so kind to her at the beginning of her career, so generous with her time and with her fans. Chelsea needed to call her back. It wouldn't be easy, but maybe it was time she stopped avoiding things that were difficult.

      In the afternoon, she tried to get the kids into another art assignment, but they lost interest fairly quickly, as eager as she was to be done with the summer session. She finished the day with a show-and-tell. She'd asked the kids to bring something in that was important to them to share with the class.

      As she went around the room, she was surprised at some of the items that had made the trek to school. Along with teddy bears and books, there was a pet bunny, a goldfish, a bicycle, a miniature fire truck and a police car. The kids told their stories as they went around the circle. Last up was Travis. She didn't see anything on the carpet in front of him, so she asked him if he'd brought something in to share. He gave her a long look and then shook his head.

      She smiled. "That's fine." Then she turned to the rest of the class. "That was a fun share, wasn't it? Well, I have something to share with you. We have one more full day of school, as you know, and then on Thursday we're going to have lots of fun and games as well as an assembly." She took a deep breath, preparing herself to take a step she couldn't take back. Once she said the words, made the promise, she'd have to keep it. "At the assembly," she continued, drawing on every last ounce of courage she had, "I'll be singing a song."

      Ashley's daughter, Kalani, immediately clapped her hands with delight, leading the other kids in a round of applause, ending with the bell.

      The kids immediately lost interest in her big news as they ran to get their things.

      Travis was moving more slowly again, a change from his behavior the day before. When everyone was gone, he pulled something out of his backpack and put it on his desk.

      "What's this?" She moved closer to get a better look. It was a white vehicle, a miniature mail truck, she realized. "Is this what you brought in to share?"

      He nodded.

      "Your cousin and your grandpa drive a truck like this, don't they?"

      He nodded once more.

      "Did one of them give this to you?"

      "Yes."

      She couldn't quite read the expression in his eyes. It felt like he was trying to tell her something, but she didn't know what.

      "Travis," an impatient voice came from the doorway. "I told you to stop being so slow," Kimberly chided.

      Travis grabbed his backpack and ran toward the door. Kimberly sighed as her cousin brushed past her.  Turning to Chelsea, she said, "I will be so happy when his parents come home. He's so difficult to connect with. My grandfather is getting to the end of his rope, too, and we still have another month to go. It's not that we don't love him."

      "I know. It's a tough situation."

      “Sorry to complain."

      "Don't worry about it."

      As Kimberly left, she realized she was still holding the mini mail truck in her hand. She'd have to return it to Travis tomorrow. She took the truck back to her desk, so she wouldn't forget to give it him. When she set it down, she saw something she hadn't seen before—a flower sticker on the window. Her heart skipped a beat.

      This was what Travis had been drawing—this little miniature mail truck with the flower decal.

      Why? What did it have to do with the fire across the street?

      Maybe it had absolutely nothing to do with the fire. He'd just drawn one of his favorite toys in front of the burning house. All this time, she'd thought it was a clue, but it was nothing.

      She pulled her phone out of her bag and called Brodie. He didn't answer; he was probably busy with work. She left him a quick message. "Hi, it's me. I think we're on the wrong track with the white van. Travis brought in a toy for show-and-tell today, and it was a miniature mail truck with a flower decal on the window. I'm pretty sure that's what he's been drawing. Anyway, I guess he was just drawing whatever was in his head. I steered us down the wrong path. Call me back when you can."

      She'd no sooner put the phone down when it buzzed with an incoming call. For a second, she thought it was Brodie returning her call, but it was her sister.

      "Chelsea, are you free?" Lizzie asked.

      "I am. Good timing. My class just ended."

      "Great. Do you think you could come by the inn? I need to run something by you."

      "Is everything all right?"

      "It's fine. Could you stop by?"

      "Sure," she said, not liking the undertone in Lizzie's voice. Something was definitely up. "I'll be there in a few minutes."

      "I'll see you soon."

      She put her phone in her bag, then locked up her classroom and headed across town.

      When she arrived at the inn, she was surprised to see Lizzie waiting in the swing on the front porch.

      "Okay, what's wrong?" she asked immediately.

      "I might have done something you won't like."

      She tensed at that reply. "Like what?"

      Lizzie gave her an apologetic look. "Jessalyn West is inside. She showed up a half hour ago. She said you haven't contacted her, and it's urgent that she speak to you. Since she thought you might be avoiding her, she asked if I would get you down here."

      "Why didn't you tell me that on the phone?"

      "Because I didn't think you'd come. And I think you need to hear what Jessalyn has to say. You always told me how important she was to you, how much she helped you. She's come all this way. It's not like Austin. I don't think she's trying to ambush you."

      "You don't? Because that's exactly what it feels like."

      "I'm sorry. I knew it was wrong after I did it. If you want to leave, I'll tell her you're not ready to talk to her."

      She sighed. "It's fine. I'm ready. I was going to call her this afternoon."

      "You were? That's a relief."

      As Lizzie stood up, a tall, voluptuous blonde with beautiful light-green eyes stepped onto the porch. Jessalyn was dressed in a sleeveless dress that dipped down to her calves. She'd always dressed like a free-spirited woman, confident in who she was. She believed in never making excuses for mistakes, never backing down from a fight, and never letting anyone make her think less of herself.

      "Chelsea," Jessalyn said, opening up her arms as a delighted smile spread across her face. "Aren't you going to give me a hug?"

      "Of course I am.” She embraced her with true affection. "I was going to call you. You didn't have to drive down here."

      "I wasn't sure if you would call me. It's been a long time. I've been waiting for you to reach out to me, but you never have."

      "I just needed to leave the music business behind."

      "We didn't just do business together; we were friends."

      "I know."

      "Can we sit?" Jessalyn asked.

      She nodded as Lizzie walked into the inn, leaving them alone.

      As they sat down on the swing, she said, "I can't guarantee you won't be recognized if we stay out here."

      "I'm not worried about that. I am worried about you. I saw all the press you've been getting."

      "I haven't looked, but I heard there are a lot of new photos and stories about me and Austin."

      "And some other handsome man you were with at the beach."

      "That's Brodie."

      Jessalyn smiled. "He must be important. Your voice just got soft and sexy."

      She flushed at Jessalyn's comment. Her mentor had never been shy when it came to men. "He's important," she agreed. "He's a cop here in town."

      "And you're in love?"

      "I—I don't know."

      "Sure you do. Well, I'm glad you found someone. I never thought Austin was good enough for you. I liked how you sent him packing. He was trying to use you."

      "It wasn't the first time, but it will be the last."

      "Good for you. Now, let's talk about your singing."

      "There's nothing to talk about."

      "You haven't felt the urge to sing again?"

      "Actually, I have—very recently. In fact, tomorrow I'm going to sing at the school where I teach. It will be the first time I've sung in public since…you know."

      "That's great, Chelsea," Jessalyn said, excitement in her eyes. "I'm so glad you're coming out of whatever dark cloud you've been living under."

      "Well, I could still freeze again, but I see these kids every day, so I hope I can do it."

      "This is perfect. It will be a trial run."

      She frowned at Jess's words. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean—the reason I came here besides just to say hello was to invite you to my fiftieth birthday party. Yes, I know it's difficult to believe I'm fifty."

      "It really is. You look thirty."

      "Thank you, but you're not that good a liar. Anyway, I'm having the party in Denver on Friday night at the Glasshouse. It's where I had my first solo concert when I was twenty-one, and it feels right to go back there. It will be a small concert for about three hundred people—family, friends, super fans. My daughter Kenzie is going to sing, too."

      "That's amazing. How is she doing?"

      "She's fifteen going on thirty," Jessalyn said with a laugh. "But otherwise good. I'd really like you to come to my party. I know you've been avoiding anything that has to do with country music, but it's important to me that you be there. Promise me you'll think about it."

      She realized she didn't have to think about it. If she could face Austin, she could face anyone. "I would love to come to your party."

      Jessalyn beamed. "That's wonderful. And I'd also like you to sing."

      Her heart twisted. "I—"

      "Don't say no," Jessalyn put in quickly. "I would love to hear your pretty voice again, and I know others would, too."

      "I'm not sure I can."

      "That's exactly what you said to me the first time you opened for me. You were nervous; afraid you'd let me down. But you didn't. You rose to the occasion; you always have."

      "Not always, not the last time I got on stage."

      "Did I ever tell you that I once had a similar experience?"

      "No, and I have never heard that or read about it."

      "It happened a long time ago; I was about eighteen. I was opening for the Mickelson Brothers at a county fair in Texas. I went out on the stage and right there in the front row was a man who'd made a pass at me… Well, it was more than a pass. He'd grabbed me and kissed me when I went to audition for him. He was a music executive. He gave me this look, like he was going to do it again, and there would be nothing I could do to stop him. I panicked. He was powerful, and I was just starting out. I felt trapped on the stage. I opened my mouth, and no words came out. The music kept playing. People were getting restless, but all I could see was him. I bolted like a deer in front of oncoming traffic. I didn't stop running when I got off the stage, either; I kept going. I ran all the way to my car. I think there were people chasing me, or maybe I just thought there were. But I drove away thinking I'd never sing again, never get on another stage. I figured even if I wanted to, no one would probably let me."

      "I can't believe I never heard this story."

      "You weren't even born when it happened."

      "So, tell me the rest. How did you get back on the stage?"

      "My daddy heard what happened, and he made me tell him why I ran. He didn't believe it was nerves. I was so scared to confess the truth. I felt ashamed. I thought he'd call me a slut. Or he wouldn't believe me. Or he'd think I'd come on to the man to get somewhere. That's what the guy told me would happen if I spoke out."

      She shook her head at the all-too-familiar story.

      "Anyway, I finally found the courage to tell him the whole story," Jessalyn continued. "He got quiet and then he told me it wasn't my fault. I guess I needed someone else to say that out loud, and to believe it, so I could believe it. He told me that when I stepped out onto the stage the next time, I would take my power back. I needed to look for the people who needed to hear me, not just wanted to, but needed to. I wasn't really sure what he meant, but a couple of weeks later, he set me up on another stage. And when I looked out in the audience, he was there, along with my mother, my sister and brother, our whole family, and half the neighborhood. They needed to hear me. And when I sang my stories, I felt my power come back. Because my music is me, just as your music has always been you. I think you need to take your power back from whoever stole it."

      She stared at Jessalyn. "It wasn't anything like that. The person didn't hurt me." She paused. "He hurt himself." As she told her secret to yet another person, she realized it was starting to lose its potency. Maybe she had been wrong to keep it to herself for so long.

      "Oh, honey, I'm sorry," Jessalyn said, compassion in her eyes.

      "He said my words caused his death."

      "But you know that's not true."

      "Do I know that? Words matter. They influence actions. We do have power as singers. We can change people's lives. I just always thought it would be for the better."

      "Most of the time, it is for the better."

      "But what about the times when it's not?"

      "Then you cry, and you grieve, and you try to help. I wish you'd told me this a long time ago."

      "I didn't want it to get out."

      "Well, I can understand that. You need to take your power back, Chelsea. You were born to sing. Start with your school program, and then come to my birthday concert on Friday night. You don't have to sing, but if you want to, I want you to."

      "Can I think about it?"

      "Of course." Jessalyn got to her feet. "But I hope you'll say yes. You remind me of myself; you always have. I'd like to see you happy."

      "I am happy," she said.

      "Well, there's happy and there's happy…" Jessalyn said with a laugh.

      She smiled. "Actually, my happy has gotten a lot happier since I met Brodie."

      "Bring him to the concert. I'd like to meet him."

      "We'll see."

      "Thank your sister for me, and don't get too mad at her for letting me ambush you."

      "I won't." She stood on the porch as Jessalyn made her way down the steps and out to the parking lot.

      The front door opened, and Lizzie came out, a wary expression on her face. "How did that go?"

      "Fine."

      "You're not mad?"

      "I should be mad." She didn't want to let Lizzie off the hook just yet. "You should have told me before I got here."

      "I thought you needed to talk to someone from your world, someone who really cared about you."

      "Maybe I did. You're a good sister, Lizzie."

      "Phew."

      She laughed. "Am I that scary?"

      "When it comes to your past and your secrets, yes. But only because you're like a wounded bear who doesn't want to let anyone get close enough to pull the nail out of your paw. We have all wanted to help you, but we haven't been able to." She paused. "But you've changed over the last week. Ever since you met Brodie. You let him get close enough to pull out the nail. Hopefully, now the healing begins."

      "It has already begun," she admitted.

      "You two are good together."

      "We are. I just don't know if it can last."

      "Why would you say that?"

      "Because I feel like things are changing, maybe for both of us. I have this sinking feeling that we were just meant to be together for a short time. That somehow meeting each other helped us both move forward, but maybe we have to do the rest on our own."

      "I think you can make it work if you want to."

      "And if he wants to," she added. "I guess we'll find out."
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      Brodie listened to Chelsea's message as he headed toward his grandfather's house after work. The mini mail truck with the flower decal was certainly a new twist. Did it mean anything or was Chelsea right, that Travis had been simply drawing whatever was in his head, items that were completely unrelated to the fire across the street?

      He called her back, but she didn't answer. "Sorry I missed you," he said. "I'm stopping at my grandfather's house to talk to him and Janet. I'll call you when I'm leaving. Let's get together tonight."

      He felt oddly dissatisfied as he disconnected the call. Things had been great with Chelsea until he'd told her about his trip to LA. Then she'd pulled back. He couldn't blame her. Making flight reservations had been a tangible step away from her. And she had strong protective instincts when it came to her heart.

      But he'd had to be honest with her and with himself. He needed to explore the job opportunity if for no other reason than to make sure he was exactly where he wanted and needed to be.

      He pulled up in front of his grandfather's house a few moments later. He'd given them a very brief review of his conversation with Craig the night before, but they wanted to talk further.

      Jogging up the steps to the porch, he rang the bell. His grandfather opened the front door with Janet right behind him.

      "Come in," his grandfather said impatiently, waving him inside. "I thought you'd be here sooner."

      "I was caught up in a case, but I'm here now. What's going on?"

      "That's what we want to know," Janet interrupted. "I spoke to Craig today, and he's having a very bad day. I got him to see his therapist, but after your conversation with him yesterday, he's worried that these fires are going to get pinned on him."

      "I told him I believed him when he said he had nothing to do with the fires," he said, a little surprised Craig was still rattled. On the other hand, he obviously had issues about fire.

      "What about the rest of the investigative team?" his grandfather asked. "Have they cleared Craig?"

      "Based on my reported conversation, yes. He has nothing to worry about."

      Janet let out a sigh of relief. "Thank God. But I don't think he'll be able to relax until this arsonist is caught—if he's caught," she added with a grim look in her eyes. "It might be just like the last time."

      "Why don't you come in and sit down for a minute, Brodie?" his grandfather suggested.

      "All right." While he was eager to see Chelsea, he wanted to make sure his grandfather and Janet had all the answers they needed.

      He followed them into the living room, sitting in the chair across from the couch as they sat next to each other.

      "I know you must think I'm being overprotective when it comes to Craig," Janet said. "He's twenty-four years old now and an adult, but to me he's still the little boy who went through hell because of my decisions."

      "Your decisions?" he queried.

      "If I hadn't decided to leave the campground that night sixteen years ago, Craig wouldn't have been in the house when the fire started. But I didn't like the mosquitos, so I said we should go home." She gave him a pained look. "That's why we went back early."

      "You could never have known," his grandfather put in, covering Janet's hand with his.

      "In my head, I know that, but in my heart, I still ache. Not just for Craig, of course, but also for Sam. He was another reason I decided to leave early. It was supposed to be a family camping trip, but Sam stayed home to work an extra shift that Saturday. He was such a dedicated employee. He never missed a day and he was always the first one to cover for someone else. He put off vacations and retirement because he loved his job so much. He kept saying someday we'd have more time. Someday we'd be relaxing on a beach somewhere, but someday never came."

      He felt even worse hearing that story. "That's rough. Did your husband work at the bakery with you?"

      "Oh, goodness, no," she said. "He was not a baker at all. That was my business. I started it with my sister. Sam worked at the post office."

      At her words, his stomach began to churn. "He worked at the post office?"

      "Yes, for over thirty years. He started out as a mail carrier and worked his way up to postmaster. He was so proud when he got the top job. But he was only in it three weeks before he passed away."

      For some reason, the fact that Sam Robbins had worked at the post office bothered him. Maybe it had something to do with Chelsea's recent message about the mini mail truck with the flower on the window. "Did your husband know George Walker?"

      "Of course. George and his wife Rita were very close friends of ours. Although, we didn't do much together after George's wife passed away. That happened the year before Sam died. George was very kind to me after the fire. He drove me and Craig to the hospital for appointments and tried to make things easier, but eventually he drifted away. I don't see him much anymore, unless he comes into the bakery."

      "Why did you ask her about George?" his grandpa questioned, his sharp gaze missing nothing.

      "He lives across the street from the second fire site."

      "I didn't realize that," Janet said. "But you're right. He would be in that block of Carlmont."

      "His seven-year-old grandson is in a class taught by a friend of mine. Travis was traumatized by the fire. He's been drawing pictures of it every day. But he has learning and communication challenges, and he isn't able to express himself very well. We've been wondering if there are clues in his pictures. In fact, one of those clues was the white van that led us to Craig."

      "That was the clue—some child's picture?" Janet asked with annoyance.

      "It wasn't only the picture. I spotted a white van speeding away from the last fire. One of the neighbors identified Craig as having a van. You told me Craig hadn't shown up for work and has been very upset recently."

      "I still don't see how you could think someone who was burned the way Craig was would become an arsonist."

      "I was just following the leads," he said evenly, hoping one day she'd be able to let go of her animosity toward him, since it was clear she and his grandfather were very close.

      "I'm going to make some tea," Janet said.

      After she left the room, he gave his grandfather a questioning look. "Is she going to forgive me?"

      "I'm sure she will. She understands that you needed to talk to Craig. It's really more that he's having anxiety issues and there's an arsonist still running around, maybe the same arsonist who killed her husband. She's upset."

      "I get it."

      "Do you really think this kid knows something, Brodie?"

      "I'm not sure." His mind went back to the miniature mail truck once more. Had Travis been trying to tell Chelsea that someone in his family was involved? Both his grandfather and his cousin worked for the post office, but his cousin would have been a child sixteen years ago. That left George Walker, who had told the investigator numerous times that both he and Travis had been asleep, that they'd seen nothing. But George and Sam had been friends. And George might have thought that Sam, Janet, and their kid were out of town. "I have to go." He got to his feet.

      "You'll keep me posted."

      "I will."

      He left the house and walked quickly to his car. On the way home, he called Chelsea. Her phone went to voice mail again. "I should be at my house in about fifteen minutes. Call me back or come over when you're free. I need to talk to you."

      After leaving that message, he called Adam, but he didn't answer either. He'd have to wait to run his new theory by him. It was just as well. He wanted to talk to Chelsea about the mail truck Travis had brought in anyway and see if the little boy had said anything else. Hopefully, she'd be home when he got there.
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      Chelsea glanced at her phone as she came back downstairs after changing clothes. She had two missed calls and voice mails from Brodie. She listened to them both, sorry she'd missed him, but eager to see him soon. Since she had a few minutes, she decided to go across the street and feed Lady Jane. She entered through the side door, calling out for the cat as she moved through the kitchen.

      A strong stench filled her nostrils. It smelled like gasoline.

      Walking into the hallway, the smell got even stronger.

      There was liquid on the ground. She stared at the puddle in horror.

      Heavy footsteps came from over her head.

      Someone was in the house!

      And then a shocking hot blast knocked her off her feet. Her head bounced off the wall. Lights flashed in front of her eyes. She tried to breathe, but smoke filled her lungs, and in the blur of that smoke, she saw a figure come down the stairs.

      As she scrambled to her feet, they came face-to-face.

      His jaw dropped in shock.

      She couldn't believe the man standing in front of her. "Mr. Walker? What are you doing?"

      "No one is supposed to be here. The Bakers are on vacation."

      He knew the Bakers. That fact moved through her confusion, but it was the gasoline can in his hand that drew all her attention. "You're the arsonist? Why?"

      "Go, get out of here," he told her, trying to move past her.

      She stepped in front of him. "How could you do this?"

      "It's too much stress, taking care of that kid. He won't talk. He's nuts. I had to relieve the stress."

      She didn't know what he was babbling about, but then another explosion came from upstairs. She grabbed onto the stair rail. A new terrifying thought entered her head. "Lady Jane," she cried. "Where is she?"

      "Who?"

      "The cat," she said impatiently, moving up the stairs.

      "I haven't seen a cat. Don't go up there. You won't make it back."

      "I have to save her."

      "Get out. Just get out. I don’t want anyone else to die."

      She ignored him, running up the stairs, only one goal in mind—to rescue Lady Jane.

      Smoke was now pouring down the stairwell. Flames licked up the wallpaper in the halls. It would be an inferno within minutes. There was gasoline everywhere.

      She coughed against the smoke and the heat, pulling her shirt up over her nose as she ran toward the master bedroom.
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      Brodie had no sooner pulled into his driveway when he heard the blast from next door and saw flames in the upstairs windows of the Bakers' house. He jumped out of his car and ran through the side yard to the kitchen door. It was open.

      His heart stopped in pure terror. Was Chelsea inside? Had she come to feed the cat?

      As he entered the room, he was knocked backward by a large, male figure, intent on escaping. He followed him to the door, tackling him in the side yard, shocked to realize it was George Walker. The older man stared up at him with resignation.

      "It finally happened," he said. "You finally caught me. Thank God."

      "Is anyone inside?"

      George stared back at him.

      "Is Chelsea inside?" he demanded.

      "I told her to get out. She's looking for a cat."

      "God dammit!" he shouted. He let go of Walker as the neighbor on the other side of the house came down the yard. Rex Donovan ran the rock-climbing gym. "Call 9-1-1," he ordered.

      "Already did. Did this guy start the fire?"

      "Yes. Can you keep an eye on him?"

      "No problem."

      "When the cops get here, tell them the arsonist is George Walker."

      Brodie ran back into the house, yelling for Chelsea, but she didn't respond.

      His heart was in his throat as he moved toward the stairs. The fire was blazing. The entire house would be gone within minutes. "Chelsea," he called again, coughing through the thick smoke, his eyes watering as he tried to see where he was going.

      He was almost to the top step when another explosion took the ceiling down around him. The weight pushed half his body down through the stairway. He tried to get free, but he was stuck.

      "Brodie," Chelsea called out, appearing above him, a squirming cat in her arms.

      Intense relief washed over him. She was alive. She was all right. "Get out of here," he yelled.

      She moved toward him. "Can you move?"

      "I can free myself. Just go past me. Don't argue. We don't have time."

      She bit back a protest, then climbed over the rubble, running down the stairs. He pulled at the plaster surrounding him, as the flames came closer, the heat intense. His eyes watered, and he tried not to breathe as he struggled to loosen the plaster around him.

      And then Chelsea was back, coming up the stairs.

      "What the hell are you doing?"

      "I'm not leaving without you," she cried.

      "The firefighters will help me. Just leave. Please," he begged.

      "Don't argue. We don't have time." She helped him pull large chunks of plaster away from his body, determination in her gaze.

      Working together, he was finally able to free his leg. Chelsea helped him up, and they managed to make it down to the first floor just as the rest of the stairway collapsed in a rolling wave of flames. The fire was nipping at their backs as they sprinted toward the door.

      And then the firefighters were there, coming through the kitchen and the front door.

      The fresh air was a welcome relief, but he was still coughing hard when they reached the sidewalk, and so was Chelsea. His friends on the police force and in the fire department rushed forward as the EMTs also raced to their side, offering oxygen and asking if they had suffered any burns. Thankfully, they could both answer no.

      The oxygen was a welcome balm to his parched, stinging throat, and he sucked in big gulps as Chelsea did the same, her gaze bright and grateful as it met his. His heart was filled with gratitude as well. She was alive. She was unharmed, except for possibly some smoke inhalation, but things could have been so much worse. She could have been burned. George could have hurt her.

      At the thought of George, his gaze moved to the police car along the sidewalk where George Walker was sitting in the backseat. Rex Donovan, the neighbor, he'd asked to watch Walker, was standing nearby talking to Kat Delaney, one of his fellow patrol officers.

      A black SUV pulled up on the scene and Adam jumped out, running over to them, his brotherly gaze moving to Chelsea. "Are you hurt?" His gaze raked her face and body for injuries.

      She took off her mask. "I'm fine."

      He did the same. "We're okay, Adam. It was George Walker. He's the arsonist."

      "I heard." He turned back to his sister. "I was also told that you stayed in the house to rescue a cat."

      "Lady Jane was hiding under the bed. I had to save her."

      Adam gave a bewildered shake of his head. "You could have died."

      "I didn't die, and George didn't get away, so it's all good, Adam," she replied.

      "Did Walker say anything to either of you?" Adam asked.

      "He told me he thought the house was empty," Chelsea answered. "He referred to the Bakers by name. He said he had too much stress taking care of Travis and he needed to release it. I don't know what he meant by that. How can setting a fire release stress?"

      Adam shrugged. "The psychology of arsonists is very complicated. Anything else?"

      "He told me to get out. He said he didn't want anyone else to die."

      "Anyone else?" Adam queried.

      "I think he's referring to Sam Robbins," Brodie cut in. "I just found out today that Walker and Robbins worked together at the post office."

      "I knew that," Adam said. "But I didn't see any link to Walker being the fire bug back then."

      "That clue came from Travis." He looked at Chelsea. "The miniature mail truck with the flower decal."

      A gleam entered her eyes. "He was trying to tell me his grandfather was involved. I just didn't get it."

      "What are you two talking about?" Adam asked.

      "It's a toy mail truck," Chelsea explained. "Travis brought it in to show-and-tell. I realized it was the van from his pictures, but I didn't know what it meant until I saw George with a gasoline can in his hand. I think Travis saw his grandfather set the fire. I have the truck at my house. I was going to show it to Brodie when he got home."

      "The kid had the answer in his head the whole time," Adam said. "You were right. Anyway, I'm glad you're okay. I'm going to talk to Walker."

      "Now that Adam is gone," Brodie said. "You and I need to talk about why you came back into the house to get me. Do you realize how dangerous that was?"

      There was no regret in her sweet smile. "I wasn't going to leave you, Brodie."

      "It was very brave and very foolish."

      "It felt good to be brave again. You were worth the risk. And let's not forget, you came into the fire looking for me."

      "You were worth the risk, too. My heart stopped when I realized you were inside."

      "Don't think about what didn't happen. Let's just enjoy the fact that we're safe and Walker is not going to burn down anyone else's house."

      "I can do that. By the way, where is that damn cat?"

      She started, her gaze sweeping the crowd. Then she tipped her head toward a teenage girl, who was sitting on his porch, with Lady Jane in her lap. "Look at that. She's very content. She never ever lets me hold her. The little traitor."

      He smiled at her annoyance. "She's a snooty cat, and she could have gotten you killed."

      "But she did bring us together in the first place, so I don't think you can call her that damn cat anymore. She also helped solve a crime. If I hadn't gone over to feed her, we wouldn't have caught George red-handed."

      "True. It would have been more difficult to piece it all together."

      "The Bakers' house is gone," she said, her gaze moving to the structure that was still on fire. "I'll have to buy some cat food and a litter box and keep Lady Jane at my house."

      "We'll figure it out. Why don't we retrieve Lady Jane and go over to your place? It's a little farther away from the smoke."

      "That sounds good." After picking up the cat, who meowed ferociously in protest, they walked across the street. Their journey was interrupted by questions and concern from the neighbors, even a few grateful hugs. Eventually, they made it inside.

      As soon as Chelsea put Lady Jane down, she sprinted up the stairs.

      "I guess she'll be under my bed now. I never did feed her," Chelsea said.

      "She'll be fine. Right now, I need to hold you." He wrapped his arms around her. She was covered in dust and ash, her face red and sweaty, but he'd never thought she looked more beautiful. He pulled her up against his chest and lowered his face to hers. Closing his eyes, he kissed her with passion, relief and joy, a kaleidoscope of emotions running through him. He wanted to hold her forever, because he'd come too close to losing her.

      But forever was shortened drastically when the doorbell rang.

      She gave him a breathless look. "I should get that."

      "I know," he said tightly, pulling himself together as she opened the door. Lizzie grabbed her sister and squeezed her tight. Then she said, "Are you all right, Chelsea?"

      "Except for the fact that you're crushing me, I'm fine," Chelsea replied.

      "Sorry." Lizzie released her. "Adam called me. I couldn't believe what he said. You had a confrontation with the arsonist?"

      "Yes, but he didn't hurt me. He didn't even try. He just wanted to burn the house down."

      Lizzie's gaze moved to him. "And you're okay as well, Brodie?"

      "I am. I need to get back out there. Can you stay with Chelsea, Lizzie?"

      "Of course."

      "I don't need a babysitter," Chelsea protested.

      "I'll feel better if you're not alone. I can also run out and get some cat food and litter."

      "That would be helpful."

      He smiled and gave her another quick kiss. "I'll be back soon."

      "Wait, Brodie—what about Travis?" she asked. "He must be with his cousin or a babysitter. Do you think his cousin was in on it? She's a mail carrier, too. Can she be trusted to watch Travis?"

      "I'll make sure Travis is safe. I'm certain George acted alone, but I'll find out what he told Adam, and we'll go from there."

      "Travis must be so confused. He needs his parents. Is there any way they can be notified, maybe given leave to come home?"

      "I'll find that out, too."
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      As Brodie left, Chelsea glanced down at her white jeans and T-shirt that were now caked in dirt and plaster. "I should probably change."

      "Why don't you take a shower and then we can talk? Do you want something to eat?"

      "I'm not hungry right now." She could see the worry in her sister's eyes. "Let's talk first, so you can start breathing again. I'm not hurt. I'm not in any danger. It's all over."

      "I can't believe I could have lost you today."

      "Oh, Liz." She gave her sister another hug. "It wasn't that close," she lied. "I just ran up and got the cat and then came back down the stairs. Brodie was there. We were able to get out before the fire took off."

      "I'm so glad. And I'm very happy that the arsonist has been caught. Although, I can't believe it's George Walker. He was born in Whisper Lake and has lived here for sixty years. He's practically a founding father."

      "It's crazy. I couldn't believe it when I saw him."

      "You must have been terrified."

      "I was in shock."

      "You take your shower; I'll make tea. Then we can talk more."

      "Sounds good." She didn't just need to clean up; she needed a minute to get her head together.

      "Take your time, Chelsea; I'm not going anywhere."

      She did take her time. She let the warm water run over her head, the heat relaxing the tightness in her neck muscles. And under the spray, she let her fears out in a surprising cascade of tears. She hadn't realized she'd been holding them in, until she didn't have to. But she'd been through a lot of emotions today, and while she'd told Lizzie she'd been too shocked to be afraid, she had been scared, especially when she'd gone upstairs, when she couldn't find Lady Jane, when the fire had licked at her heels, when she'd realized Brodie was trapped and the fire was inches away from him.

      She'd never come so close to danger before. And being in actual physical danger had made some of her other fears seem so trivial.

      After what had happened today, how could she be worried about singing a song in front of a bunch of kids and their parents?

      Brodie had told her some time ago that she needed to change her perspective, and he was right. She would start on Thursday when she performed at the school. And maybe she'd keep it going on Friday when she went to Jessalyn's birthday party concert.

      With every last emotion wrung out of her, she dried off and changed into comfortable leggings and a tank top. She blew-dry her hair, freshened up her makeup and went back downstairs.

      Lizzie was in the kitchen. Not only was there a kettle on the stove, there were several pans simmering with delicious flavors.

      "What are you making?" she asked.

      "Tacos. You had all the fixings, and I had to do something while you were crying in the shower."

      She made a face at her sister. "You think you know everything."

      "I know you. You keep your emotions inside, and you only let them out when you're alone. You've been that way since you were a little girl. The shower was your favorite place to let go."

      "It has been an emotional day."

      "You're not just talking about the fire."

      "No. My conversation with Jessalyn earlier also opened up a lot of old feelings."

      "What are you thinking about all those old feelings?" Lizzie asked, as she stirred the ground beef.

      "I'm thinking that tomorrow is a new day."

      Lizzie cast her a quick look. "What does that mean?"

      She gave a helpless laugh. "I'm not sure, but I'm looking forward to finding out. What about you? How are things at the inn? Tell me about your life, Lizzie, because I think we have talked mine into the ground."

      "You're the one with all the excitement. I do have one piece of bad news. Raina is leaving. She's breaking up with Victor. She says she's not cut out to be a stepmother to teen boys. She's giving me two weeks to find someone else. So back to the drawing board."

      "Let me know if I can help."

      "Want a job as a chef?"

      "I'm good, but not that good."

      "I may just have to concentrate on breakfast in the morning and cocktails and appetizers at night and forget about having a full restaurant, at least for now."

      "You'll get there. You have an incredible will and the ability to get things done." She paused. "Do you want to go to Jessalyn's party with me on Friday night?"

      "You're going? You'll sing?"

      "Not sure about the singing part, but I will go to the party. And if you want to drive to Denver with me, we could stop in and see Mom and Dad before the party."

      "I'd love to go with you, but Mom and Dad are leaving for Hawaii tomorrow."

      "Oh, right. I forgot about that." She'd had a brief conversation with her mother the day before, but that had been all about Austin.

      "What about Brodie? Will he go with us?"

      "I'm not sure he'll be around. He's going to LA tomorrow night with meetings all day Thursday. I don't know if he'll be back by Friday. Actually, I don't know if he'll be back at all."

      Lizzie frowned. "That man is in love with you. I don't think he's leaving you."

      "Maybe he should. I want him to be happy. He hides a lot of pain under his easygoing charm. But he didn't choose to walk away from the skiing world—he was forced out. If this opportunity gives him back something he's missing…how can I be anything but supportive?"

      "You can be supportive, but you can also tell him how you feel."

      "I don't know exactly how I feel."

      "Yes, you do. You don't have to tell me, but I think you should tell him."

      "I'll think about it."

      "Good. Why don't you cut up some tomatoes while you're thinking?"

      "Hey, I thought you were taking care of me."

      "You're better than I've seen you in a long time." She tossed her a tomato. "Chop."
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      Brodie didn't get back to Chelsea's house for almost two hours. When he arrived a little after eight, Chelsea and Liz were sitting in the kitchen, two empty plates in front of them, but a delicious aroma of Mexican spices filling the room.

      "You're just in time," Chelsea said. "Liz made tacos."

      "I can see that." He set the cat food down on the counter. "Any sign of Lady Jane?"

      "She's hiding under my bed."

      "Maybe we can lure her out with some food."

      "Thanks for picking that up," she said, giving him a warm smile. "Can I get you a taco?"

      "I can handle it myself," he said, moving over to the stove. He made two soft tacos filled with meat, cheese, tomatoes, onions, avocado and hot sauce and took them over to the table.

      "Is there any more information?" Chelsea asked.

      "Adam and the fire investigator are interrogating George Walker. He's going to have a long night. Travis is with his cousin, Kimberly. George told us that he acted completely alone, and Kimberly was shocked by what's happened."

      "Did you see Travis?"

      "I did see him, but he didn't have anything to say to me. Kimberly told me that she didn't know what to tell him, so she'd said nothing except that she was going to watch him for a few nights."

      "I don't want him to think he got his grandfather in trouble," she said, concern knitting her brows.

      "Well, I'm hoping that that problem will be made easier with the arrival of his mother. It looks like she will be able to take emergency leave."

      "That would be wonderful," Chelsea said with relief. "I wonder if she has any idea her father-in-law is a firebug."

      "I doubt anyone knows. George also admitted to setting the fire in the Robbins's home sixteen years ago. Now that he's been caught, he seems willing to own up to everything. It's almost like it's a relief in some way. He was talking about his penchant for fires like it was a demon inside of him. He said the demon would get hungry and it had to eat fire. It was weird."

      "I guess you have to have a mental problem to do what he did."

      "It's possible that he actually knew that Janet's husband was in the home when he set that particular fire. He mentioned that Sam Robbins was the only one who'd ever come close to figuring out what he was doing."

      "So, he murdered him?" Lizzie asked in astonishment.

      "He didn't admit to that, but it adds up. He thought Janet and the son were out of town. Probably why he was so kind to her afterward. She said he bent over backward to try to help her get Craig treatment."

      "It's like he's two people," Chelsea said.

      "I think he is two people, but his fire-starting days are over. The community can relax again."

      "I'm happy to hear that," Lizzie put in. "Please eat, before it gets any colder."

      "What have you two been doing?" he asked, as he bit into his taco.

      "Just talking," Chelsea said. "We got a text from Chloe; did you get one?"

      "I have a bunch of texts on my phone that I haven't looked at yet."

      "Chloe is in Germany," Chelsea continued. "Kevin is having a second surgery on his hand. I'm not sure the extent of his injuries, but she says he'll only have to stay there a few more days, and then they'll be coming home so Kevin can meet his son."

      "Fantastic," he said, feeling tremendously happy for Chloe.

      "It's the best news," Chelsea agreed.

      "I'm going to get going," Lizzie said, taking her plate to the sink. "Can I help you clean up first, Chelsea?"

      "No. You've done enough, Liz."

      "Then I will talk to you tomorrow. We can decide what we want to do on Friday—maybe after you and Brodie have a chance to talk. Goodnight."

      "Goodnight," he echoed as Liz walked out the door. "What is happening on Friday?"

      "I've been invited to a birthday party in Denver. My mentor, Jessalyn West, is turning fifty and she's having a small concert for family and friends." She paused. "I actually spoke to Jessalyn earlier today."

      "You mentioned she was trying to get in touch with you."

      "Yes, but before I could get back to her, she showed up here in Whisper Lake. Lizzie invited me over to the inn and there was Jessalyn."

      "Another ambush?"

      "Except it wasn't. Jessalyn was just concerned for me. I ended up telling her my secrets. It seems to get easier with each person I tell."

      "That's good."

      There was something in her gaze that told him he hadn't heard the entire story. "She doesn't just want you to come to her party; she wants you to sing, doesn't she?"

      Chelsea gave a nod, conflict in her pretty blue eyes. "She does. I didn't say yes. I told her I need to see how my performance at the school goes on Thursday."

      "It will go great."

      "But singing in front of kids and singing in front of country music execs and other singers who are sure to be at the party are two vastly different things, and I'm not sure I'm ready for either of them."

      "The brave woman who ran into the fire today?"

      "I did that for Lady Jane and for you."

      "Then maybe it's time to be brave for yourself. How's your throat after the smoke?"

      "A little sore, but not too bad. You?"

      "Same, but I don't have to sing any time soon."

      "Can you sing?" she asked curiously.

      He grinned. "I'm good in the shower."

      "I'll have to check that out."

      "If we're in a shower together, I don't think I'll be singing; I'll be too busy doing other things."

      She smiled. "Darn, I wish I hadn't taken a shower already tonight. And I can't help noticing you did as well."

      "I did grab a quick one before I came over here. I smelled like smoke." He finished his tacos and then sat back in his seat. "Your sister is good at making more than cookies."

      "She's great at a lot of things but particularly exceptional when it comes to being a good sister. I'm lucky." She paused. "Do you want to come with me to Denver on Friday night?"

      He hesitated. "I'm scheduled to fly back into Denver around eight p.m. What time is the concert?"

      "It's at seven. I didn't realize you were staying until Friday."

      "My dad wants to give me the entire dog and pony show."

      "Well, that's good. You should learn as much as you can."

      He hated the new tension between them. And it was his fault. He was creating a problem where there didn't have to be one. He could bail on the meetings. He could stay with Chelsea. He could cheer her on at the school and support her at the concert. "I don't have to go," he said.

      Her gaze met his. "But you want to go. You want to find out what the offer is about. You want to explore your options, and I think you should."

      "You'd be fine with me leaving?"

      "I want you to be happy doing something you love. You deserve that."

      It was an answer filled with generosity, but he still didn't like it. He wanted her to tell him to stay, to admit she was in love with him. But she was taking a very different road, and he wasn't quite sure how to handle it. Finally, he said, "Then I guess I'll go."

      She nodded and got up from the table, averting her gaze as she took his plate to the sink. She opened a can of cat food and poured it on to a small plate. "I'm going to see if I can lure Lady Jane out."

      "I got a litter box as well. Where do you want it?"

      "The laundry room upstairs would be good."

      As she took the food upstairs, he grabbed the other cat supplies and took them up to the laundry room.

      There were a lot of things he'd rather be doing right now than taking care of a cat. On the other hand, Lady Jane had brought them together and tonight maybe she was keeping them together. He should probably be grateful for that.

      It took about twenty minutes before Lady Jane came out to eat. After she finished, he sat down on the bed, and the cat ran out of the room.

      Chelsea smiled. "Well, at least she's fed."

      "And she's gone, which is a bonus."

      "You like her more than you'll admit."

      "She is growing on me. But at the moment, I'm glad our chaperone is gone."

      Chelsea sat down next to him on the bed. "Do you think we should talk some more? I have a feeling I kind of cut you off downstairs."

      "It's been a long day. I don't need to talk anymore, unless you do?"

      She gave him a long look, then shook her head. "The only thing I need right now is you."

      "You've got me," he murmured, as they came together in a kiss that was impatient and hungry and filled with all the wild emotions of the day and a bit of desperation to hang on to what they had.

      Would this be the last night they spent together?

      If it was, he was going to give them both something to remember.

      A niggling voice inside his head suggested that might not be the best idea, because if he really was going to leave, then he'd be a lot better off if he could forget her.
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      Chelsea fixed breakfast for Brodie on Wednesday morning while he took a shower. She felt a bit of melancholy, which didn't make sense after the beautiful night they'd had together, but she couldn't help wondering if the end was coming sooner than she'd expected. Despite the looming job offer, she hadn't really thought Brodie would leave Whisper Lake or that he'd even take two full days to hear about the opportunity. She'd thought he was doing it mostly out of curiosity or as a favor to his dad. But two days seemed like a serious investment of his time and the time of the other people involved.

      Frowning, she flipped the pancakes on the griddle and then slid them onto a plate as Brodie came into the kitchen, smelling like soap, and looking more delicious than the meal she was making. His brown hair was damp and curling at the ends, and his eyes were brighter than they probably should have been, considering they'd only gotten a few hours of sleep the night before.

      He moved over to the stove and slid his arms around her waist.

      "Hey, I'm cooking," she said with a laugh.

      He gave her a tender smile. "I can see that, but I can't help myself. I'm addicted to you." He kissed her cheek with a teasing caress and then took hold of her mouth for a long minute before releasing her. "You made pancakes," he added, his expression taking on new joy as he eyed the plate. "You have no idea how happy I am right now."

      "With me or the blueberry pancakes?"

      "It's a tie. Blueberry pancakes are my favorite. Actually, any kind of pancake is high on my list."

      "Then have at it." She handed him the plate, then followed him over to the table with a bottle of maple syrup and a plate of crispy bacon. "Not exactly my healthiest breakfast, but I told myself as long as there are blueberries, we're good."

      "It's fine with me. I'm starving," he said, a sparkle in his gaze. "I worked up an appetite last night."

      "And this morning," she said, sitting across from him.

      "Very true. You're not eating?"

      "I had the first batch while you were showering."

      "Sorry I got you up so early. I have to be in by seven this morning."

      "It's fine. I'll have plenty of time to get ready for school."

      "Last full day?"

      She nodded. "Yep."

      "And then an even bigger day tomorrow. I wish I could be there."

      "It will be over in about two and a half minutes. I can last that long."

      "I have no doubt."

      "So, what is planned for you in LA?"

      "Tonight, I'll get in late, so I'll probably just crash in the hotel."

      "You're not staying with your father?"

      "We do better when we don't stay together. He's a lot to take twenty-four hours a day. Tomorrow morning will begin with breakfast with my dad, then meetings will start around ten and go most of the day. There's a dinner tomorrow night with some potential investors in the project. Friday is more of the same. I'm sure my dad will have a complete itinerary when I arrive. He loves to control every aspect of every situation."

      "What's your relationship with him now? I get the feeling it's a little push-pull, love-hate, or maybe hate is too strong of a word."

      “Our relationship is often conflicted. What he wants isn't always what I want, and he's a steamroller when it comes to executing his vision."

      "But you're not a pushover."

      "No, which is why there is often conflict. This trip is probably a mistake or at the very least a waste of time."

      "It's never a waste of time to explore a new idea."

      "We'll see. What are you going to do tonight?"

      "I haven't thought that far ahead." Seeing Brodie after work every day had become a very nice habit.

      "Maybe you should work on that song in your notebook."

      "It's not a song."

      "Not yet. But it could be. What are you singing tomorrow for the kids? Something new or an old favorite?"

      "I don't have anything new, so it will be one of the first songs I wrote as a young girl. It's about chasing butterflies, something Lizzie and I used to do in the summer. I think the kids can relate. Of course, the song is about more than chasing butterflies; it's about going for your dreams."

      "It sounds inspiring."

      "I hope so."

      A tense silence fell between them.

      "I should go," he said finally, pushing back his chair.

      She got up as well and forced a smile onto her face. "Good-bye, Brodie. Good luck with everything."

      His lips tightened. "Don't say it like you're never going to see me again."

      "Things could change for you in a big way after this trip."

      "We'll still see each other."

      "I don't think you should make any promises," she said quietly, feeling like her heart was about to break. She needed to get Brodie out of her kitchen very soon, because she was suddenly feeling like she might cry.

      His jaw tightened. "Chelsea—"

      "Don't, Brodie. Whatever you're going to say, don't. Go hear your offer. And don't worry about me."

      "I'll call you from LA. That's a promise I can keep."

      "Okay."

      He gripped her shoulders, gave her a hard kiss filled with pent-up emotion, and then he left. She let out a breath. The house was suddenly so quiet, so empty.

      It felt like the end. She hoped it wasn't.
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      The school day passed slowly, and Chelsea was haunted by Travis's empty chair. She wished she could talk to him again, reassure herself that he was okay. By the time school ended, she'd talked herself into a quick visit to his house. She still had his mail truck in her bag. It was a good reason to stop by, so she could give it back to him.

      Neither Brodie nor Adam would probably approve of the visit; they'd want her to stay out of the situation, but Travis had sat in her classroom for six weeks, and she wanted to make sure he was all right.

      The Walker house was quiet, but there was a car in the driveway. She went up to the door and rang the bell. The door opened a crack. She saw Kimberly in the shadows.

      "What do you want?" Kimberly asked.

      She gave her a sad smile, seeing the young woman’s red eyes and puffy nose. "I'm sorry about what's happened. I wanted to make sure Travis is okay."

      "How could he be okay? His grandfather is an arsonist."

      "I know. I'm sorry."

      "They say he's probably been doing it his whole life. I can't believe it. He was always my role model. I started working for the post office because of him, and now I hear he may have been using the vacation mail blocks to find houses to burn down. It's awful." Kimberly frowned as a car pulled up in front of the house. "You better come in. That's probably another reporter."

      She slid into the house as Kimberly quickly shut the door behind her. "Is Travis here?"

      "He's in his room. The only good news is that his mom is coming home on emergency leave. She'll be here tonight."

      "What does Travis know?"

      "I'm not sure. The police talked to both of us this morning, but they took him in a separate room, so I don't know what they told him or what he said. He knows his mom is coming home. He has been sitting in the window seat in his room ever since. I guess he's looking for her."

      "Do you mind if I talk to him?"

      "You can try. His room is upstairs, first door on the right."

      As she went up the stairs and down a hallway filled with pictures, it felt so strange to see George Walker as a happy, smiling, family man. He'd hid a dark secret for a very long time, a secret that had probably killed at least one person—maybe more.

      She paused in the doorway of Travis's room. It was very neat, and she had a feeling Travis was responsible for that. He liked organization, even at school. It bothered him when things were messy.

      "Travis," she said.

      He turned his head and gave her a long look.

      She walked over to the window seat and sat down next to him. "I heard your mom is coming home. That's exciting."

      He didn't react to her words. She pulled his toy mail truck out of her bag. "I brought this back to you."

      He took the truck and put it on the windowsill. As he did so, she realized that his window overlooked the remains of the house across the street. Was this the scene he'd drawn? The house, the van, his view of the fire?

      "You were awake when the fire started, weren't you? But you didn't want your grandfather to know. You probably didn't want to get in trouble."

      "Grandpa was there," Travis said suddenly, his voice almost catching her by surprise. He pointed his finger to the house across the street.

      "He was at the house before the fire?"

      Travis nodded.

      "You wanted me to know that, didn't you? But you couldn’t tell me. That’s why you showed me the mail truck." She realized how scared and tormented Travis must have been.

      "Fire is bad," he said.

      "You don't have to worry, Travis. There won't be any more fires." She couldn't help wondering if Travis had thought his grandpa might set their house on fire. How terrified he must have been in his head.

      "Mommy," he said suddenly, a pained look in his eyes.

      "She'll be here soon." She wanted to give him a hug, but Travis had personal boundaries she couldn't break. "We had a good time in class this year, didn't we? If you want to bring your mom to school tomorrow, you can hear me sing at the assembly."

      Travis's eyes lit up and he vigorously nodded.

      "Good. I'll see you then."

      After leaving Travis's house, she headed home. As she drove down her block, her gaze went to Brodie's house, and she couldn't help thinking about him—again. In truth, he'd been on her mind most of the day. He'd texted her an hour ago to tell her he was leaving for the Denver airport. That drive would take about two hours and then he'd have a two-hour flight to LA. California wasn't very far away, but right now it felt like Brodie was going to the moon. Any place that wasn't across the street was too far.

      She already missed him terribly, and he hadn't been gone a day yet. If he took the job in LA, she was in store for some heartache. She'd gotten in too deep to avoid that, but she couldn't regret their time together. It had been amazing. Being able to trust Brodie had somehow made it easier for her to trust herself.

      That would make a good line in a song, she thought. She'd have to write it down when she got home.

      As she turned in to her driveway, she stopped short of the garage, realizing she'd left the remote inside. When she got out of the car, another vehicle pulled up in front of her house.

      It was Gianna. She walked across the lawn, meeting Gianna on the sidewalk. "Hi there. What are you doing here?"

      "Lizzie told me that you're going to sing at the school tomorrow."

      "I'm going to try. We'll see how it goes."

      "Are you nervous?"

      "Yes. But I want to do it. I need to do it."

      Gianna's warm gaze washed over her. "Then this seems like a good time to give you these."

      "Give me what?" she asked as Gianna walked around her car and popped open the trunk.

      She pulled out a very familiar and very worn guitar case and handed it to her. She followed up with a second case containing her electric guitar. Her gut clenched at the sight of them.

      "I believe these are yours," Gianna said.

      She felt an intense wave of emotion as she glanced down at the case that had been her constant companion for a very long time. "I gave my guitars to your aunt to sell in her antiques store when I first came back to Whisper Lake. She couldn't sell them?"

      "She didn't try. She thought you'd want them back one day. When I took over for her last month, she told me to keep them tucked away. But with you singing again, well, I thought you might want them back."

      Her eyes watered. She felt like she'd come full circle. "I think I might cry."

      "Don't do that," Gianna said worriedly. "I can take them back to the store."

      "No. I might cry because I've really missed them."

      Relief filled Gianna's gaze. "Oh, great."

      "Thank you so much, Gianna, and tell your aunt I appreciate her thoughtfulness."

      "I will."

      "Do you want to come in?"

      "I have to meet Zach. Do you need help carrying the guitars into the house?"

      "No. I've got them," she said, picking up the second guitar. "I used to trek all over Nashville with these guitars. They're old friends."

      "I hope you can use them again to make music, to make magic."

      "I hope so, too," she whispered.

      The one-song-only school concert suddenly felt like the beginning of something bigger.
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      Thursday morning, Brodie started the day with breakfast with his dad at the iconic Beverly Hills Hotel. Then they drove into Century City for a meeting with the network executives. The thirty-second-floor conference room with the floor-to-ceiling views of LA reminded him he was a long way from Whisper Lake.

      The slick presentation from all the interested parties took almost two hours. There were sports videos, projected interview subjects, possible shooting locations and dates, and a great deal of discussion about the overall concept and potential sponsors. A large sportswear company, whose logo he'd once worn, was interested as well as a popular energy drink manufacturer.

      Watching his father in action was quite impressive. He was definitely in his element, sounding intelligent, shrewd, insightful, and confident.

      Brodie had a feeling he was not coming across quite the same way as his dad kept frowning in his direction. At one point, his father asked him if he needed some caffeine to get his energy level up.

      He had accepted a cup of coffee, feeling more fatigued than he had in a while, although he thought it was more emotional weariness. He was conflicted about why he was even in LA. And while everything sounded exciting, he wasn't completely sure how much he could believe.

      Being back with these people reminded him of all his previous meetings with sponsors and agents, how he'd often felt talked over, when, in fact, he'd been the talent. He'd been the one upon whom so many careers had been built.

      Just before noon, they took a break while lunch was set up in the executive dining room. He got up from the table and walked over to the window, to get a better look at the view. Then he heard a familiar voice behind him.

      "Not a bad view, but not like the one we saw from the Titlis descent."

      He whirled around to look into the laughing brown eyes of Trent Thompson otherwise known as TNT for his explosive style of downhill skiing. Trent had been a competitor and a friend for a very long time, but they hadn't seen each other in at least two years.

      "What are you doing here?" he asked in amazement.

      "I recently joined your dad's firm as an agent. He thought I might want to say hello, and he was right. How the hell are you, Brodie?"

      "I'm good. You?" He saw no trace of the injury that had sent Trent to the hospital a year after him.

      "Excellent. It's nice to make money without having to hurl myself down a mountain."

      "But you loved that."

      "So did you. But we both always knew that kind of excitement couldn’t last forever. You can't push the envelope the way we did without being aware of the risk."

      "That's true. I just didn't think my end would come up as soon as it did."

      "Your timing sucked. As did mine." Trent gave him a commiserating smile. "But look at us now—I'm an agent, and you're going to be a television star."

      "Not sure about star," he said dryly. "But the project is interesting."

      "Your dad says you haven't committed yet."

      "There's a lot to think about. I have a life in Colorado. I'm a cop."

      "I heard. But your dad said you're ready for a change."

      "I think he's ready for me to change."

      "Well, I don't know if they told you yet, but your job comes with a Malibu beach house rental, and after lunch I get to take you there."

      "Seriously?" he asked in amazement.

      "They're pulling out all the stops. They want you bad."

      "I can't figure out why. There are other ex-skiers who could take this over—yourself included."

      "I'm not Brodie McGuire. I didn't crash on my way to an Olympic gold medal. I didn't lead three national teams to historic victories. I didn’t inspire a legion of young skiers. You're a legend in the sport. And it's much easier to sell a legend than a guy who did all right but no better than a dozen other guys."

      "You're selling yourself too short."

      "Just telling the truth. And you'll be able to shoot on some of the prettiest mountains in the world. That must be appealing to you—to go back to where it all began."

      It was both appealing and surprisingly uninteresting. Going back to where it began would only remind him that he couldn't actually go back.

      "So, you got a woman in Colorado?" Trent asked. Then he grinned. "That's a stupid question, right? Of course, you've got a woman. Does she want to move to LA?"

      "I'm pretty sure that's the last place she'd want to move."

      "I bet you can convince her."

      "What about you?" he asked, ignoring Trent's comment.

      "I'm engaged to Allison Crower."

      He smiled at that piece of news. Allison had been on their Olympic ski team. "That's great. She was a fun girl."

      "We had a good tribe back in the day, didn't we?"

      He nodded, thinking about the skiers he'd traveled the world with. They'd pushed each other to be the best they could be. That kind of camaraderie and shared experience was something he'd missed.

      “I think they want us in the dining room now,” Trent said. "We can catch up over lunch. I'd like to hear more about your woman."

      He nodded and followed him down the hallway, thinking that Chelsea was her own woman, not his, and at this very moment in time, she was facing a big hurdle. He wished he was there with her. He would have liked to support her.

      But she didn't need him to sing again. She had it in her, and she was ready.

      This might be the beginning of her return to the career she'd left.

      Unlike him, she could go back.

      Which begged the question again: what the hell was he doing in LA?
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      The last day of school had included playground games, arts and crafts, and a book fair. Now it was time for the final assembly in the school auditorium. Several of the classes were putting on performances, and as Chelsea stood in the wings, watching elementary school kids belting their hearts out, her nerves began to fade. This wasn't about being perfect or being a star; it was about singing, sharing her voice, her music.

      With one more group before her, she glanced out into the auditorium and saw Travis sitting with a woman who had to be his mother. She was so happy they'd come. Travis needed his mom now more than ever. Along with the children in her class, and their parents, as well as the rest of the school she also had family and friends in the audience.

      Lizzie was in the third row, along with Adam, Gianna, and Hannah. She couldn't believe they'd taken time out of their day to come to this. But she knew it wasn't about the assembly; it was about love and friendship.

      She'd run to Whisper Lake to heal, and that's exactly what had happened.

      Her heart was whole again—at least at the moment. She was very aware of Brodie's absence. Having him here would have been the icing on the cake.

      Ashley came forward and gave her a worried look. "You're ready, right?"

      She was quite sure that even if she said no, the very determined and bossy Ashley would not let her back down now. She had planned this assembly and like everything she did, it had to be perfect. "I'm ready," she replied, taking her guitar out of its case.

      Ashley gave her a look of relief. "I can't tell you how much my daughter and her friends are looking forward to this. They've been playing your songs nonstop since everyone realized who you were. I mean, I knew who you were a long time ago, and so did some of the other moms, but we were trying to respect your privacy."

      "I appreciate that."

      As applause rang out, Ashley motioned her forward. "You're on."

      She'd heard those words a million times in her life, and just like always, a tingle of excitement shot down her spine as she walked onto the stage.

      There were no bright lights, no big crowd, no band behind her, and that was all good. There was a chair and a microphone, and that's all she needed. It was how she had begun.

      She cleared her throat and said, "This is one of the first songs I wrote. I was about twelve at the time, and I had a lot of big dreams. I hope you all like it."

      She strummed her guitar and began to sing, the richness of her voice surprising her. She'd thought she'd sound shaky as she had the night before. But her tone was perfect, and as she sang, all the nerves faded away. It was just her and the music. And she wanted to give the kids a moment to remember.

      Maybe she also wanted to give herself that moment.

      When the song ended, she took a bow, smiling at the cheers and applause from the crowd. She thanked them and then walked off the stage as the principal stepped up to deliver the final good-bye.

      As the assembly ended and the crowd dispersed, she moved down the stairs and into the auditorium.

      "That was amazing," Lizzie said, giving her a big hug.

      "Truly great," Gianna put in.

      "Out of this world," Hannah added.

      "You are all too kind. Thank you for coming. I know you had to squeeze this in on your lunch break."

      "It was my pleasure," Hannah said. "But I do have to get back to work."

      "I'll walk out with you," Gianna said.

      As her friends left, she faced the two people who had known her for her entire life. "I did it."

      Adam nodded, a proud smile in his eyes. "I never had any doubt."

      "Me, either," Lizzie declared.

      "Well, I had plenty of doubts, but I'm glad I sang. It felt good."

      "Does this mean you might sing tomorrow night?" Lizzie asked, a hopeful gleam in her eyes.

      "We'll see. One performance at a time." She looked back at Adam. "How is everything going on the arson case?"

      "George has been very talkative, not just about the current fires, but also the one that took the life of Sam Robbins. George has been tormented by his thoughts and actions.”

      "As he should be," she said.

      "Yes. He'll be going away for a long time."

      "I'm sorry for his family, but I’m glad he won't be able to hurt anyone else."

      "And now the town can relax," Lizzie said.

      "Definitely." Adam paused. "Brodie took a couple of days off. You don't know where he went, do you, Chelsea?"

      "He went to see his father."

      "I'm surprised he missed this. You two have gotten close, haven't you?"

      "We have, but we also have our own lives to live."

      "What does that mean?" Lizzie cut in.

      Seeing too much interest in their faces, she said vaguely, "It doesn't mean anything. I know you have to get back to work, Adam, but if you're not in a rush, I was going to offer to treat you to lunch."

      "I can't," he said regretfully. "I'll see you later."

      "I can do lunch," Lizzie said as Adam left. "We can talk more about your performance and about Brodie."

      "Don't make me regret my invitation to lunch."

      "I don't think that's the regret you need to worry about," Lizzie said pointedly.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      Friday afternoon, Chelsea rode to Denver in her sister's car, with Lizzie at the wheel. It was unfortunate her parents were in Hawaii, since she hadn't seen them in a few months, and this would have been a good opportunity. On the other hand, not adding family pressure into her first public concert in a year and a half was probably a good thing. While the school performance had been a small step forward, tonight would be more of a giant leap.

      It wouldn't be friends and kids in the audience, it would be some of the best singers in country music, their agents, their managers, and their labels. Jessalyn's birthday party concert would be a hot ticket.  While Jessalyn had promised her she'd be among friends, she wasn't naïve enough to think that was true.

      Music was a cutthroat business. Some of her rivals had no doubt been happy when she'd quit. They might be cheering her on the outside, but they'd probably be privately hoping she'd fail. And there were others who would be jealous of her relationship with Jessalyn. That had happened early on in her career. People she'd thought were friends had turned on her when Jessalyn had invited her to open for her. Jealousy, drama, love, hate—it was all part of the music scene, and it was the part she liked the least.

      "When's the last time you were here?" Lizzie asked, as the city skyline came into view.

      "Mom's birthday last March. What about you?"

      "I came in late June. I had to pick up some furniture for the inn. When I walked in the house, Mom was doing one of her jigsaw puzzles and Dad was snoring away in the recliner."

      "Same as always."

      "They have a good marriage. They're not just best friends; they still have the spark. I see it when they look at each other."

      "I've seen it, too."

      "It makes me envious," Lizzie added, shooting her a smile. "I wonder if I'll ever have that kind of relationship."

      "You will. You just have to meet the right person, and you never know when that will happen."

      "It happened for you, didn't it?"

      "I told you yesterday, I don't want to talk about Brodie."

      "Well, I'm over that," Lizzie said bluntly. "For the last year and a half, I've had to walk on eggshells around you. There were so many things you didn't want to talk about. I always had to hold my tongue, so I didn't upset you. But you're better now. You told me the truth about why you left music. You faced your fear yesterday and you're doing it again tonight. So, tell me how you're feeling about Brodie."

      She realized she hadn't been very fair to Lizzie or to the rest of her family. "I'm sorry you felt you had to walk carefully around me."

      "You don't have to apologize. I just want us to be as close as we were when we were younger, when we could talk about anything."

      "I want that, too. All right. You want to know how I'm feeling about Brodie." She drew in a breath and let it out. "I like him—a lot."

      "Like him?"

      "Okay, maybe it's more like love," she conceded. "Not that I've told him that. Nor has he told me that."

      "Did you talk to him today?"

      "He texted me last night, asking me about the school concert. But it was a pretty short exchange. He said he was at a dinner. I haven't heard from him today."

      Lizzie frowned. "That seems odd."

      "Which is why I'm feeling unsure. I don't know if we have a future together, and I really want one. But I can't hold him back. I can't tell him not to take this job if he wants it."

      "Well, if he moves to LA, you could go with him. I'd miss you, but if it made you happy…"

      "I don't know if I'd want to live in LA."

      "If Brodie was there, you could probably be persuaded."

      "I'd be changing my whole life for a man I've known for two weeks. How could I do that?"

      "You knew Austin for years before you hooked up and moved in together. Look how that worked out. It's not about quantity of time; it's about quality. You also know yourself better now. I think Brodie is a good match for you."

      "I know myself better, but I'm not as clear on what I want as I'd like to be."

      "You know what you want; you're just afraid to say it."

      "I don't think that's true."

      "It is. You'll see."
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      Two hours later, Chelsea found herself waiting to perform. Only this time she wasn't backstage in an elementary school auditorium, she was in a luxurious dressing room at the Glasshouse, a gorgeous circular theater with floor-to-ceiling glass walls. Inside were enormous and spectacular chandeliers, bringing the glass look into the interior as well. The concert would be held in one room, the dinner in another. The meal would be prepared by a Michelin-starred chef and the dessert made by one of the best pastry chefs in Colorado. After they ate, there would be dancing and probably more singing from Jessalyn's guests. And, of course, the champagne would be flowing throughout the evening.

      Jessalyn swept into the dressing room in a cloud of expensive perfume, her face perfectly made up, and her blonde hair swept up in a messy bun. Diamond earrings dangled from her ears, matching a beautiful diamond tear drop on her necklace.

      "Good, you're still here,” Jessalyn said.

      "Where else would I be?" she asked, exchanging a light hug and air kiss with Jessalyn.

      "Halfway to Whisper Lake."

      "I'm not going to run."

      "I'm happy to hear that. You look beautiful."

      "Thank you." Upon arriving at the venue, she'd changed into a clingy, champagne-gold dress, that would glitter in the lights and the reflection from the chandeliers. Jessalyn had picked it out for her. It was much fancier than anything she would have worn. She'd usually chosen to perform in jeans or comfortable, flowing dresses, but this was Jessalyn's event, so she hadn't complained.

      Jessalyn was wearing an off-the-shoulder, teal-colored dress that emphasized her generous breasts and beautiful skin.

      "You don't look anywhere close to fifty," she told her.

      "Now I know why I like you so much," Jessalyn teased. "I'm very glad you're here, Chelsea. It means a lot to me."

      "I think it's going to mean a lot to me, too. I know you're doing this for me."

      "I'm doing it for myself, too. You have one of the prettiest voices I've ever heard. I told you that ten years ago, and I still feel the same. You were blessed, Chelsea."

      "I know."

      "Are you nervous?"

      "More like terrified, but I'm trying to ignore it."

      "Do you want me to get your sister?"

      "Please, don't. I love Lizzie to death, but if she thinks I'm nervous, she'll get nervous, and we'll feed off each other and that's not good."

      "Definitely not good. Is there anything I can do for you?"

      "I'm fine. I'm ready."

      "You'll do great. Just remember—no matter who is in the audience, you're singing for you."

      "I will try to focus on that."

      Jessalyn started toward the door, then paused. "Paul told me you're doing a new song, and he really likes it," she said, referring to the band leader. "He said it's a hit for sure."

      "I didn't write it to be a hit. I wrote it last night for someone who changed my life. I just wish he could hear it."

      "He will—when you sing it to him, right?"

      "Right," she agreed, but deep in her heart, she just didn't know if she'd get the chance. Brodie's silence today did not bode well for the future, but whatever happened she still owed him so much. If their love story was meant to be short, then so be it. She'd still be happy she'd met him and loved him. She couldn't regret that.
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      "Thanks for getting me in," Brodie told Lizzie, as he glanced around the crowded party. "I hope you don't get in trouble with the birthday girl."

      "Not at all. Jessalyn said she's happy to have you here. Oh, and she said you might want to listen carefully to Chelsea's song—whatever that means."

      "Oh, I'll definitely be listening to every word," he said, eager to see Chelsea again. He'd had to rearrange his schedule and had barely made it to the airport in time to catch an earlier flight.

      "I must say, you clean up nice," Liz said with approval. "That's a great suit."

      "Luckily, I took it to LA with me. You look beautiful, too."

      "Thanks."

      "Do you know a lot of people here?"

      "Barely anyone, so I'm glad you came. I've been trying to mingle, but everyone knows each other, and it's difficult to break in. My face was starting to ache with my fake smile."

      "Well, you can relax with me, not that I think you can't mingle with the best of them. I've seen you in action."

      "That's different. That's my world. This is not. This world has always belonged to Chelsea."

      "How's she doing?"

      "I think she's a little bummed that she didn't hear from you today."

      "I had no time to call, and every time I started to text her, I didn't know what to say."

      She frowned. "Have you made any decisions?"

      "Chelsea told you what I was doing in LA?"

      "Only in a very vague way, but I know there's an opportunity that might take you away from Whisper Lake."

      "I need to talk to Chelsea about it first, if that's okay."

      "Sure," she said, but she didn't look happy about his answer.

      His attention was drawn to the stage as Jessalyn stepped up to the microphone. He'd never seen Jessalyn West in person, but she was a spectacularly beautiful superstar.

      "Thank you all for coming," she said, her gaze sweeping the crowded room. "I feel so blessed to have had all of you in my life for so many years. And I'm especially happy tonight to welcome back to the stage a true and beautiful talent, a young woman who I not only adore personally but also admire professionally. Her words, her voice, are magic. I know we've all missed her. So, I hope you will give a very warm welcome to Chelsea Cole."

      The crowd burst into applause, and Brodie clapped as loudly as he could, his heart beating a hundred miles a minute as Chelsea walked onto the stage and into the light. He hoped she would hear the support, feel the love, and not get panicked or scared. He knew her song had gone well at the school, but this was a different situation entirely. These people knew what a good voice sounded like, and he knew, as well as Chelsea probably did, that not everyone in this crowd was wishing her success, even if that's what it looked like.

      Lizzie shot him a worried look as Chelsea took a moment, her gaze perusing the crowd.

      He felt the same worried tension. Would she panic? Or would she sing?

      And then Chelsea looked down at her guitar and started to play. The band came in behind her, and a second later, she began to sing. He'd spent most of his past two flights listening to her music. Her voice had kept him company on his trip. He thought he knew all of her songs now, but this one was unfamiliar.

      The melody was pretty but haunting—her words feeling like the sun coming out from the clouds.

      Trapped in a prison of hurt, no way to flee,

      I was lost in a world of pain, until he came to me.

      His smile lit up my night.

      In his arms, in his love, I gained new sight.

      Love truly heals, but you have to let it in.

      Scary as that may be, it's the only way to be free.

      As her voice rang out with a clarity of tone and purpose, he could see that she was free, that she was herself again, and that she was singing about him.

      He felt incredibly touched, and deeply moved. She hadn't told him she loved him. He hadn't said the words, either, but he could feel her love. He just didn't know if she could feel his. He wanted to tell her how he felt right this second. He wanted to storm the stage and take her in his arms, but, of course, he couldn't do that. He couldn't take this moment away from her and make it about him.

      She'd faced her fears. She'd come out on top, and as the crowd screamed and clapped at the end of her song, she finally smiled into the lights.

      She was strikingly beautiful in her shimmering gown of gold. She was a star. He'd known that. But knowing it and seeing it were two different things.

      Jessalyn came back onto the stage, clapping until she reached Chelsea and gave her a hug. Then she took over the microphone. "Wasn't that amazing?"

      The crowd cheered again as Chelsea flushed and took it in.

      "I'm hoping this won't be the last time we hear from Chelsea," Jessalyn continued. "In fact, I'd like to say right now, in front of everyone, that if you'd care to join me on tour this fall, I'd be honored to have you."

      There were more shouts of approval from the crowd.

      As Chelsea moved toward the microphone, he found himself holding his breath.

      What would she say now? Would she accept Jessalyn's invitation? Would she leave Whisper Lake and her safe life and return to the stage, to the bright lights?

      She should say yes. She was amazing, too good to be hiding away in a small town in Colorado.

      "Thank you, Jessalyn," Chelsea said. "Thank you everyone. It meant a lot to me to sing to all of you. Jessalyn—I owe you more than I can say, but right now I will just say happy birthday, and I think it's time we hear from you."

      Chelsea walked off the stage and it was Jessalyn’s turn to sing.

      Chelsea hadn't said yes or no to Jessalyn's offer, and he found himself caught in a stranglehold of tension.

      Lizzie gave him a look of concern. "I'm sure she won't do it," she muttered.

      "She should do it. It's her life."

      "I don't think music is all she wants in her life."

      He didn't reply, because he didn't know what to say.

      "Come on," Lizzie continued. "Let's go find Chelsea."

      She led him through the crowd, past a security guard, who waved her through after seeing their passes, and down a long hallway. She knocked on a dressing room door. "Chelsea, are you decent?"

      "Come in," Chelsea replied.

      Lizzie opened the door and motioned for him to go inside.

      As he stepped into the dressing room, Chelsea turned around. Her gaze widened in surprise. "Brodie. What are you doing here?"

      He heard the door close behind him. Lizzie had left them alone.

      "I wanted to hear you sing," he replied. "To be here to support you."

      "I thought you wouldn't be back in time."

      "I wasn't sure I'd make it. That's why I didn't tell you." He moved forward, his heart aching at the sight of her. "You look beautiful."

      "Stage makeup," she murmured, her bright blue gaze clinging to his.

      "I've seen you without it, and you don't need it. Your song was great. It was new, wasn't it?"

      "Yes. How do you know that?"

      "I listened to your entire song list on the planes back and forth from Denver to LA." He paused, wanting to touch her, wanting to kiss her, but there was a space between them he couldn't quite breach. "Was it about us?"

      She slowly nodded. "It was about you—the way you changed my life."

      "You changed mine, too."

      She gave him an emotional smile. "What happened in LA? Are you taking the job? Are you moving?"

      He didn't want to lie. But wouldn't it be easier for her if he did? Wouldn't he just be clearing the way for her to pursue her dreams? "I think so," he said. "It's a great opportunity. Just like you have a great opportunity as well. Jessalyn wants you to tour with her. And you're too good of a singer to only sing to kids in Whisper Lake. You know that, Chelsea."

      She stared back at him. "You're saying I should go?"

      "If it's what you want."

      "And you're not going to be in Whisper Lake, so why should I stay, right?" There was an edge to her voice now.

      "You're the one who always said our parallel paths might merge, but eventually we'd veer off in opposite directions."

      "And you said our track could become one," she reminded him.

      "I don't think it can,” he said, feeling a tremendous amount of pain with his words.

      "Well, I do." She surprised him with the determination in her tone. "I don't believe you're going to LA, Brodie. I think you heard them out and then realized that your heart is in Whisper Lake, that the people in that town love you and you love them. You're a protector. That's what you do. That's who you are."

      He was shocked at how well she could read him. "I—I don't know what to say."

      "Then I'll keep talking, because you helped me find my voice. I love you, Brodie. I fell hard and fast, and I know it's real, as real as it can be. I don't want my path to veer from yours. If you really are going to LA, then you might find a stowaway in your luggage."

      He smiled as a weight slipped off his shoulders. "You'd come with me?"

      "I would."

      "Well, I'm not going to LA. You were right. I knew in the first five minutes that the job wasn't for me, but I felt I owed it to everyone to hear them out, and to give the offer fair consideration. I can't go back to the life I had before. It doesn't exist anymore. I always knew there was an expiration date on being a professional skier. It's not the job anyone does forever. There's always a second act. And being a cop is mine. Maybe it's not an adrenaline rush every single second, but when I risk my life now, it's usually to help someone else."

      "And you do it fearlessly. I knew you weren't taking the job," she said, a triumphant light in her eyes.

      "Did you also know that I love you, too? That I fell for you when I found you crawling through my bushes?"

      "You were irritated with me that first night."

      "And then incredibly impressed." He paused. "I can be a cop anywhere, Chelsea. I can't imagine not seeing you every day. The last two days almost killed me."

      "You didn't call, and you barely texted."

      "I thought if I did, I'd jump on the next plane back. I want you to know that I will follow you wherever you want to go, whatever you want to do."

      "That's very generous."

      "No, it's selfish. I just want to be with you."

      "And I want to be with you. We both chased our dreams and then those dreams were shattered. We reinvented ourselves and found a way to dream again. But music isn't my wildest dream anymore—you are."

      "You're my dream, too. But I think the music is important to you. It's part of you. It's how you see the world."

      "You're right. But if I go back to music, it will be on my terms. I won't be singing for the charts or the label or the money; I'll be singing for myself."

      "Good for you."

      "I can base myself in Whisper Lake. I like teaching music, but maybe I won't work toward being a full-time teacher. I could use the time to write songs and record them. I could build a studio in Whisper Lake. I actually have quite a bit of money tucked away. It felt like blood money for a while. But now it feels like a way to fund my second act, and the money can give us freedom for whatever we need."

      He grinned. "As much as I'd like you to be my sugar mama, I actually have some money stashed away, too. My father was a very good agent for a very long time."

      "Is he going to be upset with your decision? Did you already tell him?"

      "I did tell him before I left. He said he wasn't surprised. Apparently, he figured out before I did that I was in love with you. He did make a pitch for getting you to LA, but I told him that it wasn't just about love; it was about being a cop, a job I also care deeply about. Anyway, he'll figure something else out. And I think getting a place of our own with a recording studio would be just about as awesome as anything could be."

      She smiled. "Then, would you kiss me already? Because it has been a really long time."

      He laughed, his feet finally moving, as he gathered her in his arms and kissed her with all the love flowing out of his heart. There were no more barriers between them, no secrets, no walls. There was nothing but trust and honesty. He didn't think he'd ever been happier in his life.

      They didn't break apart until the door opened, and Lizzie cleared her throat. "Uh, hello? What's going on? Because I need to know."

      "Do you want to tell her?" he asked Chelsea with a smile.

      "Brodie and I are in love," she said.

      "I already knew that. But who's going where? Are you both staying in Whisper Lake? Are you headed to LA or out on a music tour?" Lizzie asked.

      "We're staying in Whisper Lake," Chelsea answered. "I'll work on my music from there."

      "And if she needs to tour," he put in. "We'll make that happen. Because your sister needs to sing now that she's found her voice again."

      "I'm so happy you got your voice back, Chelsea," Lizzie said, tears gathering in her eyes. "And that you and Brodie found love. But, selfishly, I'm even happier that you're not leaving Whisper Lake." She opened her arms. "I want to hug you both."

      They exchanged a group hug and then Lizzie said, "I'm going back to the party. Are you two coming?"

      "One second," he promised.

      "Sure," Lizzie said with a knowing gleam in her eyes. "I won't time you."

      As the door shut, he turned back to Chelsea. "One more kiss?"

      "I want a lot more than one," she said, moving into his embrace. She looked up at him with her beautiful blue eyes sparkling with love and desire.

      "Then let me kiss you for the rest of your life," he said.

      "I'd like nothing more."
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      I hope you enjoyed Chelsea and Brodie's story in MY WILDEST DREAM. The next book in the Whisper Lake series, CAN’T FIGHT THE MOONLIGHT will be coming in the spring of 2020.

      
        
        SIGN UP HERE if you'd like to get an alert when the next book in the series is available for preorder.
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      Have you read the Callaways? You can get the first book in this NYT Bestselling Series for FREE!

      
        
        Download ON A NIGHT LIKE THIS!
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      I’d also love for you to check out my new romantic suspense series! Continue reading for an excerpt from the first book in my FBI SERIES: PERILOUS TRUST.
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        "Sophie, I'm sorry." It wasn't the best start to the worst message he would ever have to leave, but it had to be done. He'd spent the last six hours creating a trail that would hopefully lead away from his daughter. He'd left New York City hours ago and was now driving along lonely, rural, winding roads in northern New Jersey, the beautiful scenery barely registering in his brain as he escaped from his life.

        His left hand tightened on the steering wheel as he cleared his throat and tried to find the right words. "I've made a mistake—more than one. I thought I could stay out of the mud, but it turns out that I'm covered in it. I don't have time to explain, but—" He stopped abruptly as the beep from her voicemail cut him off.

        He punched in her number again, knowing she wouldn't answer. It was two o'clock on a Wednesday, and she'd be teaching a class in archaeology at NYU, probably getting her students ready to go on one of the summer digs starting next month. Ever since she was a little girl, Sophie had been fascinated with history, with the past, with finding answers to century-old questions. Now she taught during the school year and went on digs in the summer—the perfect combination.

        It had been worth it—giving Sophie everything she wanted. Hadn't it?

        He glanced back at the phone. With Sophie's schedule, he doubted she'd get the messages for a few more hours. Maybe by then he'd be somewhere safe and they could actually talk. But if that didn’t happen…he had to tell her what to do. He couldn't wait another second. He couldn't keep pretending everything would be all right. He'd been preparing for weeks…just in case. He now had to execute the plan.

        Her voicemail encouraged him to leave another message.

        "Remember how much your mom loved spring cleaning and how we hated to get rid of the things we loved—like my beer bottle collection? Remember our secret stash? Well, I've left you something there. But in order to get it, you'll need to find the key that's hidden away at your favorite place in the world."

        He was being cryptic, but he couldn't risk the information being heard by the wrong person. Hopefully, only Sophie would be able to figure out what he was talking about. While she might wonder why he was sending her so far away, he needed to get her out of town as quickly as possible. That would buy her time.

        "Get the key and follow my instructions," he continued. "I know you'll have a million questions about this message. You'll try to call me, and I won't answer. You'll wonder why I didn't talk to you before now. You'll think twice about doing what I'm asking you to do, but you can't do that, Sophie. Above all, you have to be safe. You have to live a long life. It may not be the life you planned, but it can still be happy. So, no questions, no second thoughts, no wondering if there is another way. You can't trust anyone. Not the police and definitely not the Bureau—no one. Whoever you think might be my friend or yours—isn't." The phone cut off again.

        "Dammit," he swore, seeing a vehicle appear on the road behind him. It could be just another motorist, but as the car picked up speed, he realized that his sins were gaining on him fast. He hadn't been smart enough. He hadn't done enough to make a clean exit.

        He pressed his foot down on the gas pedal, his small sedan almost trembling with the speed required to get away. He'd once been an incredible driver, able to avoid almost any tail, but so many of his skills had broken down in recent years, he could barely remember the person he used to be. He had many regrets, but if he lost his life on this road, maybe no one would ever really know why. Maybe that was a good thing.

        He called Sophie again. "If I can find a way out of this, I will. In the meantime, do exactly what I told you. I want you to know how proud I am," he said, his voice choking with emotion. "Everything I did—the choices I made—were to make our lives better, especially your life. I feel sick at the heartache you may have to go through. The last thing I ever wanted to do was hurt you. You have always been my everything. If something happens to me, don't try to find out who is responsible. Don't go to my house. Don't go to your apartment. Don't trust anyone, especially not those you think are my friends."

        He should give her a name, but then she might think that was the only person to avoid, and there were more…more than he knew…

        "Just run," he continued. "Get rid of your phone as soon as you finish listening to these messages, so they can't track you. I'm sorry again, Sophie. I hope you can make a new life for yourself, and I pray one day you'll be able to forgive—"

        The phone flew out of his hand as his car was rammed from behind. He pushed the pedal all the way to the floor, but the vehicle behind him had more power. He swerved around another turn, down a straightaway, to a harder curve. He saw the narrow bridge ahead as his car took another hit.

        He yanked the wheel, trying to regain control, but the car skidded across the concrete. He was headed straight for the guardrail. He had some impossible hope he might clear the water and land on the other side of the pond, but that would take a miracle.

        The last thing he deserved was a miracle.

        

      

      
        
        CHAPTER ONE

      

      

      
        
        Her second-year university students were restless and as eager as she was for the academic year to be over. It was the first of June, and with the unusually hot weather, Sophie Parker could see their gazes straying to the windows as she spoke, the lure of summer interesting them far more than the study questions for the final exam they would take next week. She couldn't blame them.

        Six weeks from now, she'd be out of the classroom, too, taking eight of these students on an archaeological dig in Egypt. They would finally get a chance not just to read about history but to experience it, to feel the heavy, haunting atmosphere at a century-old site, to dig for something real, something from the past, something that could change what they knew of history.

        Discovery was an addicting thrill—one she'd never been able to shake. Unfortunately, she had to limit the thrilling moments to the summer months. The rest of the year, she was a professor at NYU, where she shared her passion with her college students.

        Glancing over at the clock, she realized it was one minute to four. Time to free them for the weekend.

        "That's it," she said. "I'll see you for our final exam next Wednesday. If you have questions, you can email me, or come by my office hours on Monday from ten to noon. Good luck with your studying."

        As the class ended, she answered a few questions about the exam, then gathered her things together. She was about to leave when a man in a dark suit entered the room. He was in his fifties and had short, pepper-gray hair and dark eyes. He walked toward her with a deliberate, purposeful step, the expression on his face intensely serious.

        Peter Hunt was an FBI agent, and one of her father's best friends. He'd gone to Yale with her dad. He'd been in her parents' wedding. He'd been Uncle Peter to her for as long as she could remember. And he had never, ever, visited her at work.

        A chill ran through her.

        Something was wrong—terribly wrong.

        Following Peter into the classroom was Karen Leigh—a tall, stylish blonde in her late-thirties, wearing a navy-blue pencil skirt and cream-colored silky blouse. Despite the hot weather, Karen looked impeccably cool.

        She'd met Karen once when she'd stopped in at her dad's office. He'd told her how much he respected Karen's instincts, which was why he'd made her assistant special agent in charge of the organized crime division, of which he was the head.  The fact that both Peter and Karen had come to see her did not bode well.

        She tried to stay calm, not jump to conclusions, breathe, but her chest was tight, and she couldn't get any air into her lungs.

        "Sophie," Peter said, his dark eyes somber. "I'm afraid we have terrible news."

        "I'm sorry, Sophie," Karen added, compassion in her gaze.

        "Sorry about what?" She didn't really want an answer, because she knew that whatever they were going to say would not be good. "Where's my dad? Has something happened to him?"

        "He was in an accident," Peter said gently. "A car accident. He didn't make it, Sophie."

        "What?" she gasped, putting a hand to her heart. "What do you mean—he didn't make it?"

        "Your father drove through a guardrail and flipped his car into a pond. He died at the scene." Peter delivered the statement in a slow, purposeful manner. "I'm truly sorry, Sophie. This is not the kind of news I ever wanted to give you."

        She immediately started shaking her head in denial. "There must be some mistake. My father is not dead. He can't be dead. He's healthy. He runs every day. He's going to barbecue ribs for me this weekend—his famous pork ribs. We're getting together on Sunday to watch the Yankees. We're going to talk about my trip to Egypt next month." She blew out a breath. "Oh, God!" Her legs felt suddenly weak as she realized none of those things were going to happen.

        Peter grabbed her arm and led her to the chair by her desk.

        She practically fell into her seat.

        He squatted down in front of her and looked into her eyes. "Breathe, Sophie."

        "Tell me it's not true." She silently implored him to say it was some awful joke, but she could see the pain in his gaze.

        "I wish I could. I really do. Alan was a good friend. I can't believe he's gone, and I know how difficult this is going to be for you. The two of you became so close after your mom died."

        Burning tears pressed at her eyes. She put a hand to her mouth, feeling like she was going to throw up. His words reminded her of the last time she'd heard horrible news. But her mom had been sick for years. They'd said their good-byes more than once. She'd known the end was coming, and it had been a blessing, because her mom had been suffering.

        But this? This sudden end to her dad's vibrant life was impossible to accept. It had been him and her against the world since she was sixteen.

        "Where did it happen? The accident? Was it here in the city?" she asked.

        "No, it was a few hours away—in northern New Jersey," he replied, as he stood up.

        "What? What was he doing way over there?" she asked, even more confused. "Did it have to do with a case?"

        "To be honest, we're not sure why he was in that location," Karen interjected. "We're trying to figure that out. When did you last speak to your dad?"

        She had to think for a minute. "Two days ago—Monday night. We haven't seen each other in a few weeks, and he asked me to come by on Sunday. I didn't actually commit to going to his barbecue, because I have finals next week, and I need to finish writing the test this weekend." She drew in another tight breath. "You're sure there's not a mistake?"

        "I'm sure," Peter said. "There's no mistake."

        "Was there another car involved? Were other people hurt?"

        "We're not sure if another vehicle was involved."

        His answer confused her more. "My father just drove off the side of the road? That doesn't make sense."

        "It appears he was driving at a high rate of speed."

        "What time did it happen?"

        "Around two o'clock this afternoon."

        Two hours ago. Her dad had died two hours ago, and she hadn't known, hadn't felt anything change. How could that be?

        "Where is my father now? I want to see him."

        "He's at the medical examiner's office in New Jersey, and you can't see him yet, Sophie," Peter said. "Not until they're done with the examination."

        She looked at him in confusion. "They're doing an autopsy?"

        "Yes. We need to know if Alan had a medical emergency, or if there were any substances impairing his judgment," Peter replied.

        "My father did not take drugs. He was in great health. He barely drank. You know that." Anger ran through her. How could Peter speak so clinically about her father?

        "It's protocol," he said. "We're also working with the New Jersey police to determine whether another vehicle might have caused the incident and left the scene."

        "Who found him?"

        "There was a 911 call from a hiker. He saw the accident from a good distance away, so he couldn’t render aid, but the police arrived within minutes. It appears that Alan was killed on impact, Sophie. He didn't suffer."

        "But you don't know that for sure, because no one was there for at least a few minutes." The thought of her father knowing he was trapped and dying made her sick to her stomach.

        "Sophie," Karen said, bringing her focus back to the conversation. "I know you're devastated by this news. We all are. But I need to ask you a few questions."

        "Like what?"

        "Did your father tell you about any problems in his life, at work, with friends or coworkers?"

        "No, but he rarely spoke about his job with me. He always said there was so much he couldn't talk about that it was easier just to avoid everything."

        "What about a woman? Was there someone in his life?" Karen continued.

        "I don't know. He went out to dinner sometimes. He had female friends. He didn't discuss them, and I didn't ask."

        "When you spoke to your father on Monday, did he say anything about any meetings or plans he had this week?" Karen continued.

        "I don't think so. We mostly talked about me and the archaeological dig I'm organizing." She felt guilty now that she hadn't asked her dad more about how he was doing and what was going on in his life. Perhaps she'd missed some important clue or sign of what was to come.

        "What about Harrison Delano?" Karen asked. "Your father had a dinner on his calendar with Mr. Delano scheduled for tonight. I understand from Peter that Mr. Delano was a friend from Yale."

        "Yes. They kept in touch." She glanced at Peter. "You know Harrison. Why don't you just ask him?"

        "We will; we haven't had a chance yet," Peter replied. "We wanted to speak to you first."

        "Why are you asking me these questions? What do my dad's dinner plans have to do with his death?"

        "Karen has been going through Alan's calendar to see if we can find any clues," Peter said.

        "I'm trying to piece together a timeline for the week," Karen added. "Your dad was in the office yesterday and left before three, which is early for him. He didn't come in this morning, and he didn't call in sick. I tried to reach him on the phone several times, but he didn't pick up or return my calls. I was concerned because we have several important cases that require his attention, so I went to his house, but he didn't answer. As far as I can ascertain, the last person to speak to him was the security guard in our office building when he left yesterday afternoon. I would love to find someone else."

        "Well, it wasn't me." She licked her lips, realizing the truth behind the questions. "You don't think it was an accident, do you? Because FBI agents don't just drive their cars off mountain roads."

        "We're not discounting any possibility, Sophie," Peter said. "Figuring out what happened to your father is our top priority."

        "We will get answers," Karen promised, determination in her eyes. "Your father was loved and respected by many people in the New York field office and all over the country. We will do right by him."

        "I hope so." At the mention of her father's extended network of friends, she realized that she needed to start making calls, think about planning a funeral, talk to her father's estate attorney, go to his house and get the big notebook from the drawer in his desk that he'd told her had all the information she would need if anything ever happened to him.

        She'd never wanted to look at that book or open that drawer, even though he'd reminded her every time he'd updated it. After her mother had died, he'd realized how difficult it was to find passwords, and he'd vowed he'd never leave her with messy problems to clean up. She'd told him she didn't want to think about him being gone. They had years—decades—to get organized.

        Another tear slipped out of her eye, and she brushed it away with her fingers. There would be time for crying later. "I need to start making calls."

        "I'm happy to help with any arrangements, Sophie," Peter said, pain in his gaze now that they'd gotten past the questions. "There's no need to rush into anything. You can take your time."

        "I can't even begin to think of everything I need to do," she murmured. "All the people I need to tell."

        "I can take care of the Yale group," he offered. "Harrison Delano, Michael Brennan, Senator Raleigh, Diane Lewis and anyone else I can think of. I need to interview each of them anyway to find out when they last spoke to your father."

        "That would be good."

        "And, of course, everyone at the Bureau—in the New York field office—and around the world will be notified," Karen put in. "Your father mentored a great many agents when he was an instructor at Quantico." She paused. "I've had the opportunity to experience his generosity and brilliance firsthand. Alan made me the agent that I am, so I can assure you that we will find out what happened to him. We will do him proud."

        "Thank you. I appreciate that."

        "Why don't we take you home now?" Peter suggested. "We can continue this conversation at your apartment. As much as I wish we could just discuss funeral plans, we have quite a few more questions to ask you, and I think doing that at your place would be the best idea. You'll be more comfortable there."

        She doubted she'd be comfortable anywhere, and the last thing she wanted to do right now was answer questions. "I need a little time," she said, their expectant gazes and determination to jump right into crime solving a bit overwhelming. "Thank you for the offer of a ride, but I only live a few blocks away, and I could use some air."

        "We'll walk with you then," Karen said.

        She frowned. "I—I don't want to be rude, but I really need some time to myself."

        "You're right. Look, why don't you go home and regroup?" Peter suggested. "We'll meet you at your place in two hours—say around six thirty? We'll bring Indian food. As I recall, it's your favorite."

        "I'm not hungry." She couldn't imagine eating ever again.

        "I'll still bring something," he said. "It's important that we talk sooner rather than later, Sophie. We don't want to let the trail go cold."

        "But I don't know anything about my dad's activities."

        "You might know more than you realize."

        "All right," she said, getting to her feet. She didn't want to argue; she just wanted to be alone.

        "Good. And please don't speak to any reporters before we speak again," he added.

        His statement made her realize that her father's death was going to be publicized. She would need to make her calls fast. She grabbed her bag and led the way out of her classroom.

        They parted company at the stairwell, and she went up to her third-floor office alone.

        She sat down at her desk and stared at the framed photo taken of her and her father at her college graduation. He'd gotten her a lei from Hawaii, and the beautiful pink flowers added color to her white gown. Hawaii had been one of their favorite vacation spots. Her parents had gone there on their honeymoon, and every year after that, they'd made a trip to the islands. They'd even thrown her mother's ashes in the sea off Oahu in a beautiful twilight ceremony. It was what her mom had wanted.

        Where would her dad want to be buried? She had no idea. She would have to go to his house and check the book—the damned book.

        How could she do this again? She was twenty-eight years old and she was going to have to bury a second parent. It wasn't fair.

        She breathed through the pain, knowing she was barely holding it together, but she had to think about what to do next. First, she had to get up. She had to go home, make calls, tell people what had happened. The only relative she had left was her Aunt Valerie, her mother's sister, who lived in Australia with her husband and children. She hadn't seen them since her mom had died twelve years ago. But before that, her aunt had been a mother to her while her mom was sick. She definitely needed to call her aunt.

        She reached into her bag and pulled out her phone. She kept it on silent during the day, and she'd had back-to-back classes since noon, so she hadn't checked it in hours.

        Now, she saw four voicemails from the same number—it wasn't a number she recognized.

        Telemarketers didn't usually call that many times or leave messages.

        Her dad's voice came across the speaker, stabbing her in the heart.

        For a moment, she thought that Peter and Karen were wrong, that her dad was alive, that there was some mistake, but as she listened to the messages, she heard emotions in her father's voice she'd never heard before. He sounded frantic, worried, terrified, and his words were rambling and not making sense.

        The first message ended abruptly, and as she moved through the rest of the voicemails, her bewilderment grew. Her dad was talking in riddles. Setting up clues to hunt for, offering apologies, telling her to be careful, not to trust anyone, but never saying exactly what was going on, why he was calling, where he was, what he was doing.

        The last message cut off in mid-word. She heard a horrible crash and then nothing.

        Her stomach turned over.

        Had she just heard the moment when her father had driven through the guardrail?

        Had he died because he wasn't paying attention to the road, because he was talking on the phone?

        Or had he died because whatever danger he was running from had caught up to him?

        She called the number back, but there was no connection, no service, nothing.

        As she stared at the number, she wondered why her dad had called her from a phone other than the one he normally used. Not that it was that unusual for him to have more than one phone. He'd always had a separate phone for his work as an FBI agent and one for personal use. But he hadn't used either of those, and she wondered why.

        He was obviously in trouble. He'd talked about trust and making bad choices. What were those choices? What had he done? And why hadn't he called someone for help—someone like Peter or Karen? Surely, he trusted Peter. They'd been friends forever.

        But he hadn't called Peter; he'd called her. He'd told her what he needed her to do, and she would do it.

        Jerking to her feet, she threw her phone into her bag and left the office.

        She walked as quickly as she could to the edge of campus, then joined the streams of people on the crowded streets of New York. Everything felt surreal. Life was going on normally for everyone else, but not for her.

        Sweat beaded her brow as the summer heat beat down on her head, but she couldn't let the weather slow her down. She suddenly felt as if time was not on her side. Peter and Karen were coming by her apartment at six thirty.

        She needed to be gone by then. She'd change her clothes, pack a quick bag, and get in her car.

        But those plans came to a crashing halt when she turned the corner and saw two men get out of a dark SUV and head into her building. They wore slacks and button-down shirts, and while they didn't look dangerous, there was something about them that made her pause.

        Through the windows in her building stairwell, she could see the men going up to the upper floors. Her gut told her they were on their way to her apartment.

        Her dad's words rang through her head: Don't trust anyone, especially not anyone from the police department or the FBI. Get rid of your phone as soon as you finish listening to these messages, so they can't track you.

        She took her phone out of her bag and stared at it for an indecisive minute. He'd told her to throw it away, but if she did that, she'd never hear his voice again.

        She couldn't do it—not yet.

        She'd hold on to it for a while longer.

        But she would do what else he'd asked. Turning on her heels, she walked in the other direction. She had to find a place to hide, to listen to the messages again, and figure out what to do next.

        As she tried to blend into the crowd, she felt more alone than she ever had before. Was there anyone who could help her?

        She had friends, but how could she bring them into this situation? How could she put them in danger? Especially when she didn't know what the danger was exactly.

        She had to follow her dad's instructions, as cryptic as they were. He'd made it clear she was in danger, and since he was dead, she had to believe him. She had to find a way to save herself.

        She pulled out her phone again and let the voicemails play through her ear as she walked away from her life.
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