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INTRODUCTION


Getting hot and steamy with the new officer in town should keep me safe... right?

With just two of us in the mountains all alone, I'll let him do whatever he wants to me.

Jason, the rugged mountain man cop, bought the cabin I was renting to own.

I needed a place to stay and he offers to let me rent a room.

With nowhere else to go, I have to agree to his terms.

When trouble strikes our small town,

Jason is put on the case.

My offer to help puts me in a danger he’s not willing to accept.

Our chemistry is too much for a tiny cabin.

Our hot affair feels like more than that.

I’m finally on the verge of getting everything I’ve ever wanted.

But when Jason’s psycho ex-wife shows up,

I may never get the chance to tell him I’m pregnant with his baby.
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Singer’s Ridge, a town so small it had one grocery store and a single shopping district. This town was the peace and quiet I needed following the disaster with my soon-to-be ex-wife. I didn’t want to think about it. I needed something new, a fresh perspective on life. And this sleepy little town was just what the doctor ordered.

I had pulled in about an hour ago after a straight drive from Nashville and dropped the U-Haul off at a storage locker outside of town. The owner was a plump woman in her mid-forties who talked my ear off about nothing in particular.

“Bradley said he would touch up the paint job here.” She rubbed two fingers along the edge of a storage shed. “You know Bradley?”

“No, ma’am,” I said.

I stopped to gas up my truck and struck up a conversation with the old man on duty.

“You’re not from around here,” he said.

“I’m here for a job interview,” I told him.

“What job?” The old man looked puzzled. I guessed there weren’t that many employment opportunities in a town this small.

“Police officer.” I grinned.

“Well.” The old man wiped an oil-stained hand on his jeans and stuck it out. “Welcome to Singer’s Ridge.”

I found the police station just off the main commercial artery, near the post office and across the street from a diner. I pulled in, put the truck into park, and reached for the rearview mirror. With far too serious, blue-grey eyes, a haunted man stared back at me. Stubble was beginning to appear on my chin, even though I had shaved early that morning. My hair was short but growing longer, and I might be in need of a trim soon. I made a mental note to see if there was a barber or a hair salon in this one-horse town.

I approached the station with caution, no detail of the building escaping my notice. It looked more like a house than the barracks-like structure back in Nashville. A set of wooden stairs led to a door that was badly in need of repair. It didn’t bode well for the municipal budget or my potential paycheck. Inside, a single dispatch officer sat at a desk behind a microphone and a computer. She looked up at the sound of the opening door.

“Good morning,” she said. “Can I help you?”

“Jason White,” I introduced myself. “I’m here for the officer’s position.”

“Have a seat.” She smiled, pushing out from behind her desk.

I looked around and found a line of metal chairs against the far wall. Before I had a chance to pick one, the dispatch officer crossed the room and knocked against a far door. She leaned inside and said something to the room’s occupant. A moment later, a ruddy, middle-aged man emerged from the office.

“Dawson Lane, Chief of Police.” He held out a hand.

“Jason White.” I clasped the offered hand.

“Thanks for comin’ all this way,” Dawson said, motioning toward his office.

“No problem,” I said, maneuvering into the tiny office and choosing a seat across from the desk.

Dawson shut the door and sat down in his chair. “What makes you interested in our little town?”

“I’ve been working in Nashville for almost ten years,” I said. “My buddy moved out here a few years back, and when I got tired of city life, I looked him up.”

“Who’s your buddy?”

“Dillon Ford,” I answered.

“Sure,” Dawson nodded, “I know Dillon. Good man. Shame what happened to him.”

I wasn’t sure which of Dillon’s tragedies the police chief was talking about. Dillon had quit the force after his partner was killed on the job and had become a recluse in the mountains outside of town. After that, I was vaguely aware of some drama involving a woman and her abusive ex-fiancé, but I never asked for any specifics. I just nodded as if I were sympathizing.

“So, tell me a little about what you did in Nashville,” Dawson said.

“A little bit of everything,” I answered. “When I first came out of the academy, I did traffic stops and walked a beat for about a year. Then I did some work in narcotics.”

“I heard about you.” Dawson wagged a finger at me. “You were the one that broke open the nanny cam case.”

The nanny cam case had made print in nationwide newspapers as far away as New York City. The wife of a politician had been caught on a friend’s nanny cam snorting coke and bragging about how established her husband was in the drug trade. The friend had an attack of conscience and turned the tape over to us. I had been on the task force assigned to follow up, collecting evidence and turning out sources. When I went in to buy from the senator, my cover was as an up-and-coming lawyer. I managed to get him to open up to me and got it all on tape before the cavalry arrived. We nailed that bastard to the wall, and with the evidence from the sting and the nanny cam, we were able to put both him and his wife away for a long time.

That was before Dillon’s partner was shot, and before my marriage collapsed.

“How would you like to start as a detective?” Dawson asked.

I was shocked but tried not to let surprise register on my face. I had always wanted to make detective; in Nashville, that was all I could ever think about. But I had come out to the country to take a step back, to reevaluate my life. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to jump back into all the stress and responsibilities being a detective would entail.

Dawson saw my reluctance and made his pitch. “We have the officer position, but I can fill that from the local high school. What we really need is someone who knows their way around a crime scene, someone who has experience putting a task force together.”

“I wasn’t lead on the task force,” I said.

“But you know how it works,” he countered. “Look, I’ll be honest with you. It’s not every day someone with your qualifications walks in the door. The salary’s double what an officer takes home. You could make a real difference in the quality of life in this town.”

I sighed. It was more than I’d bargained for, but it was a job. Hell, it was a promotion and a way for me to get settled. “I accept,” I said, holding my hand out across the desk.

“I’m glad to hear it,” the police chief said, grasping my hand in both of his. “I’m going to need you to start right away.”
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Istayed and worked the rest of the day. The case they needed help with was straight out of a crime drama. There was a new drug floating around that was causing instant overdoses. It was nearly unheard of in this small town for something like this to happen, and they were scrambling to figure it out before it got worse. There were four bodies buried in the past month, four people with families who were never coming home. The chief of police had shared all the files: the coroner’s reports, the toxicology labs. I spent five hours familiarizing myself with names, places, and dates so I could get an early start in the morning.

I figured I could reinterview some of the family members, see if there was any new information I could uncover. But right now, I needed a place to sleep. There were two hotels in town, one little roadside place that reminded me too much of a pay-by-the-hour establishment. The other hotel was an inexpensive chain with bland corporate rooms. I chose the latter and rented a room for the week.

Now that I had a paycheck, I could relax. I needed something to eat. It had been a long day, and I felt like I hadn’t had a meal in weeks. I dumped my luggage in my hotel room, locked the door, and slipped outside to find some dinner.

There was a diner across the street from the police station, but I wasn’t in the mood for coffee. Beer was more my speed, and after just two blocks, I found what I was looking for. The sign on the door read “Lucky Lady” with a stencil of a drunk lady holding on to a pint. I pushed my way through the door to the bar.

“Can I see a menu?” I asked the bartender.

There were a few couples scattered around at tables and a group of locals playing pool.

“Passin’ through?” the barkeep pulled a menu out and laid it on the bar.

I shook my head. “You’re looking at Singer’s Ridge’s newest detective.”

“Detective.” The barkeeper grinned. “Have a pint on the house.” He grabbed a frosty mug and filled it with amber ale from the tap.

I thanked him with a nod, took my menu and my beer, and went to sit down. After taking a sip and staring out the window, I noticed a free real estate magazine stand on the street outside. I jogged outside to grab one before settling back in my booth.

“I’ll have the steak and eggs,” I said when the waitress came to take my order.

“You thinkin’ of buying property?” She pointed toward the magazine.

“Yeah.” I held out the menu. “Actually, I am.”

“My sister’s trying to sell her house,” the waitress said, sticking the menu under one arm. “I could give you the address if you like.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll take it.”

She flipped the order pad up one sheet, wrote quickly, and tore the page out. “It’s a nice little house right downtown.” She placed the address on the table and moved away to serve another customer.

I picked up the magazine and leafed through it as I sipped my beer. As nice as the waitress had been, I wasn’t really looking for something downtown. I had been downtown for most of my adult life, and what I was really looking for was somewhere away from the center of it all. Dillon used to talk about a cabin in the mountains, with quiet and solitude and room to breathe. I liked that idea and had already been investigating cabins for sale. The magazine had a section in the back with some more rustic offerings, but I had one particular piece of property in mind.

I pulled out my phone just as my meal arrived.

“Here you go.” The waitress slid the plate under my nose.

“Thanks.” I nodded.

“Would you like a refill?” She pointed to my empty mug.

“No, thanks.” I was all too aware of the perils of alcohol.

The waitress moved on, and I put my phone down, the food too distracting to ignore. As I dug in, I remembered what had driven me out of Nashville in the first place. My wife—soon-to-be ex-wife—and I had met at a country bar. I was fresh out of the academy and celebrating my first job. There was a live band, and everyone was dancing a country line dance. The girl next to me was pretty enough, and she latched onto me as soon as the song came to an end.

I bought her some drinks, thinking she might be an easy lay, which was true. I’d had too much, and I wasn’t thinking with the head on my shoulders. She pushed her way into my life, and a year later, we were married. All the crazy that she must have been hiding came out as soon as we tied the knot. She got paranoid, accused me of sleeping with every female officer on the force. She threw things at me, breaking windows and television screens. I got sick of it within the first few months but stuck around for too many damn years because that’s what you’re supposed to do when you get married.

She had left me three months ago with no explanation. Just when I thought I couldn’t live with her bullshit anymore, she up and disappeared. It was a relief but also a wake-up call. She took most of our savings, emptied out our bank account, and thought she left me for broke. I put in overtime at work for the past three months, saving every last penny. I canceled all our credit cards, hers and mine, and shut off everything that wasn’t essential. I was determined to save enough to make a life for myself somewhere else, somewhere she couldn’t find me. She took our brand-new Ford Bronco too, forcing me to buy an older, used truck. I didn’t want the car payments, so I paid cash for the vehicle I was driving.

For a few months, while I was squirreling money away, I continued working in Nashville. Coming home after a long day on the job to my own space where no one hollered at me was almost too good to be true. I thought I could be happy, newly freed from married life. But I wanted more than my old life, and I was sick of being reminded of her at every turn.

I put in my two weeks at the Nashville Police Department and put my house on the market. I had no idea where to go, but then I remembered Dillon and his flight from the city years ago. Now I had a new job and possibly a cabin in the mountains, if I played my cards right. The only thing that could make life better would be if I could find Angie and break it off officially. But that was a problem for another day.

I finished my steak and eggs, really more of a breakfast meal than dinner, but I didn’t care. I walked back to the hotel, unlocked the door with the plastic card, and pulled off my shirt. The air conditioner was churning loudly, so I shut it off. I pulled my shoes and socks off and sat down on the bed, glancing at myself in the mirror.

I wasn’t vain, but I was athletic and proud of my body. I might not have a six-pack, but I had a respectable four and solid biceps. The man in the mirror had more than a five-o’clock shadow. He looked tired and out of place in a corporate hotel room. At the same time, there was a calm to my reflection that I wasn’t used to seeing. It was as if I had been living within a storm for years and the clouds had just now lifted.

I pulled the phone out of my pocket. One last thing to do before taking a shower and falling asleep.

“Hello?” The voice on the other end managed to imply impatience in just one word.

“Hello. My name is Jason White,” I said, “I’m calling about the cabin for sale.”

“Yes?” More impatience.

“Is it still for sale?”

“Yes, it’s still on the market,” the guy said.

“Can I see it?” I was too tired for this. It was like pulling teeth.

“Alright. I can meet you tomorrow at noon.”

“Fine,” I said. “Text me the address.”

I hung up with that jerk and threw my phone up on the nightstand. Wondering if I would have enough energy to take a shower, I undid my belt and pulled my pants down. I was tempted to put it off for the morning, but the travel and the work had me feeling dusty. A quick rinse and I could wash off the day. I stepped into the bathroom, closed the door, and turned on the spray.


2
[image: ]
LINDSEY



Iplaced the spider plant on the end table and stepped back to look at it. It had taken an entire day for the moving crew to transfer the contents of a one-bedroom apartment to this beautiful cabin in the mountains. The moving truck had hit a rut in the unpaved road, jarring the contents and spinning the tires. They had to get out and push, but finally the truck jerked back into motion, and my furniture arrived safe and sound.

There were three bedrooms, a kitchen/living room area, and one bathroom. I put my bed in the furthest bedroom, along with a dresser, a vanity, and a nightstand. In the living room, my sofa and love seat faced the fireplace instead of a television. If I really wanted to watch Netflix, I could use my laptop, but I didn’t want the ugliness of a big screen TV to interfere with the rustic charm.

There was an end table, coffee table, two lamps, and a China cabinet that had been given to me by my aunt. I was trying to decide how to decorate and where my two potted plants should reside. The spider plant didn’t fit on the end table. Its tendrils spilled over onto the floor. I picked it up and brought it over to the kitchen island, tucking it unobtrusively in one corner. That was better, but now there was the problem of dirt in the kitchen. Maybe the plant would be better off outside? I decided to look in the hardware store for one of those outdoor plant hangers.

I left the plant where it was and stepped out onto the porch. Outside, the sun was rising through the trees. I could see it just about to break free from the branches. A squirrel ran across the patch of dirt and sparse grass that separated my new home from the forest. It picked up an acorn, nibbled at it, and darted away. Beyond my car and the narrow road that led back to town, there was nothing out here that spoke of civilization.

I have been living in Singer’s Ridge my whole life, but I had never owned a piece of the mountains. Sure, in high school, we used to drive out to remote spots for bonfires and drinking parties, but that wasn’t the same as living in the forest. The last two days had been wonderful, waking up to the sounds of birds chirping, going to sleep to the sound of crickets humming. There was such an expanse of space, I felt like I could truly be myself.

After graduating from high school, I went to a beauty academy in a neighboring town. I got certified and found a job doing hair in Singer’s Ridge. It wasn’t a great job, money-wise, but I loved seeing my clients’ faces light up when they were pleased with their new appearance. I had worked in the same salon for almost six years, and my clients must have gotten tired of hearing me complain about my little apartment.

One of my regulars, Ms. Addy, told me about a rent-to-own cabin her cousin’s husband was offering. I signed the lease and agreed to pay rent for a full year. In exchange, I would have the sole opportunity to buy the property at the end of the term. It was perfect.

The cabin looked depressingly bleak. It needed some color, maybe a painting or a cozy Afghan rug. I grabbed my keys and hopped in the car. A quick shopping trip should give me some more decorations to play with. I could grab some groceries while I was out so I wouldn’t have to worry about food for a few weeks.

My first stop was a Walmart in the next town over, and the home décor section, where I could find just a few more pieces to round out my living room. While browsing framed mirrors, I ran into one of Singer’s Ridge’s newest residents, Macy Ford. I had seen Macy in the grocery store when she worked as a cashier years ago. She was pushing a cart with a toddler in the seat and a baby carrier in the basket.

Since everyone knew everyone else in Singer’s Ridge, it was a normal thing to strike up a conversation. “You don’t have a lot of room for your shopping,” I observed.

She laughed. “It’s true, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.” She peered at me through strands of hair that had fallen loose from her bun. “What are you here for?”

“Oh, I’m renting a cabin,” I said, turning back to the display of mirrors. “I’m trying to spruce it up. Which one do you think?”

“You’re renting a cabin?” Macy sounded interested and completely ignored my question. “Where?”

“Just north of town,” I said. “Off of Miller Road.”

“My husband and I have a cabin off Miller Road too,” Macy said. “We just might be neighbors.”

“Really?” I laughed. “Do you love it?”

“We love it,” she confirmed. She turned back to the mirrors. “Maybe that one, with the gold frame.”

“I was thinking the same thing,” I said, placing the chosen mirror into my cart.

“I love your hair,” Macy said conversationally.

“Thanks.” I reached up to brush the well-placed strands. “I’m a hairdresser.”

“Really?”

In his seat, the toddler began to fuss, reaching out chubby hands to his mother. She lifted him out of the shopping cart and settled him on her hip.

“I work in town. You should come by,” I said.

“I think I will,” Macy said. “Dillon can watch these two for a couple hours.”

“I work Monday, Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday.”

“Saturday’s perfect,” Macy said. “I’m Macy Ford, by the way.”

“I know.” I smiled. “Small town. I’m Lindsey Parker.”

“My reputation precedes me?” Macy joked.

I shrugged. “There aren’t that many people who settle in Singer’s Ridge.” There were even fewer people who had missing posters plastered all over the grocery store, but I kept that observation to myself. I knew Macy had worked at the grocery store as a cashier, and then the missing posters went up. When she resurfaced, she began working as an art therapist, got married, and started a family. There were more than a few people who gossiped about it while sitting in the salon chair. But Macy didn’t need to know that. “If you give me your number, I’ll text you the address.”

Macy removed a strand of her hair from tiny fingers and smiled. She recited her cell phone number while I typed it in. I sent her a quick text so she would have my number as well.

“I’ll see you on Saturday,” I said.

Macy laughed, shaking her hair out to the delight of her child. “As long as I have hair left by Saturday,” she said.

I had never wanted children, not really. I enjoyed babysitting when I was younger, but the thought of all that responsibility made me uneasy. Still, watching Macy with her son made me consider the possibility that there might be something redeeming about parenthood. She seemed to be happy.

I made my purchases at Walmart and moved on to the grocery store in town.

I was examining apples when I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. When I looked up, there was a man standing at the salad bar with his back toward me. He had a shopping basket in one hand, which meant he wasn’t there to buy much. His shoulders were wide and square, his back straight. My eyes followed the line of his figure all the way to a toned butt, snug inside a pair of jeans.

My heart leapt, and I felt a pang somewhere even lower. The man turned to move toward the bakery area, giving me a full side view of his face. His jaw was cut and dark with stubble. His eyes were calm, and yet, tired. I had never seen him before, and in a town this size, that meant he wasn’t local.

I longed to introduce myself, to ask where he had been and whether he was staying in town. Maybe he would want to have a drink, and we could go back to my new cabin and… I stopped myself before my thoughts could go any further. Whoever he was, it was none of my business. I forced myself to focus on the apples, choosing the biggest and brightest to make it into my cart.

When I looked up again, the man was gone. My mind called up an image of him walking toward the bakery, like that residual pattern you see if you stare at something bright for too long. It was as if his body was burned into my retina, too perfect, too masculine. I shook my head. I didn’t know what came over me. I usually wasn’t this crazy.

I finished my shopping, hoping to run into him in every aisle. I didn’t see him again, though. He must have taken his basket to the checkout lane and disappeared. I loaded my purchases into my trunk, slammed the lid closed and climbed into the driver’s seat. I had something better than a hot guy waiting for me at home, I told myself. I had my very own cabin in the mountains.
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Iliked the cabin. From what I saw, it was perfect. There were three smaller rooms, one that already had a bed in it. There was a kitchen/living room space with a sofa and a love seat and space above the mantle for a TV. The best feature of the cabin was its remote location, with only one access road and nothing but forest as far as you could see.

I had met the guy at noon, and we had driven up to the cabin. I got out of my car and spent a moment just breathing in the fresh air. It was so different from Nashville, with its lights that never went dark and people everywhere you turned. This cabin could have been built at the edge of civilization, and yet it had all the comforts of home.

I was sold immediately, but I didn’t let on. Too many lessons in negotiation had taught me not to show my cards too soon. I thanked the guy and drove back to the police station, already imagining what it would be like to wake up in the forest.

When I got back to the office, Cheryl the dispatch officer was at her desk. I nodded my hello before moving to the back, to the closet-sized war room they had designated for the drug case. It was all there, all the information the police had about the deadly substance and its victims. The toxicology reports weren’t back from the latest casualty, but it was more than likely the same drug that had killed three other people earlier this month.

I looked at the lab reports from the earlier victims. Whatever it was, was some kind of synthetic stimulant, like meth but on steroids. In the nanny cam case that had won me fame, the drug of choice had been cocaine. I remembered the casualty list from that case had been well below four. Whatever this stuff was, it was head and shoulders above the average narcotic.

The police working the case before me had identified two “persons of interest.” Both were young men in their twenties, both unemployed and familiar with law enforcement. I would have to check them both out, but I wanted a little background first.

As if in answer to my unspoken thought, one of the three full-time police officers knocked on the door.

“Come in,” I said.

The man came in, dressed in full uniform. “The chief said he had hired someone to work on the drug case.”

“Jason.” I stood up and offered my hand.

“Carl,” he said, pulling out the only remaining chair.

We both sat, the lab reports and case notes spread out before us. “What can you tell me about the case?” I asked.

“We’ve always had our underground criminals here,” Carl began. “Most people are law-abiding, but there are a few who are looking for an easy way out.”

I nodded.

“This isn’t the big city. We don’t see that much cocaine or ecstasy.”

“What do you see?” I asked.

He shrugged. “Meth is big. People cook it in their homes. Not here, of course, but it comes in from neighboring towns.”

“Of course,” I agreed.

“About a month ago, we got our first death, and the lab reports said it wasn’t your run-of-the-mill synthetic.” Carl touched one of the file folders. “After three more people died, the chief was desperate for some help. Good thing you came along when you did.”

I sighed. “What can you tell me about these two?”

Carl looked down at the case notes. “Oh, Beavis and Butthead? They’re definitely into the meth trade, but I’m not sure they’re behind this.”

“Why not?”

“It seems too sophisticated for them. Some of the victims are… of a higher social standing if you know what I mean.”

I did. Victimology was a legitimate science that had been discussed in the academy. It was the idea that you could learn a lot about a criminal by studying their victims. If they all lived in the same neighborhood, or if they were all women or all cheating husbands, you could draw certain conclusions about the assailant. In this case, having several upstanding community members among the dead meant it was likely that the perpetrator appeared to be of a similar status rather than a strung-out pair of kids. Still, I was going to have to go talk to “Beavis and Butthead” myself.

I left the war room several hours later and went back to my truck. Mentally clocking out for a lunch break, I unwrapped the salad I had picked up at the grocery store. As I chewed, I thought about the cabin. I really liked it, and there was no reason to wait if I was sure about it. What if someone else came along and picked it up while I was being careful not to show my cards?

I picked up the phone, finished my last bite, and dialed the idiot property owner.

“Hello?” he said.

“Hi, this is Jason White,” I began. “We went up to view the cabin a couple hours ago.”

“Of course.” He seemed to be in a better mood.

“I like it. I’d like to buy it off you. I have cash, if you’ll knock some figures off the price.”

“I could go down by five thousand dollars,” he said cautiously.

“You can do better than that.”

“Six thousand, final offer.”

I inhaled, looking up at the sun visors. “Done.”

“Great!” the guy said, perking up just like I knew he would. “Give me a few days to get the paperwork together and some other things.”

“As soon as possible,” I said.

“Of course,” he agreed.

Feeling better, I stuck the key in the ignition and drove off to find the two known felons.
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Iknocked on the door, and a little old woman answered, tiny and wrinkled in a pink sweater.

“Good afternoon. I’m looking for Earl Petty,” I said.

“What’s he done now?” she wondered.

I smiled. “I just want to talk to him.”

“Earl!” she shouted, moving away from the door and into the recesses of the house. The storm door swung shut in my face, snapping out my view of the kitchen. In that split second, I had been able to see into the home, I could tell it was a mess.

Dressed in a stained white T-shirt and blue sweatpants, Earl came to the door a few minutes later, “What?”

“My name is Detective Jason White with the Singer’s Ridge police department,” I said calmly.

“I didn’t do nothin’,” Earl replied.

I ignored that. “I’d like to talk to you about some drug overdoses, if you have a minute.”

“I don’t know nothin’ about no people dyin’.” He leaned against the storm door, itching to go.

“You were convicted of distributing controlled substances and spent two years in jail,” I reminded him.

“I did my time,” he confessed.

“What can you tell me about the meth trade in Singer’s Ridge?” I asked.

He narrowed his eyes. “I can’t tell you nothin’.”

“Anything you say will be kept completely confidential,” I assured him. “If you give me a name, it won’t get back to you.”

He grinned, showing off missing teeth. “If I knew a name, I wouldn’t tell you, but it just so happens that I don’t. This new drug that you’re after, it’s not coming through my channels—or channels that I might have been aware of at one point,” he corrected himself.

“You’re sure?”

“I heard it’s more expensive,” he said pointedly.

“How did you hear that?”

He shrugged. “I don’t recall.”

“Anything else you’ve heard that might be helpful?” I asked.

He shook his head.

“Alright.” I nodded, leaving him alone on his porch.

The meeting with Butthead went just as well, though I managed to form a better picture of the illicit drug scene in my mind. It seemed like there were two levels at play. There were the low-life, unemployed criminals who trafficked narcotics from Nashville and the surrounding towns. They all seemed to know each other in Singer’s Ridge, and the regular citizens seemed to know who they were too.

Then there was another, more affluent clientele. These people were the secret drug users, the mothers and fathers, businessmen, and stay-at-home moms who got addicted and couldn’t find their way out. These were the people who were dying. That meant that the perpetrator or perpetrators, whoever they were, could blend in with the regular townsfolk. They wouldn’t stand out as known criminals.

That just made my job harder.
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By the time I returned to the station and wrote up my two interviews, it was six o’clock. I still hadn’t heard anything about the cabin and resigned myself to waiting at least a day or two for news. I considered going back to my hotel room or hitting the Lucky Lady alone again. I had chosen Singer’s Ridge because my buddy Dillon had moved here, but I had yet to see him around town.

Before leaving Nashville, I had called Dillon a couple of times. He never answered, so I assumed he had changed numbers. Thinking some company would be welcome that night, I tried one more time, surprised when my friend picked up the phone.

“Hello?” Dillon’s voice sounded relaxed, less stressed than it had the last time we spoke.

“Hey, Dillon, it’s Jason,” I said.

“Jason!” he replied, though he must have seen my name on the caller ID. “What’s up?”

“I moved to Singer’s Ridge.”

“No shit?” he exclaimed, then hurriedly amended himself. “No doubt?”

I thought I could hear a child’s voice screaming, “No shit!” in the background.

“Where are you staying?”

“I’m at the hotel now,” I said, “but I’m buying a place real soon.”

“Do you want to get a drink?” my former colleague asked. There was a moment of silence where I thought I could hear two adult voices consulting.

“Sure,” I agreed. “You know that place called the Lucky Lady?”

He laughed. “I know it. I’ll meet you there in a half hour.”

That gave me just enough time to drive back to the hotel room, park the truck, and change clothes. I chose a pair of jeans and my favorite cowboy boots.

The Lucky Lady was busier that night than it had been before. A dozen people were standing at the bar, and all the tables had been taken. I found Dillon already seated, working on a pint. He stood up when he saw me, pumping my hand several times. I laughed, sliding into the booth opposite him.

“Hey, Detective!” the barkeeper said from across the room.

I waved.

“Detective?” Dillon asked.

The waitress appeared, notebook in hand. “What can I get you, honey?”

“I’ll have whatever’s on tap,” I said. “And a burger.”

She nodded. “Anything for you?” she asked Dillon.

“I’ve already had dinner,” Dillon said.

“It’s seven o’clock,” I said, thinking only retirees ate dinner before seven.

Dillon shrugged. “Kids. I also wake up god-awful early.”

“Congratulations,” I said.

The waitress left to put in our order.

“So, you made detective?” Dillon asked.

I began at the beginning. “Angie left me.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Dillon said.

“Don’t be.” I shook my head. “It was a mess. The whole marriage was a mistake. I’m much better off without her.”

He nodded.

“You know, I got to thinking that Nashville wasn’t where I needed to be. I wanted something new, something slower.”

“I’ve been there,” Dillon agreed, taking a sip of his drink.

“So, I remembered that you said your uncle had a cabin up here. When I looked up Singer’s Ridge, I saw there was an opening on the police force.” My beer arrived, and I nodded thanks to the waitress. “I hope you don’t mind.”

Dillon drank thoughtfully for a moment. “A couple years ago, I probably wouldn’t have wanted the reminder of my old life. But things are different now. Welcome to town.”

I sat back, thinking about all I had seen in this little village. As a police officer, I was immediately treated to the negative side of life in Singer’s Ridge. I had met the drug users. And I felt like I knew each of the four people who had overdosed. I knew somewhere one of the small-town citizens was dealing in a drug so deadly that it had hardcore crystal meth users like Earl Petty turned off.

There was something else, though. When I had been in the grocery store, picking up lunch and a few snacks for the hotel room, I noticed a woman. She had been checking me out, I was sure of it. I saw her looking as I walked over to the bakery section. I took a look of my own while she was pretending to be focused on apples, and she was a beauty.

Long blonde hair fashionably styled in loose waves framed a fresh, honest face. I could clearly see that she took care of herself. Her shirt hit right at her navel, showing off the tiniest sliver of creamy skin above her jeans. I wondered what it would be like to slide my hand across that navel, to slip the shirt above her head and uncover the succulent breasts I could see peeking through the fabric.

I pushed the thoughts away. There was no need to get turned on in the bar, sitting across the table from my old friend. I wondered if I was ever going to see her again. In a town this size, I thought my chances were good. Things were looking up. I had a job, and I would soon have a cabin.

The waitress arrived with my drink.

“I’m buying a cabin,” I said, taking a sip.

“Really? Where?” he asked.

“It’s north of town, off Miller Road.”

“My cabin’s up that way,” Dillon said. “Looks like we’re gonna be neighbors.” He held his mug out, and I tapped it with my own.

I wanted to ask him about the girl in the grocery store, but I didn’t have a lot to go on. I decided to do all my grocery shopping at that same time of day, same day of the week, just in case I ran into her again. By the time we called it quits for the night, I was beat. I had another full day of work in front of me, so I tipped the waitress and headed back to the hotel room. I fell asleep thinking about cabins and criminals, and thankfully they left no room for memories of my soon-to-be ex-wife.
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It was my first day back at work after a blissful vacation. I didn’t go anywhere but spent the time relaxing and getting settled into my cabin. I clocked in and saw some of my regulars. They were all happy I had returned, some with horror stories about having to wait a full week to get their hair done.

Ava, my best work friend, clocked in at 11:00, and we spent the next three hours chatting over the heads of our clients.

“I can’t believe you’re renting a cabin,” Ava said, drawing her comb through a lady’s hair.

“It’s wonderful,” I said, spritzing my client with mist to tame flyaway curls.

“Aren’t you scared?” Ava asked.

“Not at all.”

“But what about bears?” Ava shuddered.

“It’s perfectly safe,” I assured her.

The door opened, and in walked Macy Ford, without her little ones.

“Hi, Macy,” I said, “I’ll be with you in a few minutes.”

“Take your time.” Macy chose a magazine and sat down in the waiting area.

I finished up with my client and turned her to face the mirror.

“Beautiful as always,” the older woman said, gingerly touching her locks.

I helped her take the plastic bib off and climb out of the chair.

“I’ll see you next month?” I asked as we moved toward the door.

“Wednesday at eleven,” she said with a smile.

“Wednesday at eleven,” I confirmed. I opened the door for her and gave her time to exit the shop. Once that was done, I turned my attention to Macy. “Thanks for coming in.”

“Oh, I needed it.” Macy set her magazine down. “You wouldn’t believe what kind of gross things I’ve had in my hair.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Peanut butter. Yogurt. Applesauce.” Macy laughed. “I desperately need a haircut.”

“Well, hop on into the chair,” I said.

She sat, and I swiveled her chair, so we were both facing the mirror. I ran my fingers through her hair, getting a feel for it. As an artist, it was almost like hair was my clay. I had to know what I was working with before I could shape it into something beautiful.

“Do you know what you want?” I asked.

Macy shrugged. “A little bit shorter than it is right now. Something low maintenance but still sexy.”

I laughed. “I know just the cut.”

“Aren’t you going to introduce us?” Ava pouted.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Ava, this is Macy Ford. She’s new to Singer’s Ridge.”

“I’ve been here three, almost four years,” Macy said.

“Girl, I’ve been here my whole life,” Ava laughed. “You’re new.”

“Macy, this is Ava. We’ve been best friends since high school.”

“Pleased to meet you,” Macy said.

“And this—” Ava placed her hands on her client’s shoulders. “—is Bella. She bakes the best cookies this side of Nashville.”

“Go on,” Bella said.

“I’d love to try some,” Macy said.

“I’ll bring some over,” Bella replied. “You work in the doctor’s building, don’t you?”

Macy nodded. “I see clients in the doctor’s building on Tuesdays and Wednesdays. Mondays and Fridays, I do home visits.”

“What kind of home visits?” I asked, running a brush through her hair.

“I do art therapy,” Macy said. “I bring paints and crayons and modeling clay, and I help children work through their emotions. Sometimes parents are more comfortable in a professional setting, and sometimes it’s easier for the families if I come to them. It lets me see what their daily life is like, and I can sometimes suggest things that might help them.”

“Like what?” Ava asked.

“Like for example if there are no children’s books in the house, I might suggest they go to the library. Or if the child doesn’t have a dedicated space of their own, I might help them create a corner where they can go to calm down.” Macy explained.

“Oh,” I said.

“I just love art, and I love helping people,” Macy said. “I really missed work while I was…” She trailed off, not sure she wanted to explain her entire adventure to three brand-new friends.

“I love what I do,” I said, rotating Macy in her chair so I could lean her back toward the sink. “Just like how your art helps children, my art helps women feel good about themselves.”

“Definitely,” Macy agreed.

I turned on the water, placed a towel under Macy’s neck, and worked shampoo through her long auburn hair. After rinsing the soap out, I patted her head with the towel, then reached for the scissors to begin the trim.

“I don’t love what I do,” Ava said abruptly.

Bella looked up.

“Oh, I mean, I love it,” Ava corrected herself, “but it’s not what I want to do for the rest of my life.”

“What do you want to do?” Macy asked.

“I’d love to find the right man, get married, and settle down,” Ava sighed.

I laughed. Ava had been searching for the right man ever since we had first met at fifteen years old.

“I found the right man,” Macy said. “And it’s absolutely wonderful. But I still like my job.”

“I just want to be a stay-at-home mom,” Ava sighed again, “with three beautiful children who will be named Henry, Betty, and Ryan.”

Bella chuckled.

“You’ve got it really figured out,” Macy said.

“You don’t know the half of it,” I teased. “She decided she was going to make it work with… who was the latest one?”

“Don’t say it like that.” Ava pushed my arm gently.

I turned my focus to Macy’s hair, letting the subject drop.

“Bella, I’d love to get that cookie recipe from you,” Macy said after a pause.

“Oh, I never share my recipe.” Bella winked.

I finished up the trim and turned Macy around so she could check herself out in the mirror.

“I love it!” she exclaimed. “Thank you so much!”

“You’re welcome. Anytime.” I grinned.

My next customer was walking in the door, so I gave Macy a hug.

“We’ll have to get together sometime,” Macy said. “A girls’ night out.”

“Sounds fabulous,” I said.

I worked the rest of the day, chatting with my customers, making everyone feel a little fresh and new. At the end of my shift, I clocked out, waved goodbye to Ava, and got in my car. The whole way home, I was thinking about how wonderful it would be to kick off my shoes and relax. There would be quiet, broken only by the sounds of nature. The air would be fresh, and I would be able to leave all my worries behind.

I pulled up to the cabin, turned off the car, and got out. It was still early, and there was plenty of light. I felt so much better than I had in town. I felt like I could stretch out and be myself, like no one was watching or judging. I had all the time in the world, so I took a moment just to study the trees before moving up the porch steps.

The rocking chair was a little closer to the door than I thought it had been. It looked almost like someone had pushed it aside to get to the end of the porch. Feeling a little uneasy, I opened the door and went inside. Something was off in there as well. My spider plant, the one I had lovingly placed on the edge of the island, was now sitting on a stool. One of the throw pillows I had bought in town had been flipped over, its cheerful pattern now hidden by the couch.

With a sinking feeling, I raced into my bedroom but found nothing amiss. Nothing had been stolen or broken, but I was sure someone had been inside. I called the landlord and waited impatiently while the phone rang.

“Hello?” he answered finally.

“Hi, this is Lindsey Parker,” I identified myself. “I’m renting a cabin off of Miller Road.”

“Yes?” he asked, as if bored already.

“Has someone been in my house?” I fought to keep the panic from my voice.

“Oh, yes,” he suddenly remembered. “I showed it to a potential buyer.”

My heart stopped. This was so much worse than an intruder. “What do you mean?” I choked out. “You said it was rent-to-own.”

“The buyer has cash,” the landlord said, not sugarcoating it.

“Well, I can make double payments,” I sputtered.

There was silence on the other end of the line. “Let me get back to you,” he said finally.

I hung up the phone and stared at it for a long moment, not sure what to do. My perfect dream of owning a home had vanished in a single sentence. I had been so sure that I was going to live here for the rest of my life. I had seen myself retired, sitting on the porch, sipping coffee. I had imagined curling up on the sofa to read a book on my days off, taking day-long hikes through the forest where I would pack a sandwich and return to the cabin exhausted by nightfall. My dream life had evaporated around me and disappeared into thin air.

I sat down on the sofa and cried.
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“Hey, man, how’s it goin’?” I reached out to grab Dillon’s hand.

“Really good,” Dillon said.

We were at the Lucky Lady again, and the place was packed. They had a live band on a tiny stage in one corner, so small I had overlooked it the previous two times I had been in the joint. They were playing cover songs of hit country music, and some people were dancing. Others were stuffed into the booths, drinking and laughing. At the bar, men and women were flirting, drinking beer, and getting into all kinds of trouble. It looked like a great way to wind down after my first week on the job. Dillon handed me a beer, and we took a seat at the bar.

“What do they have you working on?” Dillon asked. He wasn’t looking around the room to scope out pretty ladies. I had to hand it to his wife—she must be something special. My old friend didn’t show the least bit of interest in any of the women on the dance floor.

While sipping on my beer, I was just getting comfortable, when I saw her. The girl from the grocery store was across the room, dancing with another woman. The two of them leaned forward, and the produce-aisle hottie said something that had the other woman laughing. She was wearing a simple dress that clung to her chest and draped over curvy hips. It grazed her thighs, showing off athletic legs beneath. She wore a pair of high heels like she had been born into them, proud and sensual on the dance floor.

Dillon saw me looking. “Go over and talk to her.”

I hung back. I didn’t have the greatest luck with women, and my last hookup at a bar had led to a miserable ten-year-long marriage. Still, I couldn’t stop sneaking glances at that fox in her black dress. Every other woman in the bar wore a pair of tight blue jeans. She was the only one who had dared to dress up.

I found my own jeans growing tighter as I watched and turned back to the bar reluctantly.

“Why are you being such a wuss?” Dillon asked.

“I don’t know. I mean she’s already looking like she’s having a good time, I wouldn’t want to—”

“Just go over to her and say hello.” He snuck a peek at the object of my affection. “She’s looking over here, man.”

I looked and caught her eye, and just as quickly, she looked away. I watched as she grabbed her friend’s hand and led her to the bar. She leaned over the edge to try to get the bartender’s attention. Dillon gave me a shove.

I groaned. I guess I was really going to do this. I was a little out of practice, approaching girls in bars. What were you supposed to say? I decided to start with the basics.

“Hi,” I said.

She looked over, startled. “Hi.”

“Let me help.” I flagged down the bartender, hoping he would remember I was a cop.

He did, and he arrived a moment later, turning me into a minor hero of sorts.

The girl smiled, her eyes lighting up. “Can I have two bottles of Bud, please?”

The bartender nodded, grabbed the bottles, flipped off the caps, and set them down.

“Thanks!” The girl’s friend toasted me with her beer.

I nodded politely. “Will you let me get it?” I asked my mystery woman.

She picked up her bottle without answering. “I saw you at the grocery store.”

I smiled. “I think you were checking me out.”

She gasped in mock horror. “I was not.”

“I was checking you out,” I said.

She blushed. “You must be new around here. I haven’t seen you before.”

“Jason White. I’m the new detective in town.”

“Oh.” She sounded surprised. “How long have you been here?”

“Just a week,” I said. “I could use someone to show me around.”

“Oh.” She exhaled softly, lowering her lashes.

“I’m Ava.” The woman’s friend stuck her hand out.

“Pleased to meet you,” I said before turning back to the sexy shopper.

“I’m Lindsey,” she said. “Lindsey Parker. I work at the salon.”

“Did you do my wife’s hair?” Dillon came up behind me.

Lindsey’s eyes shifted away from mine briefly to size up Dillon. He was bigger than me, taller and broader in the chest. But I was leaner, sculpted where Dillon was intimidating.

“Is your wife Macy?” Ava guessed.

“That’s right,” Dillon said.

“Yeah,” Ava laughed, “Lindsey did her hair.”

“It looks great,” Dillon said. “Macy loves it.”

“I saw your family at Walmart,” Lindsey said. “Your children are beautiful.”

“Thanks,” Dillon said awkwardly. “I think I’m gonna take off.” He set his empty mug down on the bar. “It was nice meeting you, Lindsey. Ava.”

They waited until Dillon had disappeared to talk about him.

“Dillon used to be a hermit,” Ava said conspiratorially.

Lindsey shifted uncomfortably.

“He’s one of my best friends,” I said, rescuing Lindsey again. “We were on the force together in Nashville.”

“You’re from Nashville?” Lindsey asked.

“Yeah.” I nodded.

“What brought you out here?” She was clearly interested.

“Fresh air,” I said. “I got tired of the big city.”

“I was born right here in Singer’s Ridge,” Lindsey said.

“You look like you’d be right at home in Nashville,” I said, “or even New York.”

“What, this old thing?” She shimmied playfully, making the dress dance across her skin.

“No one else is wearing a dress.” I fought the urge to reach out and touch the fabric. I could just imagine how smooth it would be under my fingertips, how gently it would trace her curves.

“If I’m gonna go out for the night”—she tossed a glance at her friend— “I might as well dress up.”

“Okay, I know when I’m not wanted.” Ava took a final swallow of her bottle and set it down. “You two have fun.”

“You don’t have to leave.” Lindsey clung to her friend’s arm, as if being abandoned to the sea.

“I have to open the salon in the morning.” Ava wrapped Lindsey up in a hug. “It was good to meet you,” she said to me.

“Good to meet you too,” I said with a smile.

As Ava moved toward the door, I pointed at an open table in the corner. “Would you like to sit down?”

Lindsey studied me for a moment, deciding whether I was worth the risk. “I could sit,” she finally said.

We worked our way past the dancers and sat. Her hair was loose and fell across her shoulder. She brushed it away with a practiced hand. I wondered what it would be like to brush my own fingers through her hair, to grab fistfuls as I pumped into her from behind. I threw the image off and tried to focus on what she was saying.

“What made you choose Singer’s Ridge?” she asked.

“Dillon.” I gestured toward the door. “I remembered he moved here a few years ago.”

She took a sip and looked around, as if searching for something to say.

“So, you’re a hairdresser,” I began.

She nodded.

“What else should I know about you?”

“I just moved into a cabin in the mountains,” she replied.

“Really?” I leaned forward. “How do you like it?”

“Oh, I love it. It’s so quiet and peaceful.”

“I’m looking to buy a cabin too. I have cash to pay, I’m just waiting for the renter to move out.”

Her face went from flirty to closed off in a matter of seconds. Her eyes lit with a fire that wasn’t passion but anger. I could almost see steam rising from her forehead.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“That’s my cabin,” she said through perfect teeth. “Off of Miller Road?”

I nodded.

“I’m the renter,” she snapped. “I was told it would be a rent-to-own situation and that I would have sole rights to purchase it a year from now.”

The woman was hot, but I was not about to give up my dream home for her. “It was in the real estate listings.”

“It shouldn’t have been.”

“How was I supposed to know?” I asked.

“You could take your cash and walk away,” she suggested.

“I’m not gonna do that.” I shook my head.

“You think just because you’re new to town, you can just walk in here and get whatever you want?” She leaned across the table, her lips curling more with each new word. God, she was hot. I was having trouble focusing on the argument. “Why don’t you find another cabin?”

“There aren’t a lot of vacant cabins,” I explained.

“This one isn’t vacant either—I live there!” She stood up. Her shouting caused attention to wander from the band in our direction.

Lindsey stood before me, balanced on her high heels, her little dress swinging seductively. She put one manicured hand on her hip and dared me to follow. I stood slowly, aware of the size of the package straining against my pants. She didn’t seem to notice; she was looking into my eyes.

“If you can’t be decent enough to walk away from this situation when a helpless citizen is in trouble…” She pointed a finger at me.

I had to laugh. “Helpless?” I threw back at her. “I’ve known you all of fifteen minutes, and already I can tell you’re not helpless.”

She lowered her voice. “I am appealing to your sense of honor as a man.”

It had been a long time since I had seen someone so beautiful. Her anger made her eyes sparkle and her muscles tense, and I couldn’t help imagining those long legs wrapped around me in bed. I knew I should be paying attention to her words, but her energy was on fire. One short step would bring me close enough to bend her over the table.

“I hope I never see you again!” She picked up my bottle and tossed what was left of my beer at me before storming out.

I watched her go with appreciation, her backside just as firm as I had imagined. Unfazed, I wiped off what little liquid had managed to stain my shirt. I picked up the empties and took them back to the bar. “I’ll pay for these,” I told the bartender.

He grinned at me, holding in a laugh as he rang me up. I walked back to the hotel, thankful for the cool touch of the night air. In my room, I peeled off the damp shirt and threw it on a chair. I remembered Lindsey standing over me, her little dress brushing her thighs. What if I had followed up on my impulse to close the distance between us? What if she had turned all that energy into passion and melted in my arms? I would have turned her around, bent her over the table, and lifted up her skirt.

I undid my belt buckle and pulled down my jeans. The fabric of my underwear strained against my cock. It was hard and swollen, growing bigger with every flickering image. I groaned, sliding myself free of the fabric, releasing the rod into my hand. I lay down on the bed, working my fingers over the shaft.

She looked so hot in her little black dress, like she knew how to make a man come. I imagined sinking into her, her body closing around me. I would thrust once, twice, deeper each time. She would moan, cheek pressed to the table, hair fanned out across the wood. I would wind my fingers through that hair as I buried myself over and over in her sweet channel.

Just thinking about her brought me to the peak and threw me over. I spasmed into my hand, feeling the release of a decade’s worth of tension in one act. I really was an idiot when it came to women. Lindsey had thrown a beer in my face, and all I could think about was how amazing she would feel in my bed. The aftershocks passed through my rib cage as I held on to my cock, slowly releasing the mental images.

I decided I must have a death wish and resolved not to give an inch. I was going to buy that cabin, temptress or not. I hobbled to the bathroom to wash off and was asleep as soon as my head hit the pillow.
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Iwas so mad I couldn’t even think straight. I slammed my car door shut and stabbed the key into the ignition. All the way home, I fought to keep my eyes on the road.

“What an arrogant, two-faced son of a bitch.” I cursed out loud. “He hasn’t been in town for more than a week, and he thinks he can have my cabin.” Arguing with a phantom Jason made me feel better. “I’m not going to let you take my cabin. I don’t care if you’re a detective, the chief of police force, or the mayor!” I stomped down on the accelerator, lurching the car faster.

Why did he have to be so hot? With his stupid jawline and his muscular chest, he could have figured into my fantasies, but no more. I resolved never to think of him again. Stewing in my rage, I almost missed the unpaved road that wound into the forest. I forced myself to get a grip, slowing down my breathing and paying attention to the road.

The darkness of the forest night closed in around me, broken only by my headlights. It was like I was falling off the edge of the world into a magical realm. The thought that this might be one of the last nights that I would ever drive up to this cabin filled me with sorrow. I was fighting back tears by the time I found the parking space.

I pulled out my cell phone and turned the flashlight on. The heels were useless in the dirt, so I slipped them off. Carrying my purse, my shoes, and my phone in one hand, I shook the house key to the top of my key ring with the other. There was a piece of paper stuck to the door. I pushed the key into the lock and turned it, holding my breath.

I dropped the shoes and the bag just inside and reached up to grab the notice. Turning the lights on, I read the words I had been dreading since Wednesday. “Eviction notice,” the paper said. “You are required to vacate the property within a week.”

I wanted to scream. I did scream. I was in the middle of the goddamned woods; no one would hear me. I grabbed my phone and dialed the landlord’s number. So, what that it was almost midnight. He had obviously just been up here, and if I woke him up, so much the better.

“Hello?” he answered.

“Evicted?” I nearly shouted.

“Now, Ms. Parker, calm down,” the landlord began, sweeping all my concerns under the rug.

“Calm down?” now I shouted. “You told me that I would have exclusive rights to purchase this cabin a year from now.”

“Yes, but—”

“You said you would consider my offer of making double payments,” I insisted.

“Yes, but—”

“I signed a contract!” I was nearly hyperventilating, and the rational part of my brain told me that I had to get a grip.

“The contract was never completed,” he said, clearly annoyed that I kept cutting him off.

“What do you mean, the contract was never completed?”

“I never signed the contract.”

“Yes, but—”

Now it was his turn to cut me off. “The contract wasn’t signed by both parties. Therefore it is meaningless.”

“But I…” I didn’t know what else to say. I was staring at the kitchen, the kitchen where I was going to bake brownies and lasagna. It had all been a lie. He had never meant to let me buy the cabin. He was just taking my money and allowing me to rent the space until a better offer came along. And that better offer was a city detective with blue eyes and a charming smile.

“I expect you to be out of the property by next week,” the landlord said and hung up.

I barely felt the phone dropping as it slipped from my hand. I was too stunned to even cry. I felt cheap and used. This beautiful dream had been nothing but a scam. I would have to go back to apartment life, with white drywall and low ceilings. Instead of the majesty of the forest, I would wake up to a parking lot and a dumpster tastefully hidden by a cement wall.

Depressed, I turned the lights off and went to bed. Just before my brain switched off and let me sleep, it conjured up an image of Jason as I had seen him at the bar before I learned of his traitorous ways. He smiled at me and offered to help get the bartender’s attention. I drifted off, feeling warm despite the impending storm.
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The next morning, I washed my face clear of the makeup I had slept in. I dressed in work-appropriate blouse and slacks. I spent the whole day with an apron tied around my waist, so I didn’t need to look stellar, but I liked to be professional. After re-applying eyeliner and lipstick, I hopped in the car.

All I had to do today was make it through work, and then I would come up with a game plan. I parked on the street and breezed through the door, cool as an iceberg.

“Hey!” Ava waved from across the room. She was cutting someone’s hair, but I could tell she was itching to run over and ask about what happened after she’d left the bar last night.

I’d clocked in and taken three customers before the rush slowed down and the salon emptied out. Ava came over to grab my arm as I swept the floor. “I can tell it didn’t go well last night,” she said.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Well, you haven’t smiled once,” Ava observed. “Even when Mrs. Mifflin showed us pictures of her grandkids.”

I sighed. “The kids weren’t that cute.”

“They were adorable,” Ava said. “What’s wrong?”

“I’m being evicted,” I said.

“What?” Ava gasped. “But you just moved in.”

“I know! And moving wasn’t free either. I broke my lease at the apartment complex—I can’t just move back into my old place.”

“Why did you get evicted?” Ava wanted to know.

“The guy, Jason.” I paused to make sure she was following.

“The guy from last night?” she guessed.

I nodded. “He wants to buy the cabin.”

Ava’s eyes went wide, and her jaw dropped. “No.”

“Yes.” I nodded in confirmation.

“Well, did you tell him he couldn’t have it?”

“Yes!” I could feel my blood start to rise again. “I told him to find another cabin, and he said he was sorry, or something like that, and that there weren’t other cabins available.”

“Oh.” Ava made a heartbroken noise and draped her arms around my shoulders. “I thought he was too good to be true.”

I sniffed. It was good to have a friend to talk to.

Ava pulled back. “You should talk to a lawyer. Sue the bastard.”

“I was thinking about it,” I said, leaning into the broom handle, “but I don’t know.”

“What?” Ava argued. “There should be something you can do. You paid a deposit and first month’s rent, right?”

I nodded. I had a sinking feeling that I was not the first person to get screwed over by this particular landlord. He probably had an army of lawyers that fought off lawsuits by unhappy tenants. And where was I going to find the money to pay a lawyer? What I really needed was a roof over my head, or by the end of the week, I was going to be homeless.

“I’m going to get lunch,” I said. “Do you want anything?”

“Where are you going?” Ava debated.

“Maybe the taco shop.” There were three lunch choices within walking distance: a diner, a taco shop, and a bagel place. Most of the time I packed my own lunch, but today felt like a treat-yourself day, plus I had been too preoccupied to pack a lunch this morning.

“No, thanks,” Ava said cheerfully. “I’m not feeling tacos today.”

I clocked out and walked down the street to the restaurant. Mundane things kept my mind off my problems, and I waited patiently for the cashier to finish up with her last customer.

“Can I get a soft taco with the works?” I asked. I paid for the goods and accepted the bag, thinking I would sit on the library steps and eat it.

I crossed the street and stopped. There was a jewelry and watch store just a block away from my salon. In the space of time, it had taken me to order my lunch, two police cars had parked outside with their lights flashing. I wondered what was happening. I could see the owner of the store standing out on the sidewalk talking to someone. My heart sank straight into my stomach when I realized that the person who he was talking to was none other than the handsome detective from Nashville.

I seethed. What was he doing here? Of course, he was a cop, and this was a crime scene, but shouldn’t he have the decency to crawl back under whatever rock he had come from? I backed up a few steps and looked around. There was a car parked right beside me, so I leaned against it to get comfortable.

Another officer came out of the jewelry shop, holding a metal briefcase. I decided that he was a fingerprint expert and that there had been a robbery. There was hardly ever any crime on this street, so the whole drama was fascinating. I took out my taco and took a bite, watching as the second policeman got into the driver’s seat of one of the patrol cars.

Jason finished talking to the shop owner and looked directly at me. Our eyes locked. Neither one of us betrayed any emotion. I continued eating my lunch as he began walking toward me.

“Hello,” he said. “I take it you got home alright last night?”

“Yes, like you care.” I was dying to know what was going on.

“Did you see anything this morning around ten?”

“I didn’t get into work until eleven,” I said.

“Did you notice anything out of the ordinary at that time?” he tried again.

“No.”

“Okay.” He inhaled, pulling a business card out of his wallet. “If you think of anything, give me a call.”

I took the card, not even glancing at it. “Are we in danger?” I asked.

“No,” he said quickly. “It was a robbery, but no one was hurt.”

“What was stolen?” I couldn’t help myself.

He grinned, and for a moment I remembered why I had been drawn to him in the first place. “I can’t discuss an open case,” he said.

“Right.” I put the card in my purse and stood up. I had suddenly lost my appetite.
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Isat in the diner across from the police station, looking over my notes. Sometimes a change of scenery helped, and I was stumped. The waitress arrived and topped off my coffee. I had been there for two hours, just drinking and working the case.

After talking to Earl and his friend, I had learned little more than I knew at the beginning. Someone was selling a highly toxic offshoot of crystal meth, and the people who were buying were fine, upstanding citizens. I had reinterviewed the families of each of the victims.

Victim number one was Carrie Fishburn, a local beauty and stay-at-home mom of three. Her kids would never be the same. Her husband seemed baffled that Carrie would even know where to find drugs, much less risk her health and her life by ingesting them.

Carrie’s friends described her as well-liked and fun to be around. She was a member of the PTA and the set designer for the local high school production of The Wizard of Oz. I hadn’t met a less likely drug user in all my years on the force.

Something must have happened in Carrie’s life, I reasoned. Or she must have interacted with someone along the way who made illegal stimulants seem fun. I retraced Carrie’s steps on the day she died.

She had dropped off her kids at school, like she always did. She had picked up dry cleaning for her husband at ten, hit the grocery store at noon. The clerk remembered her because they’d chatted about a soccer game, one of the international championships that not a lot of Americans watch. By 2:00 p.m., Carrie was face down on her kitchen floor, the after-school snack she had been cooking burning in the oven.

Had she run into someone in the grocery store? Was the dry cleaner to blame? I had hit both of those venues and come up with nothing. I stood and packed up my notes before leaving the diner. Walking back across the street, my thoughts drifted over to Lindsey. The last time I saw her, she had been leaning against the hood of a car, eating a taco. If I had her number, I could call her up on the pretense that there had been a break in the robbery case. Or I could manufacture some lie about the cabin.

It wasn’t fair how the landlord treated her. Despite all the anger, I could tell she was in love with that little cabin. She had been promised the opportunity to purchase it herself, and when I came along, she had been tossed out on her ass. I definitely didn’t like being the bad guy.

I pushed my way through the door to the station house, nodded to Cheryl, and went to my desk. I tried taking out my notes again, but it was no use. I had run up against a wall. There wasn’t any juice left in this rock I was trying to squeeze. I leaned back in my chair and let my thoughts wander. Like a magnet, they focused in on Lindsey.

Maybe we could work out some arrangement where we both got to keep the cabin. Maybe we could be roommates. Stranger things had happened. I could keep the big bedroom in the back, and she could transition into one of the smaller ones. We could share the refrigerator and the bathroom, taking turns like responsible adults. It could work.

I sat up straight, grabbed my phone, and headed for the door. The hair salon was only a five-minute walk from the police station, and I covered the ground in half that time. I knew Lindsey would probably be mad, but I was looking forward to seeing those fiery eyes again. When I reached the salon, there were two women working, but neither of them was Lindsey.

I pushed the door open and walked inside. Lindsey’s friend Ava looked up from her client and frowned. She looked back down again, pretending to be engrossed in her task. I marched up to her and interrupted.

“Is Lindsey working today?”

“No,” Ava said curtly.

“Do you have her number?”

“Yes, I have her number,” she said, pinning her client’s hair in a messy bun.

I waited a beat. “Can I have her number?”

Ava began to comb the remaining locks, preparing for a cut. “No.”

“It’s about the cabin,” I whispered.

“I don’t care.” She set down her comb and picked up her scissors.

“I have an idea that I think might work,” I tried again.

“I have an idea too,” she said sweetly, turning to face me at last. “Go back to Nashville.”

Wow. I was used to getting the cold shoulder from witnesses, but I wasn’t accustomed to so much personal vehemence. Ava was looking at me like she wanted me to explode, as if she could concentrate hard enough and make me disappear. I wasn’t going to get anywhere with this loyal friend, so I nodded respectfully.

“Ma’am,” I said to the woman in the chair. I turned and left the shop, walking slowly back to the police station.

If I couldn’t find Lindsey at work, and her best friend wouldn’t give me her phone number, I could always try the cabin. Before I thought better of it, I climbed into my truck and started her up. The drive took about fifteen minutes before I spotted the turnoff onto the cabin’s unpaved road. The truck chugged uphill, crunching over gravel as it slipped deep into the forest. When I broke out into the cabin’s clearing, I found Lindsey’s car parked beside the house.

I pulled up next to her, put on the parking brake, and killed the engine. Before I even had a chance to swing the door open, she appeared on the porch, angry as hell.

“What are you doing up here?” She stormed up on the truck.

I hopped down from my seat, breaking ground on the clearing’s dirt floor. “I just came to talk,” I said.

She debated for a moment; her pretty face pinched with worry. “I’m not moving. This is my house—I don’t care if the landlord didn’t sign the lease.”

“I don’t agree with how he handled the situation,” I said, hands in the air as if I was dealing with a nervous gunman. “I think it’s unfair what happened to you.”

She wrapped her arms protectively around her waist and nodded. “Thank you.”

“What if we shared the cabin?” I presented my idea. “There are more than enough bedrooms. There’s ample parking. We could share the refrigerator.”

“No!” Lindsey snapped before hearing me out. “I just decorated the living room. I need those two other bedrooms. And I don’t even know you.”

“I know it’s not ideal,” I tried again. “But I’m a pretty easygoing guy. I work a lot, so you’ll have the place to yourself most days. We could stay out of each other’s hair, and you wouldn’t be homeless.”

She stepped closer; her eyes narrowed to a laser focus. I couldn’t help appreciating her hair, pulled back in a messy ponytail. She wasn’t wearing any makeup, and at this distance, I could see flecks of gold in her eyes. She was wearing a pink sweater and a pair of grey pajama bottoms that hugged her hips. I wondered if I would get to see her this way every day if we moved in together, if we got comfortable with each other. I could imagine curling up on the couch together to watch the fire in the hearth or the big game on TV.

“I’m not going to be homeless,” she swore, “because this is my cabin, not yours. I had it first.”

“The lease was never signed.” I shook my head. I didn’t want to throw her out on her pretty rear, but I clearly had the law on my side. “I don’t want to kick you out, but I will if you want to be difficult.”

“I wouldn’t live with you if you were the last man on Earth,” she snapped.

“That’s ridiculous,” I said. “I’m not asking you out on a date. You could pay rent. Just until you find something better…”

She straightened. “Thank you for your offer, but I’m not interested.”

I sighed. “Okay. I’m moving in on Monday. Call me if you want to stay. Otherwise, I’d appreciate you having all your stuff out when I get here.” I swung back into the driver’s seat and shut the door.

She scowled, staring death rays at me as I backed up and turned around. Part of me hoped that she would be gone by Monday. Part of me wished that she would stay. I wasn’t sure that living with her would be a good idea, but what was I going to do? I couldn’t kick her out if she had no place to go. And seeing her walk around the house in her pajamas was worth an added headache. I grinned at my own stupidity and drove back to work to beat my head against the wall of my unsolved case some more.
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As soon as he left, I began to pace. I couldn’t sit down. I felt so much tension in my shoulders and my stomach, it was like I was a rope being twisted tighter and tighter. I walked the length of my porch, my porch, and back.

Who did that guy think he was? I could live in my own house as a guest? I could pay rent to him? I could share this little slice of heaven with someone I barely knew? No way! There had to be some solution that I just wasn’t seeing, some way to stall the inevitable.

If I couldn’t take the landlord to court, and I couldn’t convince Jason not to buy the property, maybe I could sour their deal. All kinds of stupid, sitcom-worthy plots flew in and out of my head. What if I tripped and fell, then I could sue the homeowner? But that would involve courts and lawyers, and again, I didn’t have the money for that. Plus, it would be totally illegal.

I exhaled in frustration. This wasn’t getting me anywhere. I needed a real plan. The next solution my overworked brain came up with was a pint of ice cream. I ditched that idea as quick as it came. This was serious, and no amount of Rocky Road was going to make me feel better.

I turned to walk the length of the porch again, and the sun shone in my eye. What time was it? I wondered. Reluctantly, I went inside to check my phone. It was three in the afternoon. What had happened to the day? I looked down at what I was wearing and felt another wave of panic wash over me. Had I really just stood in the yard, arguing with that man while wearing my pajamas? My situation had gone from bad to worse.

I put some real clothes on, grabbed a water and my keys, and headed into town. Ava had probably just gotten off work, and if I could catch her, maybe I could unload some of these feelings. I pulled up outside the salon just in time to see Ava walk out the door. She recognized my car and came over.

“Hey.” Her voice sounded concerned.

“Have you got a minute?” I asked. “Or an hour?”

“Sure,” she said.

We drove the next five blocks to the diner and pulled into the parking lot. Inside, I couldn’t help myself. I ordered French fries and a soda because I felt like crap. When the food came, I pushed the fries to the middle of the table.

Ava sighed. “He came by the salon today.”

I chewed one fry after another, barely even tasting their salty goodness.

“I didn’t tell him anything,” Ava tried again.

“He offered to let me rent half of the cabin.”

“Half of the cabin?” She snuck one fry and popped it in her mouth.

“Like we would be roommates,” I clarified.

“Oh?” Ava’s voice indicated that she didn’t hate the idea.

“I could have one of the bedrooms, and we would share the fridge and the living room.” I wiped my hands on a napkin. “He said he works a lot, so he wouldn’t often be home.”

“That’s good, right?” Ava sipped her tea.

“No, it’s not good,” I snapped. “I don’t want a roommate.”

“You could come live with me,” Ava offered.

I thought about it. Ava lived in a studio apartment, with one large bedroom/living room area, a kitchenette, and a single bathroom. The idea of trying to squeeze into her life was absurd. Where would I sleep?

“No but thank you.”

“It wouldn’t be the worst thing to share a cabin with Jason,” Ava said, picking up another fry.

“I can’t believe you’re even suggesting that,” I sputtered.

“Hear me out,” Ava said, waving the fry at me. “He’s a cop. So, you know you’ll be safe out there in the forest. You’ll get out from under that asshole landlord. You’ll keep your eye on the market and buy a new cabin when one becomes available.”

I let my head fall to the table, muttering into the laminate, “I don’t have the money to buy a cabin. That’s why this deal was so perfect.”

“The deal is over, Lindsey,” Ava said. “You just have to pick the best option moving forward.”

I sat up again, no closer to an answer but tired of self-pity. “I wonder if I can get my old apartment back.”

“There you go.” Ava smiled and pushed the plate of French fries back at me. “You ordered these things, and now I’m eating all of them.”

I laughed. I sat back in the booth and picked up my phone.

“Now?” Ava asked.

I thumbed my way to Apartments.com, put in the zip code, and scrolled some of the listings. Ava sat back and pulled out her phone to join me in my search.

“Here’s one.” She leaned forward and held out her phone screen to me. It was an apartment community in a neighboring town, a twenty-minute commute away.

I shook my head. “Too far. I want to stay in Singer’s Ridge.” I pulled up a listing on my device, a basement apartment in a home on Main Street. Pictures showed dingy walls and a bathroom that shared space with a water heater. I swiped left. The next listing was for the apartment complex I had just vacated, only there weren’t any one bedrooms left. I set my phone down in frustration. “This is crazy. I don’t want an apartment. I can’t move back into town after I’ve been living on the mountain. You don’t know what it’s like up there…” I reached my hands across the table to plead with my friend.

“I’m sure it’s nice,” she said, “but you don’t have a lot of options.”

“I’m just going to refuse to leave,” I decided. “What’s the worst they can do?”

“Um, call the police?” Ava said. “Force you out? Throw all your shit out on the front lawn and change the locks?”

I felt my heart breaking and again wished for some ice cream.

“I have to go,” Ava said, glancing at her phone. “I told my mom I would pick up some dinner for her, and it’s getting late.”

“Thanks for listening. I got this.” I pointed to the French fries and her takeout bag.

“You sure?” Ava hesitated.

“Yeah, I’m sure,” I said.

Ava opened her purse and pulled out a five.

“It’s fine.” I waved her contribution away.

She stood up, slipped the five under her empty glass, took a final French fry and her sandwich, and walked away. I put my head back against the seat cushion, wondering what I was going to do.

“Lindsey?” A voice brought me down from my storm cloud. I looked up to see Macy Ford, takeout bags draped from her arms, standing beside my booth.

“Hey,” I said, sliding out of the seat so I could give her a hug. “What are you doing here?”

“I’m picking up some dinner for the family,” she said, holding up the two white plastic bags. “How are you?”

“I’ve been better,” I said before I could stop myself.

“What’s wrong?” She set the bags down on the table and took a seat.

I returned to my side of the table.

Macy glanced down at the fries. “That bad, huh?”

I smiled. “It’s nothing. I don’t want to keep you.”

Macy shrugged. “It’s early for dinner anyway. I was just on my way home. Talk to me.”

“You know I told you about my cabin?” I began.

Macy nodded.

“Well, it turns out that the landlord didn’t actually sign my lease, so I have no rights to the property.” I studied the fries as if they were some sort of modern art sculpture. “He sold it out from under me to this new police officer.”

“Jason White?” Macy guessed.

My eyes shot up to meet hers. “Yes.”

Macy nodded. “He’s Dillon’s friend. They’ve been seeing a lot of each other lately. Dillon told me he bought a cabin, but I didn’t know it was your cabin.”

I paused, remembering Jason at the cabin trying to offer me a way out. Was it possible that he wasn’t a jerk? I couldn’t imagine anybody wanting to spend time with him, but I didn’t want to insult one of Macy’s friends.

“Maybe I could ask Dillon to talk to him,” Macy suggested.

My eyes shot up from the table, the first ray of hope sparkling through my rain cloud. “Would you do that?”

“Sure,” Macy agreed.

“Thank you.” I didn’t know what else to say. I wanted to bake her a cake or offer to babysit while she and Dillon enjoyed a night out. Instead, I tried to remain composed.

“I’d better go while our dinner is still hot,” Macy said, climbing out of the booth.

“Do you want to grab some coffee sometime?” I asked.

“That would be great.” Macy smiled. “Oh, I meant to tell you. Everyone loved my hair.”

“I’m so glad,” I gushed.

Macy collected her bags and smiled. “Text me.”

I watched her slip out the door and wondered if I might have a chance. Out of all the nonexistent options I had, talking some sense into Jason was my overwhelming favorite. He had been nice to offer me a place to stay, I decided, but that didn’t mean I had to like it. The idea of sharing the cabin was almost as bad as the idea of sharing a studio with Ava. I frowned into my soda. No, sharing a studio would be worse. For the first time today, I smiled, imagining climbing over my best friend to try to get to the kitchen. When I finally paid for the meal and drove home, I was feeling a little bit better.
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When I clocked out for the day, my thoughts were spinning. I saw visions of grieving family members, mystery drug dealers, and Lindsey. I didn’t know how to help her. If she remained stubborn and wouldn’t accept my offer of a place to stay, what was going to happen to her? I knew that I shouldn’t worry. She had been coping just fine before she met me, but since our handful of interactions, I had begun to feel protective of her.

My mind wandered back to a picture of her in her pajamas, arms wrapped around her stomach, standing up to me. No woman with that much spunk should lose her home. There had to be something I could do, some way I could make this work.

Maybe I could dig into the landlord’s background a bit, bring him up on some charges. I was sure Lindsey wasn’t his first victim, and in who knew how many shady deals, he must have done something illegal. I tabled that idea for the moment. I wasn’t sure how an investigation was going to help Lindsey now. And for all my philanthropic thoughts, I wasn’t willing to give up my claim on the cabin. I needed a place to live too.

When I got back to the hotel, my phone rang, and Dillon’s name flashed across the screen. “Hello?” I answered.

“Hey,” Dillon said.

“Did you want to grab a bite?”

“No, Macy brought home takeout,” he said. “Listen, she’s getting pretty close with that hairdresser who rented the cabin you’re buying.”

“Oh.” I sat down. Was this going to be one of those “my wife wanted me to call you” conversations? I’d had my share of those back when I had been married. I was still married, I corrected myself, just not actively.

“Yeah,” Dillon continued, clearly under duress. “Macy was wondering if you might reconsider the purchase.”

I laughed. I could picture Dillon sitting in his own cabin, his wife watching him make the call. My heart went out to him, as a dude, but I wasn’t going to capitulate.

“I offered her the opportunity to stay,” I said. “She turned me down.”

“Well, maybe you can try again?” Dillon suggested. “The girl’s all broken up.”

“Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll try again.”

“Thanks, man!” Dillon brightened considerably. I could see him already checking that off the long list of requirements for marital sex.

“Glad to help,” I said and hung up.

The next day, I found Lindsey at work. She was busy with a client and didn’t see me come in. I was treated to a full view of her figure, tucked away inside modest, professional clothes. Ava, the other hairdresser, was clad in blue jeans and a shimmery top, but Lindsey, she had put thought into her wardrobe. She was wearing slacks and a blouse, the apron that hugged her hips the only nod to her profession. Without that, she might look like a teacher or a businesswoman.

Lindsey looked up to see who had walked through the door. She flinched, and I wondered if I would be treated to another lecture. How dare I attempt to purchase property in a beautiful, remote location? I must be some kind of monster. Then her jaw muscles relaxed, and she flashed a shy smile.

She leaned forward over her client’s shoulder and said, “Will you excuse me for a moment?” Walking over, she placed the scissors in her pocket and looked up at me.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi.”

“How are you?”

She shrugged.

“Um…” This seemed to be going better than I had thought it would. I took a chance. “Would you like to have lunch?”

She smiled. “Sure.”

I was shocked. Not only had she agreed to spend time with me, but she had actually smiled. What had happened to my irate little fireball who’d tossed beer in my face?

“Should I come back?” I asked.

“No, if you just want to have a seat, I’ll be done in a few minutes,” she said.

I nodded, wandering back to the waiting area. There was a selection of ladies’ magazines to flip through. I picked one up and browsed through the pictures of celebrities in gowns. Crazy. These women spent so much time doing their hair, applying makeup, and choosing the right shoes, it was a wonder they had any time left over to take photographs.

“See anything you like?” Lindsey said, standing over me.

I looked up to see her client waving goodbye before sweeping out the door. Lindsey had gathered her purse and removed her apron. Suddenly, she looked a few tax brackets beyond my reach. I showed her one of the photos.

“Do you think you could make my hair look like this?” The woman in the picture had a flowing mane of strawberry hair.

Lindsey laughed. “I could, but I don’t think it would suit you.”

I put the magazine down and stood up. “Well, that’s disappointing to hear.”

We walked over to the diner and found a booth. She slid in, and I watched the curve of her ass press into the cushioned seat. I sat down opposite before my eyes could cause my groin to stir.

“Has something changed?” I asked her.

“No.” She picked up the menu. “Has something changed with you?”

“No.”

She put the menu down in disappointment. “I thought you asked me here to reconsider.”

I shook my head.

“Did Dillon talk to you?”

“He did,” I responded.

“And…?”

“And the offer of renting a bedroom still stands,” I answered.

The waitress came over to take our drink order.

“I’ll have a coffee, black,” I said.

“I’ll have an iced tea,” she said. I half expected her to stand up and read me the riot act, but she sat calmly and chanced a look into my eyes. “I thought about it.”

I nodded when she paused, encouraging her to go on.

“I really don’t have a lot of options.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said honestly.

“My old apartment isn’t available anymore, and I can’t afford a two bedroom,” she said. “Ava offered to let me come live with her, but she has a studio.”

“So, that’s out,” I agreed.

“I have to be out by tomorrow, and I just don’t have anywhere else to go.” She sighed.

“Then don’t go,” I told her. “I’m not kicking you out.”

“If we’re going to be roommates, we should talk about things like trash and dishes,” she straightened, all business.

I nodded, though I couldn’t care less. “Let’s talk about rooms.”

“Obviously, I get the big bedroom because my stuff is already in there,” she said. I marveled at the fact that she could go from homeless beggar to queen of the mansion in sixty seconds flat.

“Hang on.” I raised a finger. “The bigger bedroom is mine.”

She stared at me. “But my stuff is already in there.”

“Then move your stuff,” I said.

“Okay…” She took a breath. “Then I get both of the other bedrooms.”

I shook my head. “I need an office.”

“Well, I need a place to practice new hairstyles.” She rearranged that tight ass on the seat cushion.

“Practice at work,” I said.

“I work at work,” she snapped. “I practice at home.”

“Who are you going to practice on?” I allowed myself to be distracted.

“I have wigs,” she said defensively.

The waitress brought our drinks and took our lunch orders. There was still enough civility between us to share a meal.

“What if we split the third room?” I suggested when we were alone again.

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

“Like, I could have a desk and a computer in there, and you would have your wigs,” I elaborated.

She considered that and finally nodded. “What about food and cleaning and stuff?”

“Like I said, I work a lot,” I explained. “We don’t have to eat together.”

She blushed. “I wasn’t…” She fiddled with the paper straw wrapper, looking down at her hands. “I didn’t mean that we would be…” She trailed off, unable to finish the thought.

“Okay.” I swallowed. The tension had just shot up at the mention of family dinners. Were we both imagining some kind of domestic bliss, where one or the other of us cooked and we sat down to enjoy it together? Sure, I wanted to get into her pants, but I wasn’t suggesting that we get married. “I was thinking we could split the refrigerator. And I would get the top shelf and you could take the bottom shelf, or something like that.”

“Good,” she agreed readily. “I do like to cook, so you could help yourself to leftovers if you want.” She glanced up at me casually.

“Okay.” I nodded. Homemade leftovers sounded really good.

We finished our lunch in some semblance of civility. Our conversation was polite but awkward. Every time I thought we had things ironed out, one of us would stumble across a too-intimate subject and the tension would flare up. She only picked at her salad, while I ate only half of my sandwich. I knew from experience that the best way to conquer this type of anxiety was to just kiss her. But that was out of the question now that we were going to be roommates. It was a shame that the most beautiful girl in this town was going to be both out of bounds and close to my bedroom. I decided I must be crazy.

[image: ]



When I got back to work, I put in a few hours on the drug case. I was getting nowhere fast, and everyone knew it. The chief swung by my desk to ask for an update. I laid on a layer of bullshit about going back to the drawing board and reinterviewing witnesses, but he could tell that the case was going cold. At least we hadn’t had another overdose recently, so maybe I had spooked the culprit.

I stared at the desk phone after my boss had left, thinking about Lindsey. After a moment’s hesitation, I put in a call to her idiot landlord, my soon-to-be seller. He answered the phone tepidly, having no idea who was on the other end of the line.

“Hello?”

“Hey, this is Jason White,” I said.

“Hi,” he said again. “The tenant should be out by tomorrow. I can get a crew in to clean it, and we can go to closing next Monday.”

“I’ve come to an arrangement with the tenant. She doesn’t have to move.”

“Fine, whatever. As long as she’s not my problem,” he said.

“She’s not anyone’s ‘problem,’” I snapped. “You should have some more respect for your tenants. They’re people too.”

“Whatever,” he yawned.

“It’s not my business,” I began, feeling rage in the pit of my stomach, “but if you keep hustling and cheating, you’re gonna get caught.”

“I haven’t done anything illegal,” the landlord said.

“Whatever.” I hung up.
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Ilooked around Ava’s studio apartment. From where I sat on the bed, I could see the closet in one corner and the kitchenette in the other. The door to the bathroom was planted in the middle of one wall, next to a set of stairs that ran up to the apartment entrance. It must have been the tiniest of tiny basement apartments.

“Where did you find this place?” I asked.

Ava looked up from her closet, smiling. “A friend of my mom.”

“Did you really think we were both going to fit in here?”

She pulled a green dress out and held it up to her chest. “What about this one?”

“Is this a date?”

“It’s just a dinner, but he might be there.” She shook the fabric. “What do you think?”

“It’s nice,” I said. “Are you sure you want to get back together with him? Have you thought this through?”

“No,” she laughed, throwing the hanger onto the bed. She took the dress into the bathroom and closed the door. A moment later, she was out, twirling around the kitchenette to model.

She really did look fantastic. “It looks great,” I said.

Ava’s shoulders fell. “I feel like you’re not really in the moment.”

“I’m sorry.”

“What’s wrong?” She sat down beside me.

“You know what’s wrong,” I said.

“Oh.” She looked down at her nails. “Tell me about lunch yesterday.”

I nodded. “We talked.”

“About?”

“About the cabin.” I drew in a breath.

“And?”

I didn’t want to tell her. If I said it out loud, it would make it true, and I still held on to hope that somehow, Jason would decide he didn’t want the cabin. Maybe his old boss from Nashville would call and offer him a raise. Maybe he would discover a sudden passion for goat farming and decide to move to Tuscany. I still had a couple of days before he moved in, and my mind was working overtime, trying to figure out a solution. I looked into Ava’s hopeful eyes and had to admit the truth.

“I decided to stay in the cabin…with him,” I said.

“Ohh!” She clapped her hands, way too excited over the prospect of me sharing my living space.

“I just don’t have any better options. I can’t afford a two bedroom, and I can’t move in here,” I moaned. “I’ve been over and over my options for the past several days, and I still couldn’t see any way out.”

“Let’s look at the bright side,” Ava said, her eyes sparkling. “At least he’s hot.”

I rolled my eyes.

“Maybe you guys could hook up,” Ava gasped, as if discovering the answer to life’s problems.

“No.” I shook my head.

“Come on.” Ava put her hands down on mine. “Just imagine, you go to brush your teeth, and he’s accidentally in the shower.”

“Ava, I can’t.” I pulled my hand away. “He’s gonna be my landlord.”

“Technically,” Ava argued.

“I can’t sleep with my landlord.”

“Not even if he’s hot?” she asked.

“No,” I said.

“Maybe he’ll give you a discount on rent.” Ava winked.

“No,” I reiterated, putting the matter to bed.

“Okay, if we’re not going to talk about you, can we talk about me?” Ava jumped up again to look in the mirror. “Does this dress say ‘casually dressed up for a night with friends’ or ‘desperate to reconnect’?”

I grinned. “It’s beautiful. You should wear it.”

She looked at me and sighed. “Cheer up. There are worse things than sharing your home with a handsome man.”

“I thought we were talking about you now.” I dodged the advice. There was no way I was going to cheer up thinking about Jason. He could take his rugged good looks and go back where he came from. I didn’t need him in my life, and I definitely didn’t need him in my home. I forced myself to focus on Ava and her upcoming dinner for as long as I could stand it. After more than an hour of watching her change clothes, I excused myself and went back to the cabin.

The living room was lovingly filled with my furniture. I remembered how long it had taken to get everything just right. The sofa and love seat were arranged specifically so I could sit in front of the fire or look out the window and enjoy a view of the trees while sipping my coffee. The spider plant had found its home in a twine hanger by the door. The coffee table and end tables added space for décor but weren’t intrusive or cluttered. I would probably have to move all of this to make way for his manly man furniture.

I shuddered. He was a single guy. This probably meant he’d place a recliner and maybe a dartboard or a pool table in here. Who knew what monstrosities he would want to stuff our cabin with? I was so upset, I didn’t even notice that I had subconsciously begun to think of it as “our cabin,” not “my cabin.”

I sighed. I had to face facts. Wishing that something would come along to magically turn events in my favor wasn’t going to work. He was moving in, and I had to get ready, which meant putting most of my stuff in storage.

There was only one storage place in town, and the owner was a client of mine. I decided to pay her a visit and see if I could get a discount. After work the next day, I drove the ten minutes out of town to the sprawling city of green-roofed storage sheds.

I climbed out of my car and felt a sinking in my stomach as I recognized the only other car in the parking lot. It was his. The door to the management office was open, and I could hear voices within. What was he doing here? Did he have things in storage? Was he following me? That last panicky question was absurd, I told myself. He had gotten here before me. He must have some business with the storage folks.

I heard the office door swing shut and looked over just in time to see Jason exiting the building. He jogged the two steps down to the ground, pulling out his car keys. He didn’t see me at first, focused on whatever it was he was thinking about. I saw him look up, register my car, and then scan the landscape until he found me.

“Hey,” he said casually as he came around the cars toward me.

I sucked in my breath and went to meet him. “Hey.”

“What are you doing here?”

“I came to ask about storage prices,” I said. “For my things.” I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “What are you doing here?”

“I’ve got a few things here,” he said.

“Okay, well, nice to see you.” I attempted to move past him toward the office.

“What specifically are you trying to put into storage?” he asked, blocking my way.

“All of it,” I said. “I have to find a place for my couch and love seat, my tables and lamps, everything.” I crossed my arms over my chest. “I have to make space for your recliner.”

He frowned. “I don’t have a recliner.”

“Whatever you have,” I corrected myself.

He looked confused, but at the same time, a smile tugged at his lips. “Actually, I don’t have much. When I left Nashville, I sold everything.”

“Everything?”

“I have a television, a dresser, and my clothes,” he said, looking down at me. “I also have a bed.”

The way he said that last word, with eyes locked onto mine, sent a shiver through my core. Of course he has a bed, I told myself. He wasn’t going to sleep in mine. I had a nightmare vision of my cabin with nothing in the living room except a television. We would eat on the floor and ignore the splendor of the forest out the window. It was worse than when I had imagined a pool table and recliner, but I recognized instantly that it was utterly ridiculous.

“If you don’t have any furniture…” I began.

“Yeah,” he agreed. “We should keep your furniture. You don’t have to put it into storage.”

My heart settled just a little bit, knowing I wouldn’t have to arrange for transportation of my stuff. More importantly, I would be able to keep the cabin just how I had arranged it.

“I don’t want a television,” I said.

He blinked, confused. “What?”

“I don’t want a television,” I said again.

“What do you do for fun after work?”

“I read or cook or enjoy the forest.”

He sighed, rubbing his neck. With his head cocked to one side and his chest on display, I couldn’t help thinking about what it would be like to run my fingers down his torso. That five-o’clock shadow would feel rough under my touch, scratching my lips if I were to kiss him. The fabric of his shirt looked crisp and would probably feel cool to the touch. Underneath that fabric, I could imagine that his chest would be hard, ridged with muscle. I longed to pull up his shirt and see for myself.

He was saying something, and I was completely missing it, fantasizing about undressing him. I had to get a grip.

“What?” I asked.

“What’s wrong with having a television?” he asked again.

“I just think it would be ugly,” I responded with less enthusiasm for the fight.

He looked down at me with those wild blue eyes and seemed to understand. “We can talk about it later.”

I swallowed. My eyes drifted lower on his body to the belt that held his pants up and the swell of muscular thighs beneath it. My thoughts lingered just long enough to imagine sliding my hand across his crotch. I would find a magnificent swollen package that would fill my palm, responding to my caress by growing even larger.

I looked back up and found him talking again. “I’m sorry?” I asked. A slow grin spread across his face as he guessed where my mind had been. I flattened my features, forcing myself to pay attention to the conversation. “You can put the television in your bedroom,” I snapped.

“Okay,” he agreed.

“And I think I should get a discount on rent because I’m supplying all the furniture.”

He opened his mouth to object, but no sound came out. I wondered what was going through his mind as he paused, eyes focused over my head. Finally, he looked back down at me. “Okay.”

I hadn’t been expecting that. My request for a reduction in the rent had been partly practical, but partly a ploy to drive attention away from my wandering eye. I didn’t think he would really agree. That was great. By paying less rent to Jason, I could save my money, and when another opportunity opened up, I could seize it.

“Your stuff is here?” I asked stupidly. Of course, his stuff was here.

“Yeah,” he said, looking around. “I dropped it off first thing when I got to town.”

“How did you know it would work out with your job?”

He shrugged. “I didn’t. But I was pretty set on moving here. If I didn’t get the job at the police station, I would have looked for employment somewhere else.”

“Would you have been a gas station attendant?” I asked, picturing him in oil-stained overalls. He looked hot no matter what he was wearing.

“I guess so,” he laughed. “I hadn’t really thought about it. They gave me the job as soon as I walked in.”

“I’ve never gotten a job that fast,” I said.

“I did some work in Nashville that the chief had heard of.”

Now his thumbs were hooked into his belt, and he was smiling, the picture of Southern charm. The rational part of my brain was screaming at me to cut this conversation off. He was going to be my landlord. I couldn’t daydream about his crotch every time we spoke to each other.

“I’m going to…” I pointed to my car.

“Right,” he said. “Do you have plans for dinner?”

“I don’t think we should have dinner together,” I said, mustering up my disinterest. The truth was my stomach felt warm and my knees weak at the prospect of spending more time with him. I squashed those feelings violently, putting steel into my spine.

He frowned. “Why not?”

“Because.” I rummaged around in my brain for a reason. Because we were about to enter a business relationship that wouldn’t leave any space for romance. Because I was apparently too much of a head case to handle rational conversation with him. “Because you’re going to be my landlord, and it’s inappropriate for us to go on dates.”

He laughed. “It’s not a date. It’s just dinner.” He nudged my shoulder with his own, a gesture that was both intimate and friendly. “Come on. We both have to eat.”

“I’m going to enjoy one of my last uninterrupted meals at home,” I said, excusing myself.

“Okay,” he said, clearly disappointed. “See you later.”

I didn’t respond, walking to the car as fast as I could without appearing like I was fleeing the scene of a crime. In the driver’s seat, I shoved the key into the ignition. I couldn’t get out of there fast enough. If that was what talking to him was going to be like, I didn’t know how long I could last with him in the next bedroom. We had been standing in a parking lot, talking about furniture, and I wanted to rip his clothes off. This sharing a cabin plan was beginning to seem like the worst idea I had ever agreed to. I didn’t have any choice, though. I would just have to grit my teeth and jump on the first cabin or apartment that came on the market. With any luck, I could make it through the ordeal without sharing my bed. I turned right onto the two-lane highway back toward town, my breath slowly returning to normal.
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“Ijust remembered something.” Carrie Fishburn’s husband stood in front of my desk, hat in hand. Carrie was the first victim of the monster drug that I was chasing and, like all the other victims, had me stumped. I gestured toward the metal chair beside me, but the man shook his head. “She had her hair done that day.”

I wrote down the tip and smiled. “Thank you for coming in.”

He nodded and turned, saluting Cheryl before exiting our office.

“Was that helpful?” Cheryl asked. In a town this small, there wasn’t always work for a dispatcher, so she spent a lot of her time doing data entry and looking over my shoulder.

“Could be,” I said.

I went to the war room and sat down with the files. Victim number two was also a woman, Barbara Clydesdale, who worked as a secretary in a medical office. She had been seen by her landlord doing laundry on her last day.

I picked up my phone and dialed the landlord.

“Lakeview Properties,” the receptionist answered.

I repressed a grin each time I heard the name. I had been to “Lakeview Properties” to interview the landlord in question twice, and neither time had I seen a lake or a view. “May I please speak with the owner?” I asked.

“Who may I say is calling?”

“Detective White.”

“Hold one moment.”

There was dead air for almost a minute before the property owner picked up. “Hello?” she said. “Has there been any news?” Unlike Lindsey’s soon-to-be former landlord, this woman actually cared about her residents.

“Nothing to report yet, I’m sorry,” I said.

“Oh.” She sounded disappointed. “How can I help?”

“You said you saw Barbara doing her laundry?” Laundry was in a common area, and any number of residents could have seen her.

“That’s right,” she said.

“Did you happen to notice her hair?” I took a chance.

“Oh yes.” The owner brightened. “She had just had it cut and styled. I remember talking about some of the women who work at the hair salon and how talented they are.”

Bingo. I thanked Lakeview’s landlord and hung up. My next two phone calls confirmed that each of the four victims had been in for a haircut on the day they died. I went back to my desk and did a Google search of the salon. It was owned by a woman named Katrina Marley. I searched her up on social media and found pictures of the salon and all of the people who worked there, including Lindsey. There were pictures of older relatives, maybe parents or aunts and uncles. There weren’t any pictures of children, other than the occasional business photo of clients with their kids. I was generating a picture of Katrina Marley that resonated with my criminal profile. She was an established member of the community with no real family responsibilities and access to all four victims.

I printed out some of the more salient things I had found, chewing over this new discovery. Why would a small-town hair salon owner be selling drugs? If common knowledge were to be believed, the salon was well respected and generated more than enough income. Why would she risk it all to peddle deadly poison to her customers? And why, after the first death, did she continue to distribute a substance she knew could be fatal? If she had all the information I had and ignored it in favor of profit, then I was dealing with a sociopath.

Maybe it wasn’t about the drugs, though. Maybe there was something bigger going on. In Nashville, we had a forensic accountant who could dig into a company’s books to discover if they were doing something wrong. You would need a court order for that, but I didn’t need permission just to give him a call.

“Did you find something?” Cheryl wanted to know.

I shook my head, on hold with the Nashville Police Department. “Hello?”

“Nashville PD, how may I direct your call?” the operator asked.

“Tom Spur,” I replied.

“One moment, please.”

After a pause, Tom picked up. “Tom Spur.”

“Hey,” I welcomed the familiar voice of a colleague, even if I had been running away from life in the big city. “It’s Jason White.”

“Jason!” Tom warmed to me. We hadn’t exactly been friends, but we had shared some friendly banter in the hallways. “How are you?”

“Good,” I said, not wasting time reminiscing. “I’m a detective in a little town called Singer’s Ridge. I’ve got a case I’m working on, and I wondered if you could help.”

“Sure, go ahead,” he responded.

“I was tracking some deaths from overdoses, and I’ve narrowed it down to…” I glanced up at Cheryl and chose my words carefully. “A local business. I’m not sure if the owner is in it for the drugs, though. I’m wondering if they’re laundering money.”

“Mmm,” Tom agreed. “You would need to get a warrant to look at their books, but there are some signs you can look for without probable cause.”

“Go on.” I had my pencil out, ready to take notes.

“Have they made any large purchases recently? Had the floors redone or anything that would bring in a contractor?”

“Okay.” I scribbled down on my notepad.

“How many staff members do they have?” Tom asked.

“Two, I think,” I said, picturing Lindsey and Ava.

“Check to see if there are more, if there are people on the payroll who aren’t doing much.”

“Okay.” I recorded that suggestion as well.

“Check to see if they get any regular deliveries and what those deliveries are,” Tom finished.

“Great, thanks,” I said and hung up.

“What did you find out?” Cheryl asked from across the room.

“Nothing yet,” I said. “Just a hunch.”

I stared down at my notes, three major questions that I would need answers to. Lindsey was the obvious source. I would be moving in with her, and we would have plenty of time to talk. My brain translated “talk” into an image of me on top of her in bed, and I brushed it aside. She had been right at the storage place to say that we couldn’t date. Any move I made on her would be interpreted as forceful because I was now her landlord, and she was my tenant. Still, logic couldn’t stop me from imagining the feel of her skin, soft beneath my hands, or the curve of her backside as she arched against me.

She might know if there had been any large purchases, whether there were ineffective staff members or any large, regular shipments. It didn’t occur to me that Lindsey herself could be wrapped up in drug selling or money laundering. If her hair salon were to blame, she was obviously an innocent bystander who stood to lose everything. I had to talk to her as soon as possible.

I logged off my computer. I didn’t think Cheryl or the chief would be so intrusive as to look at my screen after I was gone, but I didn’t want to take any chances. If I was wrong about the hair salon, it could mean bad things for their business. I needed some corroboration before bringing the lead to the chief’s desk.

While walking about five blocks to the salon, and all I could think about was Lindsey. I had stolen her cabin out from under her, and now I was about to accuse her boss of running an illegal drug and money-laundering operation. I would have to be extra delicate when asking her questions.

It was six o’clock. When I reached the salon, I could see Lindsey through the window, sweeping the floor. I tried the door, but it was locked. She looked up from her chores and smiled. She smiled at me, and for some reason, that sent a wave of guilt crashing into my stomach.

She came to the door, unlocking it to let me in.

“Hi,” I said.

“Hi,” she replied.

All the way over here, I could have been forming a plan for what I would say, but I had been too busy thinking about her and the cabin. I had signed all the papers yesterday, and the home was officially mine. That made her officially my tenant and out of bounds for any romantic affair. Still, the tiny wisps of hair that escaped her ponytail framed her face with an innocent charm that I found irresistible. Her mouth was a temptation against creamy skin, and I fought the urge to plant a kiss on those plump red lips.

“Do you need a ride home?” I asked, seizing on the first excuse that came to mind.

She shook her head, turning away from me. “I’m perfectly capable of driving myself. And it’s not your ‘home’ yet.”

“Actually, I signed the papers yesterday. The cabin’s all mine.” That came out less tactful than I had planned.

She turned back, her eyes narrowed, that familiar death stare sizzling the air between us. Her fingers choked the broom handle, and I flinched, wondering if I was going to have to dodge a missile.

“You still have a few days to yourself.” I tried to smooth over her anxiety. “I’m not moving in until the weekend.”

She retreated to the salon floor to continue sweeping. I watched her backside as the broad strokes of the broom caused her to flex and unflex. She caught me staring and stopped what she was doing. This time she seemed more disappointed than angry.

“What are you still doing here?” she asked.

“How many people work here?” I blurted out.

“Six,” she said.

That was four more than I had seen. “Does that include the owner?”

“No,” she said. “Seven including the owner.”

“I’ve only ever seen you and Ava here.”

She sighed. Clearly, I was interfering with her closing routing and causing her to run late. “Two of the girls are part-time.”

“What do the other three people do?” I asked.

“There’s the owner, a manager, and an assistant manager,” she said.

“What do they do?” I wondered.

“Why do you want to know?” she snapped.

“I’m just wondering if you are adequately supported,” I lied.

“Really?” She sneered. “It’s not enough that you’re moving into my home, now you want to stick your nose into my place of business too?”

“It’s not like that…” I said.

“Then what’s it like?” she demanded.

This whole conversation suddenly reminded me of Angie, my soon-to-be ex-wife. Except, this was different. Lindsey was challenging yet rational. The combination was refreshing. Angie would have been throwing things by now, crying, begging, cursing. Not for the first time, I wondered what had happened to her. Where had she gone, and what was she doing with her life?

She had my brand-new Ford Bronco, most of my money, and four, almost five months of freedom. Had she ensnared another man? I was pretty sure she had. Before me, there had been a string of boyfriends, all too smart to be lured into marriage. Likely she had settled down with the next unlucky bastard and was sharing my fortune with him. It all had nothing to do with Lindsey, but I’d lost my stomach for dealing with women.

Did I really want to move back in with another woman? Sure, Lindsey was beautiful and resourceful and intelligent. And sure, she seemed to have a more rational head on her shoulders than Angie had, but hadn’t I taken enough abuse in the past ten years to last a lifetime?

“I’m sorry I asked,” I told Lindsey abruptly.

“Fine,” she snapped.

I turned without another word and stalked to the door. A set of bells chimed as I breezed through, out into the twilight. I marched all the way back to the police station, trying to squash recollections of my former wife. It wouldn’t help to bring all my baggage with me to my new life. Already, I had learned that one of the three conditions to suspect money laundering was true. There were staff members attached to the hair salon that appeared to serve no purpose. It wasn’t a big enough business to demand an owner, a manager, and an assistant manager. Ava and Lindsey seemed to run the place perfectly well on their own when they were working. And who these other two stylists were, I didn’t know. More than likely, if my suspicions were correct, they were friends of criminal partners who needed a cover to receive illegal payments.

I went back to my hotel room to pack my things. Whether Lindsey liked it or not, I was moving in this weekend.
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It was Sunday, my day off and the day that Jason planned to move in. I woke up in my own bed, alone in the cabin for the last time. I took my coffee out onto the porch, listening to the sounds of woodland creatures stirring. The air was so calm, the quiet so refreshing. I felt a pang deep in my heart as my dream of living alone in the mountains came to an end.

There wasn’t anything to be done about it, though. Jason had signed the paperwork several days ago if he could be believed. I had no reason to think he was lying. The last time I had seen him was really odd. I played the scene over in my head and still couldn’t come up with an explanation. Why had he been so interested in who worked at my salon? Was he thinking of buying that too? Just how much money did he have, and why was he investing it everywhere in my life? Maybe his questions had nothing to do with investment, but I still couldn’t think of a reason he needed to know that information.

It didn’t help me to speculate, and it wouldn’t forestall the inevitable. Four hours from now, he was going to drive up with all his things from storage, and that would be the end of my brief sojourn into home ownership. I decided to start things off on the right foot. I would put all my past feelings and heartache behind me and begin fresh. He was a new roommate, and if I wanted any shot at a stress-free home life, it would be best if we could be friends.

I decided to buy some alcohol. It would smooth over any rough edges between us if we could share a beer or a martini, or whatever it was that he drank. I drove into town to the liquor store and picked up a bottle of vodka and a six-pack of beer. I grabbed a carton of orange juice at the grocery store, thinking we could make screwdrivers. That would give him three choices of beverage, and I would have my favorite.

I drove back to the cabin to enjoy a final half hour by myself before I heard his truck muscling up the driveway. I inhaled courage and stepped outside to meet him. Today, I had dressed casually in jeans and a long-sleeve T-shirt. At least I was wearing clothes, which was more than I could say for the last time we had seen each other at the cabin. I shook off my horror at discovering I had confronted him in my pajamas and greeted him as pleasantly as I knew how.

“Hey.” I came around the side of the truck. A U-Haul was attached to the back, presumably with his television, bed, and dresser.

“Hey,” he said, snapping the door shut. He looked good enough to eat in his dark blue jeans and cowboy boots. I wondered if he had put as much time and energy into looking natural as I had. Yes, I was wearing a T-shirt, but it was my sexiest T-shirt, the one that showed off my breasts and hips. He wore a light blue button-down shirt open just far enough at the collar for me to get a glimpse of his pectoral muscles. I wondered what it would be like to drag my tongue over those hard ridges, to feel the bulge of solid man beneath my lips. I tried to focus.

“Do you need help moving your stuff?” I asked.

“Sure,” he said. We moved around to the back of the U-Haul, and he unhooked the lock. Inside, there were a few suitcases, a dresser, a mattress, and a disassembled bed frame just as I had suspected.

I chose the suitcases first. The one I grabbed was heavy, and I struggled my way up the porch stairs. He didn’t seem to notice, grabbing another bag and following me. Together, we dropped the bags in my bedroom, where my bed stood against the far wall.

He turned to me awkwardly. “I guess we should move your bed?”

“I guess so,” I said.

He brought a toolbox in and unscrewed the bolts that held my bed frame in place. I dragged the mattress to one of the empty rooms while he reassembled the wood. We threw the mattress on top of the frame, and I busied myself putting fresh sheets on while he carted his own wooden frame into the master bedroom.

“Hold on.” I emerged from my new room. “I need my dresser and my nightstand.”

We spent an hour moving furniture, at the end of which I was feeling more exhausted than sexy. Everything from my old room had been moved into my new room, and everything from the U-Haul had been moved into his room. His mattress was propped against one wall, and the frame lay in pieces on the floor.

“I need a break,” I said.

“I can take it from here,” he said. “Thanks for your help.”

“Take a break with me,” I suggested.

He sighed, brushed his hands off on his jeans, and followed me into the living room.

“I have beer, or I’m going to make myself a screwdriver if you want one,” I said mischievously.

“Okay,” he said quickly, eager for anything that would ease the awkwardness of the moment.

I got two glass tumblers, grabbed the orange juice and the vodka from the refrigerator, and mixed the cocktails.

“This is much better than the Lucky Lady,” he said, accepting his glass.

I winked. “The Lucky Lady doesn’t make house calls.”

He laughed.

I took a sip, and the vodka hit me instantly, making me feel warm and uninhibited. “So why were you asking me all those questions about the hair salon the other day?” I asked.

His eyebrows lifted. “Just curious,” he said evasively. “Why did you decide to rent a cabin in the mountains?”

“Oh.” I leaned against the counter, looking up into his deep blue eyes. “I needed a new adventure.”

He toasted me with his tumbler. “That’s exactly what I was looking for when I came to Singer’s Ridge.”

I picked up my glass and wandered over to the couch. “I was born in Singer’s Ridge, grew up here, and I’m probably going to die here.”

He sat on the love seat, facing me but at a respectable distance. “You’ve never traveled?”

“Nope. I have an aunt in Seattle who’s always asking me to come visit, though.”

“Seattle.” He shook his head. “There’s a fancy city.”

“You ever been?” I asked.

“No.” He finished half of his drink in one gulp. “I’ve been to Texas, South Dakota, Virginia, Florida…”

“Florida,” I cut him off. “I’d love to go to Florida.”

“Or California,” he joined me in my daydreaming.

“Anywhere with a beach,” I agreed.

“I bet you’d look nice in a bikini.” His voice was soft but loaded. I glanced up into his eyes, shocked and more than a little pleased. I expected to find him teasing me, but what I saw was raw hunger.

I smiled, attempting to lighten the mood. “I don’t own a bikini.”

“Shame.” He finished the last of his cocktail.

I downed the rest of mine and collected both glasses on my way back to the kitchen. “Want another?”

“I’m not sure if that would be a good idea…” He hesitated.

I had already drunk enough for my danger monitor to be ineffective. I wasn’t sure why he didn’t want to drink any more, but I certainly wanted another glass. We weren’t driving, and we weren’t operating heavy machinery. What could a second drink hurt? I poured both of us another and pressed one into his hand before taking up my seat on the couch.

He took a measured sip and then moved to the opposite end of my couch. Now we were sitting together with only one cushion between us. I turned to face him, stretching my shoulders seductively. He was one hot cop, with his day-old stubble and messy hair. I couldn’t help smiling.

“So, what do you do for fun?” I asked.

“I like woodworking,” he said.

“Really?” I found that fascinating. My brain conjured up images of Jason at work in a shed, shirtless and driving a hand saw back and forth through a two-by-four. My heart nearly melted into a puddle right there on the couch.

“Yeah, I’d like to build a coffee table for the house sometime.” He finished half of his drink and set the glass down.

“Wow,” I replied, as if he had unlocked the keys to the universe itself. After he finished making this coffee table, maybe we could have sex on top of it. I pictured myself naked, stretched out on a lovingly handcrafted table, Jason standing over me with his cock in his hand.

We apparently both had the same thought at the same time. I set my drink down, and we met in the middle of the couch. I crushed my lips to his, opening my mouth to allow him entrance. He kissed me greedily, tasting like orange juice, vodka, and man. My hands didn’t know where to settle. I grasped his shoulders, the back of his head, his muscular back. He didn’t seem to be having the same problem. He put his hands against my ears and held my head still so that he could deepen the kiss.

I wondered if we would have to come up for air or if we could drown in a kiss. It had been so long since I’d had a boyfriend. The last person I was with was nothing like this. This was raw passion. There was a fire between us that burned in our bellies, the flame infecting everything it touched. I couldn’t get enough of him. I wanted to rip his clothes off and fit him inside me before another minute passed.

I climbed on top of him, spreading my legs across his lap. He groaned in approval, sitting back against the couch to allow me space to move. I bowed my head to continue the kiss, the kiss that had remained unbroken since it began. His hands dropped from the sides of my face and reappeared on my back. I felt the electric touch of his palms sliding down the curve of my hips to cup my ass.

I shifted up and down, desperately trying to get closer. Beneath my jeans, I could feel him growing larger. That delicious package that I wanted so bad was coming alive between us. He gripped my thighs and pulled me down against his crotch, the pressure sending both of us into the stratosphere.

He broke the kiss, releasing me for a moment as he slipped fingers beneath my T-shirt and dragged it up over my head. Then his hands were back on my body, carving swaths of fire across heated skin. I tilted my head back, pressing my pelvis against his and offering my breasts to his wandering fingers.

He took the bait, sliding up and under my bra to touch my bare flesh. I moaned, rotating in my seat to give him fresh ammunition. He slipped the bra off, casting it aside on the floor. I felt cool air on my nipples, relishing the knowledge that I was exposed before him. He slid his hands down my back until he reached my hips and thrust up into them.

I opened my eyes to find him staring at me, like a condemned man salivating over his last meal. He gripped me hard, holding me still as he dipped his head to one breast. I felt warmth as his mouth closed over me, sucking my nipple deep inside. Pleasure spiked from two epicenters, the one in his mouth and the one grinding against his lap. My hands found his shoulders, and I relaxed into his arms, letting him guide me. He held me exactly where he wanted me, circling my areola with his tongue.

Suddenly the jeans we were wearing became too much. I wanted to shed them, touch him, and feel him inside me. I made a play for his belt, pulling out of his embrace to thrust my hands between us. He circled my wrists with his palms, blocking my advance and pinning my hands behind my back. As I struggled, he returned to my breasts, lapping gently.

I struggled, making my chest dance before his eyes. He pulled down on my combined hands, arching my back and baring my heart to his greedy advances. He sucked deeply, moving from one breast to the other, until he had his fill.

“Jason…” I moaned. “Please…”

He released me, allowing me to right myself and bend back toward him. I stabilized myself on the back of the couch, shifting off his lap. I reached again for his belt buckle, and this time he let me have it, helping me out with urgent fingers. I left his pants and reached for my own, undoing the button that held them at my waist.

Before we could each shed our clothing, he rose from the couch, scooping me up and carrying me with him. With one powerful hand, he gripped my ass as he maneuvered toward the hallway. I wrapped my legs around his waist and my arms around his shoulders, clinging to him for dear life. He stumbled into a wall, unfamiliar with the dimensions of the cabin.

I felt the air rush from my lungs as the wooden planks stung my side. He rotated so that I was sandwiched between him and the wall and kissed me hard. I inhaled frantically before succumbing to the wave of passion that crashed over us. The kiss was over as soon as it began, and he was pumping against me, working me into the wood.

I groaned, an unladylike noise that was more animal than human. He felt so good pressing into me, like I had been half of a jigsaw all my life. And he was just now completing me. I kissed him again and again. I couldn’t help it. I was wild and starved for his attention. He rocked into me, palms sliding up my thighs.

“My bedroom…” I whispered, remembering that his bed was unassembled.

He nodded, releasing me from the wall to carry me two small steps through my bedroom door. We fell onto the bed together, locked in mad, passionate frenzy. He stood up, unzipping his fly and stripping his muscular legs of their clothing. I focused on my own problem for a moment, wiggling out of my jeans and tossing them to the floor. My underwear followed without ceremony. I wanted nothing between us but raw lust.

I looked up, trying not let my entire jaw drop. He was naked, holding his cock in one hand. It was beautiful, thick and ruddy like a soldier prepared for battle. My insides throbbed at the sight. I spread my legs, willing him to come to me, unable to wait any longer. I closed my eyes, my entire body on fire with anticipation. His touch didn’t come, and the cool mountain air teased my nipples as I lay spread out before him.

In desperation, I opened my eyes. He was staring down at me with something like admiration. I sat up on my elbows, my entire being narrowed down to a single thought.

“Now,” I begged him.

He crawled onto the bed obediently, pushing my legs even further apart with his knees. He concentrated on what he was doing, holding himself in his hand, guiding his cock toward my channel. I felt his head press against my opening, warm and wet for him. He circled my clit, ducking into my canal gently, briefly, before pulling back out.

I screamed in pure joy, so close to getting exactly what I wanted. I fell back against the bed, arms wide, breasts quaking with labored breathing. He teased me once more before sliding home, locking his hips to mine and burying himself deep inside. I cried out. Something inside me broke, some vestige of propriety I had been hanging on to. I wanted him even further, deeper. I wanted him to crush the remnants of the good girl I always tried to be and to bring out the crazy, free-spirited woman.

I grabbed his butt with both hands and held on as he pumped, gently at first but with increasing speed. The friction was magic. I soared to the top of the mountain and saw the entire world laid out at my feet. I looked up to see him working above me, his patient eyes halfway shut. The tiny bedroom in the remote cabin fell away, and we were flying on clouds of silk and pleasure.

I could feel him closing in on his climax, diving deeper, harder. I fell open beneath him, reaching up to embrace him, fighting for release. I was so close. The wave was about to break, sending me spiraling toward the beach. I wrapped my legs around his hips and crushed my sex to his, welcoming him in as far and fast as he could possibly go.

We exploded together, my body spasming and gripping him with waves of impressive aftershocks. He buried himself deep, releasing his pleasure into my core. I curled up, wrapped around him with my entire body. He panted in my ear, his elbows shaking under the pressure. I felt him shudder, every last drop draining from his body in one magnificent act. My pussy pulsed with exertion, dragging both of us dangerously close to the edge again.

We found our breath slowly. I untangled my legs and let my arms drop from his shoulders. I found him looking down at me tenderly, his eyes softer than I had ever seen them before. I caught myself blushing. Even though we had just been fucking like rabbits, this gentle gaze seemed even more intimate.

He withdrew inch by inch, wincing when another of my aftershocks gripped his cock. He went to the bathroom, leaving me alone and plundered on my own bed. Suddenly we were back to being roommates, and I worried about him coming out to find me naked. I found my underwear and my jeans and put on a new shirt to avoid going into the living room topless.

The alcohol was starting to wear off, putting our explosive lovemaking in perspective. Exactly the thing that I had said was out of the question had just happened. And it had been more wonderful than I could possibly have imagined. That didn’t change the situation, though. He was still my landlord, and I was still his tenant. We had crossed the line of propriety, and it had been my fault. I was the one who suggested screwdrivers. He couldn’t be held responsible for an act of passion brought on by my shortsightedness. I sighed. It was the best sex I had ever had in my life, but it had been a mistake. I resolved to be more circumspect in the future. It wouldn’t do to trade sex for rent, and if that single encounter was any indication, it would be hard to keep our hands off each other once we started.
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Iwas at my desk, but I definitely wasn’t working. The computer was on, and I was staring at the screen, but all I could see was Lindsey’s body laid out before me. That moment when she had closed her eyes, legs wide, expecting me to pierce her opening with my cock, was seared into my memory like a flashpoint.

That act had been glorious, but it had been a colossal fucking mistake. I shouldn’t have indulged myself. I should have taken the beer she offered instead of downing two entire screwdrivers. I should have suggested that we hook up the television instead or drink coffee on opposite sides of the porch.

Going into this arrangement, I had known I was attracted to her. Hell, all of my fantasies had been about her since catching her eyeing me in the grocery store. That didn’t make sleeping with her right, when I was in a position of authority.

A position of authority? I laughed at the thought. I was no more an authority figure to her than she was to me. She was just off-limits, that was all. We had a business relationship, and it had to remain a business relationship no matter how sweet her kisses tasted. I would have to redouble my efforts to avoid her, or at least avoid having sex with her. The fact that her bedroom was literally right down the hall was going to make that resolution a hard one to keep.

“Hey,” a voice called me out of my daydream.

I inhaled slowly, fighting the urge to jump. “Hey.”

It was Ryan, the officer who had been working the drug case before I came along. “Have you moved into your cabin?” He took a seat at his own desk, facing mine.

“Yeah.” I typed something just to look like I was busy.

“How is it?”

I shrugged, picturing Lindsey’s body grinding beneath me. “It’s good.”

“How’s the new roommate?” Ryan grinned, as if he knew something.

I sighed. “So far, so good.”

“I don’t know if I could manage being just roommates with Lindsey.” Ryan had also been born in Singer’s Ridge and had gone to high school with both Lindsey and Ava.

I narrowed my eyes. “How was dinner last week?” I tossed the examination back at him.

“Oh, you know…” He stretched awkwardly. “Ava was there.”

“And how did that go?” I asked.

“Not good,” he admitted. “How’s the case?”

I laughed, because we should have been talking about the case to begin with, not as a method of diverting attention from each of our love lives. I filled Ryan in on everything I had discovered, including my suspicion that something fishy was going on over at the hair salon.

“Do you think the girls know?” Ryan asked.

I shook my head. I was going to give Lindsey the benefit of the doubt. Unless she proved to me that she was a willing participant in the drug scheme, I was going to put her down as innocent.

“What’s our next move?” Ryan said.

“I think we need to talk to them. You can talk to Ava, and I’ll talk to Lindsey. See if you can get any details about large purchases that have been made or deliveries they’re receiving.”

Ryan frowned.

“You don’t think Ava has anything to do with it, do you?” I asked.

“No,” Ryan said quickly. “It’s just…things ended kind of awkwardly for us. I wasn’t…the most stand-up guy if you know what I mean.”

“Right.” I didn’t know exactly what had happened between Ryan and Ava, but I could guess.

“Maybe I could talk to Lindsey, and you could talk to Ava?” Ryan suggested.

I shrugged. “Sure.”
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We waited until after six when we knew the girls would be off work. We walked over to the hair salon and panicked a little when we found it empty.

“Look, it’s Ava’s car.” Ryan pointed across the street at the diner.

We jogged across the street and up the porch steps into the most popular dinner place in town. It didn’t take long to find the girls sharing a booth. Lindsey sat with her back to us, leaning forward as if she were sharing a secret. Ava saw us first, pointing a finger to silence her friend.

Lindsey turned, and I could see her face light up. She was actually happy to see me. I hoped she didn’t think we were now engaged in some kind of relationship. The sex had been a mistake—a life-affirming, earth-shattering mistake. I didn’t look forward to a conversation where I might have to establish boundaries. I hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

“Evening, ladies,” I said.

Ava smiled like she knew something but kept her mouth shut.

“I was wondering if we might have a word with you about the hair salon?”

Their faces fell when they realized this was not a social call.

“If you could come back to the station with me?” I asked Ava.

“Me?” she said.

“Yes.” I nodded.

The two girls looked at each other in confusion. “But we haven’t finished our dinner,” Ava protested.

“It’ll just take a few minutes,” I promised.

“Okay.” Ava slid out of the booth, smiling shyly at Ryan as she passed him.

Lindsey looked up at me with wounded eyes, and I wondered why. I was asking Ava back to the station to give a witness statement, not to have dinner. Hell, I was interrupting their dinner—it should have been obvious that this wasn’t a date. Still, I couldn’t shake Lindsey’s disappointed gaze. It followed me all the way back to the station.

“Do you want a coffee?” I asked Ava when we reached my office.

“No, thank you,” she said stiffly.

We were alone in the building. Cheryl and the chief had gone home for the night. Ryan was at the diner with Lindsey. The other policeman on duty was out patrolling. The night dispatcher worked from home, so we barely ever saw her.

I turned all the lights on to avoid a romantic setting and pointed to the chair beside my desk. “Have a seat.”

Ava sat.

“Did you know Carrie Fishburn?” I opened, intending to shock her.

Ava nodded. She was clearly uncomfortable but determined to see this through.

“What about Barbara Clydesdale?”

“Yes, I knew them both,” Ava said.

I listed the other two victims, and she admitted to knowing all four of them.

“What is this about?” Ava interrupted me. “Do you think we had something to do with their deaths? They all died of drug overdoses.”

“Don’t you think it’s odd that all four victims were clients of yours?” I put it to her bluntly.

“I didn’t think about it.” Ava gulped. “Everyone’s a client. There isn’t another hair salon in town.”

“Have you noticed anything strange at work recently?” I asked.

Ava shook her head.

“Any large purchases like a new floor or any renovations?”

She shook her head again.

“Any regular deliveries?” I tried my last indicator.

“We get restocked with product every two weeks,” Ava said. “Does that help?”

“Does the product come with anything else?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“How is it delivered?”

“Jimmy brings it in, stocks our shelves, and then I sign for it.”

“Okay,” I sighed, handing her a business card. “If you think of anything else, call me.”

“Do you think we had something to do with all those people dying?” She stared at the card in disbelief.

“No,” I assured her. “I’m just covering my bases.”

“I’ll let you know if I see anything,” she promised.

“Thank you.” I stood up to escort her out. “Can I drive you back to your car?”

“That’s not necessary.” She shook her head.

“Please,” I insisted. “Back in Nashville, it was considered reprehensible to allow a female witness to walk around the city alone at night.”

“This isn’t Nashville,” Ava laughed, “but you can drive me to my car.”

We climbed into my truck, an awkward silence falling between us. I was pretty sure that she and Lindsey had been talking about me when we had interrupted their dinner. How much did Ava know about what had happened at the cabin? Did she think I was as much of an ass as I considered myself?

“So,” Ava said as we approached the diner, “what are your intentions with my friend?”

I cleared my throat. “Lindsey’s great. I really like her. But I think we need to keep our relationship professional.”

“Professional?” Ava parroted.

“Friendly,” I reconsidered.

“That’s it?”

This was uncomfortable, and I didn’t respond, letting silence settle on us as I coasted into a parking spot. Lindsey’s car was gone. I didn’t know where Ryan was; I hadn’t seen him on the way over here. Possibly he was still in the diner, getting takeout or something.

Ava climbed out of the truck and waved. Instead of going to her car, she returned to the diner; and I wondered if she would run into Ryan again. It wasn’t any of my business. Ryan had been reluctant to question his former girlfriend, so I had stepped up. If they met after hours, it wasn’t my problem.

I drove home to the cabin I shared with Lindsey. It was pitch-black in the forest by the time I shut my lights off and climbed out of the truck. I wasn’t familiar enough with the terrain to know where to put my feet in the dark. I tripped up on the stairs, falling forward and catching myself with a palm on wooden floorboards. Behind me, I could hear the crickets chirping. Above me, more stars than I was used to seeing decorated the sky. Despite all the drama, I realized that purchasing this home had been the right thing to do.

I opened the door to find Lindsey on the couch, reading a book. I wasn’t sure how to approach her. Should I act like we were friends, when really, we were just getting to know each other? Should I ask her how her day went? What I really wanted to do was grab a fistful of her hair, tilt her head back, and kiss her. But hadn’t I just decided that we couldn’t do that anymore? This professional relationship was going to be harder than I had anticipated.

“Hello,” I said.

She didn’t look up from her book.

“Did you get home okay?” It was my go-to question with female witnesses, though as soon as it was out of my mouth, I realized how ridiculous it sounded.

She narrowed her eyes, setting the book down in her lap.

“Dumb question.” I moved into the kitchen to wash my hands and investigate the refrigerator.

She stood up, taking the book with her, crossed the living room, and went to the hallway. A moment later, I heard a bedroom door closing. I stood, one hand on the refrigerator door, wondering if I should chase after her. She hadn’t even said hello. Something was clearly wrong, but I was worried that she had second thoughts about our lovemaking. I cursed myself for fucking up the living situation before it had even started. Tomorrow, I decided, I would make it up to her. We would have a talk and air out all our dirty laundry. As painful as it would be, we would clear the air, set boundaries, and make a fresh start. But tonight, I was tired and hungry; I was going to eat something and hit the sack.
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When I woke up, he was gone. I had the cabin to myself. I took a long shower and spent twenty minutes blow drying my hair. The whole time I was thinking about last night. Why had Jason chosen Ava to question? I could have provided him with the same information. Why hadn’t he asked me to return to the police station with him?

As soon as Jason and Ava had left, Ryan had slid into the booth opposite me. We had spent a frustrating fifteen minutes talking about the hair salon. He wouldn’t say why he was asking all these questions, just that they were a part of an “ongoing investigation.” I tried to be as helpful as I could, but some of the questions seemed pretty stupid. Were there any recurring deliveries? Were there any massive improvement projects that involved contractors? No and no. As far as I could tell, the hair salon was functioning as it had for the past six years. We invited clients in and cut their hair. There wasn’t anything else going on.

I took the exchange as an opportunity to study Ava’s ex. He was cute, in a small-town, innocent kind of way. I knew all about how he had cheated on Ava with the high school prom queen, who was now a semi-alcoholic divorcée with two kids. It was the same old story, depressing because it was so common. Ryan hadn’t been able to keep it in his pants, and Ava deserved better.

When I had finally finished primping, I dressed for work and climbed into my car. I was no longer alone up here on the mountain. It wasn’t my secret retreat anymore. Even though Jason wasn’t physically here, I was reminded of him at every turn. The tire marks from his truck were easy to identify in the dirt. I would have to get used to having a roommate, I thought reluctantly. It would be so much easier if he wasn’t so hot and confusing.

I eased off the brake and pointed my car down the hill, coasting until I reached the main road. At work, I found Ava reading a magazine. There were no customers yet.

I hurried over to talk to her. “Tell me about last night,” I demanded before I even sat down.

Ava folded the magazine back onto the end table in the waiting area. “You first.”

“Ryan was a perfect gentleman,” I said quickly, “though I know he is not.”

“Did he ask about me?” Ava wondered.

I shook my head. “Did Jason ask about me?”

“No,” Ava said. “He was more concerned about things going on in the salon. He asked me if we had any major renovations recently or if we received any shipments.”

“That’s what Ryan asked me,” I said.

“Jason was talking about those four women who died of the drug overdose,” Ava rushed on, her eyes haunted with worry. “You don’t think they had something to do with our salon, do you?”

“No,” I said to put her fears to bed.

“Then why were they asking all those questions?”

I sighed. “Maybe they’re asking all the businesses on Main Street.”

Ava scowled. “I don’t think so.” She looked up at me, an idea forming in her mind. “What if you ask Jason at the cabin? Get him to open up to you. Find out what’s really going on?”

“I don’t think…” I hesitated, trying to figure out a way to explain the messed-up situation at the cabin. “We don’t have that kind of relationship.”

Ava looked surprised. “What kind of relationship do you have?”

“It’s complicated,” I sighed.

“Girl, I’m about to get some popcorn,” Ava laughed. “Spill.”

“We had sex,” I blurted out.

Ava squeaked in delight. “How was it? Oh, is he as big as he looks?”

I blushed. “Bigger.”

She clapped excitedly. “What happened? Where were you? How many times? I need all the details.”

“Once,” I said, “but it was…” I remembered being thrust up against the hallway wall, grinding my hips into his. “The best sex I’ve ever had.”

“That’s wonderful.” Ava put her hand over mine. “I’m so happy for you.”

“I’m not so sure…” I let my attention wander to the shelves of product in the waiting area. “I think it might have been a mistake.”

Ava nodded sagely. “Mind-blowing sex is often a mistake.”

I laughed.

“Seriously,” she said. “Think about it. Do women have mind-blowing sex with their husbands? Probably not.”

I sighed. Every marriage was different, and I was willing to bet that some women were completely satisfied when it came to marital relations. “I just don’t know why he wanted to talk to you last night.”

“I don’t think it was Jason’s idea,” Ava said sadly.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Did you see how Ryan completely avoided looking at me?” Ava winced, uncomfortable even with the memory.

“No.” I shook my head. I had been so focused on Jason I hadn’t paid any attention to Ava or Ryan.

“It was like that last week too,” she said sadly. “I guess it’s really over between us.”

“Good,” I said.

She sighed.

“Seriously, Ava.” I adopted my “mom” tone. “He treated you horribly. I can’t understand why you would want to get back together with him.”

“He has a good job…” Ava began, looking down at her hands. “And he’s cute.”

“Ava…” I moaned, wishing I could make her see the light.

“Anyway,” Ava moved on, realizing she was in danger of wallowing, “I bet Ryan asked if he could talk to you, and Jason agreed.”

I considered it. It made sense. I had been angry at Jason for no reason. He hadn’t snubbed me, and there was still a chance that the sex had meant just as much to him as it had to me. I thought back over how I had acted last night when he had come home. I hadn’t said anything to him and walked out of the living room when he had tried to say hello.

“Oh.” I felt the air escape my lungs in a dejected sigh. “I think I messed things up again.”

“How?” Ava wondered.

“I thought that he…” When I tried to put my suspicions into words, it just sounded worse than ever.

“Slept with you and then hit on me?” Ava finished.

“Yeah,” I admitted.

She patted my hand.

The door swung open, making the bells ring. Bella walked in, ready for her twelve o’clock appointment. Ava stood up to greet her, and I busied myself with straightening up until another customer demanded my attention. As I worked, I wondered how I could make it up to Jason. I didn’t relish the idea of having a long and awkward conversation about how I thought he had been a prick. It was too early in our relationship to falsely accuse him of wrongdoing.

I decided to get him a present, but what? A bottle of vodka or a six-pack seemed too suggestive. I didn’t want to indicate that I was horny or looking for another hookup, though that wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. I could get him a clock or a lamp or some other equally bland housewarming gift. But I wanted it to be special. After worrying over it in my mind for at least half the day, I decided on the perfect gift. I would go to the local hardware store and get him something for his woodworking. Hadn’t he said he wanted to make a coffee table?

I finished up my shift and locked up for the day, waving goodbye to Ava. The hardware store was on the same strip as the hair salon, only two blocks down. I walked quickly, thinking about what I was going to get. Did he need some woodworking tools? Or a book of projects?

I opened the door and stepped inside, my senses assaulted by rows and rows of tools. I realized in an instant that I was completely lost. A local teenager stocking the shelves looked up and took pity on me.

“Can I help you find something?” he asked.

“Yes,” I said thankfully. “I’m looking for a gift for a friend who does woodworking.”

“Woodworking supplies are in the back.” He turned and led the way through crowded aisles to the back of the store. Crammed into a display area no wider than a yardstick were an assortment of tools and accessories that I couldn’t identify. Which ones did he need? I glanced at the kid in panic.

“Maybe you could get him a gift card?” the boy suggested.

“Yes,” I agreed. That was perfect. Then Jason could come here and pick out whatever he wanted.

I followed the boy back to the register and paid for the gift card. I had just slipped it into my purse when the door opened, and Macy stepped in. She was in the middle of a conversation with her husband and had a baby strapped to her chest.

“It doesn’t make any sense,” Macy was saying. “If they wanted you to uninstall the firewall, they should have just said.” She looked up to see me standing at the register, her face breaking into a smile. “Lindsey!” Dillon and Nicky, Macy’s husband and son, squeezed through the door behind her. “I’ll catch up,” she told them.

The boys smiled before diving into the depths of the hardware store in search of something they needed.

“What are you doing here?” Macy was clearly surprised.

“Oh, I came to get a gift for someone.” I sidestepped the question, not ready to announce my intentions to the world.

“Is it Jason?” she asked slyly.

I nodded, feeling my cheeks heat up.

“Did he move into the cabin?”

I nodded again, thinking of our frantic lovemaking session.

“I have to hear all about it.”

“Do you want to go get dinner?” I asked cautiously. It seemed like Macy had her hands full, but the question couldn’t hurt.

Dillon came up behind his wife, put his arms around her, and said, “You go ahead. I’ll take the kids home.”

“Really?” Macy brightened.

“Sure.” He kissed her ear, and I couldn’t help but feeling I was gazing in on an intimate act.

Dillon paid for his purchases and walked the family out to their car. Macy disentangled herself from the baby and put her in the car seat. I watched their ballet with a mixture of jealousy and pride. I was thrilled for Macy and Dillon that they had found a partner in life, and I wondered what it would be like to have help all the time. To wake up and share the most mundane tasks, to raise tiny human beings together.

Finally, Macy turned around. “Shall we go?” She looked excited, like Cinderella about to embark on an evening of magic.

I laughed. “Sure, where do you want to go?”

“The Lucky Lady?” Macy suggested.

We walked back to my car and drove to the Lady. Inside, it was cozy and busy but not slammed. We found a seat and sat down, then ordered drinks and appetizers to share. When the chicken wings came, we got messy fingers and couldn’t figure out how to work the napkin dispenser on the table.

“Excuse me.” Macy stood up and invaded someone else’s table. “Can we borrow some napkins?” Her fingers were drenched with barbeque sauce, and she was having trouble keeping a straight face.

As soon as she returned with the napkins, we both broke into hysterics. It was good to count Macy among my friends. I had a feeling that we might grow even closer. If Dillon was friends with Jason and we were all living in neighboring cabins, the chances of a lasting friendship were high.

“So, tell me about Jason.” Macy wiped sauce from her fingers. “Geez, I’m as messy as the kids.”

“He’s nice,” I said hesitantly. “I think it’s going to work out fine.”

“What’s the gift for?” she asked.

“It’s a… housewarming gift,” I lied. Studying her face, I decided to confess. “I also misjudged him, so it’s an apology gift as well.”

Macy nodded.

“He likes woodworking,” I added.

“I wasn’t sure about Dillon when we first met,” Macy admitted, “but he’s a good man. Jason is too. I think it will all work out.” I held my glass across the table for a tap. Macy obliged, saying, “Cheers.”

We drank and enjoyed the rest of our meal, trading stories about cabins and the rugged men who lived in them. When I drove Macy home, I realized just how close our respective homesteads were and how lucky I was to have a friend in the neighborhood.
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Ihad brought my work home with me. I tried not to do that, but sometimes it was unavoidable. I wanted to type up everything we had on the hair salon, to get it all in one place so maybe I could see patterns I had been missing. My boss had kicked me out of the station house at seven, and I had just come home into the office that doubled as a hairstyling practice space that I shared with Lindsey.

I had picked up a desk at a garage sale and had my laptop, and that was all I needed. Despite saying that she needed half of this room, there were no mannequins with wigs or hairstyling implements in residence. I wasn’t going to say anything, though. If she wanted half the room, she was welcome to it, per our agreement. In the meantime, I was just as happy to work without vacant eyes staring at my back.

I checked the clock on my laptop. It was nine o’clock in the evening, and Lindsey still wasn’t home. It felt strange living with a woman again. I was worried about her a little, even though I had no claim on her time. The only other woman I had ever lived with would stay out late on purpose to mess with me. I wondered if Lindsey was okay or if she was avoiding me.

Last night, she had been uncommunicative and clearly upset. I wasn’t sure what that was all about, but fairly certain it had something to do with our ill-advised tryst. Whatever had happened in Lindsey’s head, I should have known there was no such thing as a one and done. I was going to have to patch things up somehow. Of course, I couldn’t do that until she got home, so I kept one eye on the time in the lower-right-hand corner as I worked.

At ten thirty, I heard the crunch of tires outside and breathed a sigh of relief. She wasn’t my girlfriend, my sister, or my wife, but she was a friend, and I was a cop. I had too much experience with violence against women to fully relax until she was safe.

I thought about getting up and saying something. But what would I say? Where have you been? That was none of my business. How was your day? That seemed like dinner table conversation or something idle to fill the time, not a question one would get up purposefully to ask. Are we good? That was exactly the question that I wanted to ask, but I wasn’t sure if the time was right.

She was home, she was safe, and she was likely still pissed at me, I told myself. Instead of going out to talk to her, I forced myself to concentrate on my work. A moment later, there was a knock at my door.

“Come in!” I called, getting up from my seat.

Lindsey opened the door and peered inside. “I’m sorry to disturb you.”

“No problem,” I said, gesturing to the laptop. “I’ve been working nonstop all day. It’s time for a break.”

“Um, I wanted to apologize for last night. I completely ignored you, and that was wrong of me.” She was holding something in her hands, rubbing it between her thumb and forefinger. “I just… misinterpreted something, and it wasn’t your fault, so…” She held out a gift card with a tense smile.

“Thank you,” I took it, turning it over to look at the name. Bucks Hardware.

“It’s downtown,” she said quickly. “Between the hair salon and the police station.”

“I know it,” I said. “I’ve passed by it a couple times. Thank you.” I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her.

The hug was half-awkward, half-blissful. She felt right against my chest, and yet, our energy was off. That unspoken passion we had shared two days ago was gone, and in its place was a tentative friendship. I bowed my head and kissed her without thinking. Her lips were lush and inviting, and I momentarily forgot myself in their sweetness. She returned the favor, opening her mouth just wide enough to brush my bottom lip with her tongue. Then we both remembered that we were supposed to be roommates, and we stepped back apologetically.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“No, I’m…” she muttered, looking around at the desk, the window, anything but me. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry.”

“I didn’t mean to—”

“It’s fine,” she cut me off. “I’m gonna go take a shower.” Without pausing to reestablish eye contact, she fled from the room, pulling the door shut behind her.

I stood still for a long moment, feeling confused and angry with myself. Why couldn’t I keep it in my pants? Lindsey was a nice girl who didn’t deserve to be taken advantage of. She had gone to all the trouble of getting me a gift, and in return I had undone all the progress we had made since that night. Oh, that night. I could still feel her body underneath mine, her passage gripping onto my rod. I could still see her splayed out on the bed, legs wide open, inviting me. Living with her was going to be harder than I had ever imagined, but I was determined to make it work. If we couldn’t find a way to coexist, one of us was going to end up homeless. The further I got into the relationship, the more I realized it would be me, and not her, who ended up sleeping in the car.

I was done with my work. Even if I wanted to, I couldn’t sit down and focus. I stepped out into the living room to wait. As soon as she came out, I pounced on her, creating an awkward showdown in the hallway.

“Lindsey,” I said, as if there were others in the cabin.

Her hair was wet and her face free from makeup. She was obviously on her way to bed, wearing the same soft pajama bottoms I had seen on her in the driveway. I had an overwhelming urge to kiss her, to press her up against the wall again and rip off that tiny T-shirt. She looked at me expectantly, and I forced myself to think about football players or my grandmother, anything to kill the hard-on that was interfering with our lives.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“It’s fine,” she said automatically.

“For kissing you,” I explained.

She smiled. “I kissed you back.”

“Okay,” I stammered. Could I make this any more uncomfortable? “Good night.”

“You said you were working on the case.” Lindsey hijacked the conversation in a new direction.

“Yes.” I nodded.

“I just thought of something in the shower.”

All I could think about was her naked body slick with water. I put on my best professional face and nodded for her to continue.

“You asked… well, Ryan asked about shipments.” She moved closer, puzzling it out in her head.

“Yeah?”

“Once a week, every Wednesday, a big truck comes, and they load cash into the back of it. I always thought it was from the cash transactions—you know, customers who don’t want to pay with credit cards—but now…”

I held my breath. This was potentially the breakthrough I had been looking for. “Now?” I asked.

“There aren’t that many customers that pay with cash,” she said. “Not enough to justify an entire truck every week. I wouldn’t have said anything, but you guys said you were looking for regular deliveries. It’s not a delivery, but…”

“It’s perfect.” I fought the urge to close the distance between us, to reach a hand behind her head and pull her into another kiss. Instead, I lunged back into my office to reopen the case file. If Lindsey was right, this could confirm my suspicions of money laundering, and we could set up a sting next Wednesday to catch the culprits in the act. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.” She smiled.

I turned just before shutting the door and returned to my desk chair in amazement. It seemed like everything had been smoothed out between us. I could go back to fantasizing about her without actually touching her, and no one would have to sleep in a car. Not only that, but I was about to make headway in a case that had stymied me from the beginning. No more innocent women were going to die on my watch. I got my notes together for a meeting with the chief in the morning and logged off around midnight. As I fell asleep in my own bed, my mind reverted to our kiss, somehow more tender and meaningful than the sex.
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As soon as I clocked in at work on Wednesday, I had to stop my hands from shaking. I made painful conversation with the women who sat in my chair that day.

“How’s your corgi?” I asked my ten o’clock. “How was your daughter’s dance recital?” I asked my 1:00 p.m. I barely heard their answers, just kept them talking to fill the time. Ava was off that day, and I was alone with Lena, the manager. She was sitting in the back, like she usually did, working on the company’s finances.

I had always assumed that she was keeping books or making purchases or doing something to help generate revenue for the business. Now it seemed that she might be involved in something illegal. She may have even had a hand in killing those four innocent women and getting who knew how many others hooked on a deadly substance. I had always liked the owner, Katrina, and my manager, Lena, and to discover that one of them or both could be involved in something sketchy broke my heart.

I kept drifting to the window to see if I could spot Jason or Ryan in an unmarked car. I didn’t see anybody watching the salon, and I wondered if my tip had even been worth it. What if Jason had discovered something that would explain the mystery truck? What if I had jumped the gun and pointed the finger at an innocent woman? It was enough to make my head spin, and I had to force myself to focus or run the risk of messing up someone’s hair.

At around three o’clock, Lena came out to find me. It was a slow day, so there were no customers at the moment. I was busy stocking the cabinets, arranging all the tools so that they would be easy to reach if someone new walked in the door.

“Lindsey, will you help me with the cash deposit?” the manager asked.

“I, um…” I looked around, searching for a valid excuse. I could say I had to mop the floor or clean the shampooing sinks. I could say that I had a three o’clock appointment and I had to get ready, but she would see through all of those in an instant. The truth was that I still wasn’t sure that the “cash deposit” was legal. I didn’t want to help with it. I didn’t see anyone watching, but that didn’t mean the police weren’t there.

Lena read my uncertainty, seemed to consider it, and then cast it aside. “It’ll just take a minute.”

I followed unhappily, unable to think of anything to say that would help me avoid my fate. We went into the back room, the office that Katrina, Lena, and the assistant manager shared. There were four sacks of cash on the floor. Four sacks that looked big enough to hold small children. When I lifted one, it was heavy, and I had to use two hands. Lena grabbed another one, and we went out the back door into the alley behind the shop. A van was waiting, but it wasn’t an armored cash van. When the bank got a delivery, there was usually an armed driver and a steel-plated van with the transportation company logo on it. This van was white and called up all manner of illegal activities. I tried to stay as far away from it as I could.

A guy came around and opened the back for us. He was tall and muscular, with the hint of a tattoo peeking out from his collar. I handed over my sack and went back in for the next one. Lena followed me as if nothing were out of the ordinary. We each grabbed another bag and met with the criminal in the alley. He closed the back door of the van and disappeared into the driver’s seat, giving Lena neither a friendly salute nor any paperwork to sign. I was more convinced than I had ever been that something was fishy.

I looked around before going back inside. Was Jason out here watching? If he was, I couldn’t see him. Lena passed me by, holding the door open as if the transaction had been the most natural one in the world. Then again, she did this every Wednesday, so maybe it was natural for her. One thing I knew for sure: there was no way we generated enough cash off little old ladies getting their hair done to fill four child-sized grain sacks.

I went back to the styling floor to find Daisy Potter waiting with her seven-year-old son. “Can you cut his hair?” she asked. “I promise he’ll be good, and he won’t squirm around.”

“Of course,” I said, grabbing our seating block from the corner. I placed it on the chair so that little Tommy Potter could climb up. As I cut his hair, my mind kept wandering back to the cash van.

I didn’t care what excuse Lena and Katrina could come up with—there was no convincing me that what we had just done was legal. For starters, where was the paper trail? And that driver with the neck tattoo, where had he come from? I was furious with myself for having been so blind as to never question it before. I wanted to storm back into the office and demand an explanation, but I knew that would only blow Jason’s case wide open. I had to wait until I got home that night to see if he had learned anything. If anyone was hurting people in my town, I wanted to help put a stop to it. But why did it have to be my boss?
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The end of the day couldn’t come fast enough. Lena left at five, and I was alone from five to six. When I was finally able to clean up and lock the door, my hands were shaking. I wasn’t afraid but desperate to get home and unload all my suspicions. When I pulled up to the cabin, I exhaled a breath I didn’t know I’d been holding. Jason was there. His truck was in the driveway, and that meant that we could have a long debriefing session.

When I walked in the door, I found him in the kitchen. He was dressed casually in jeans and a button-down shirt. A kitchen towel was tossed over one shoulder, making him look almost like a husband. I pushed that thought away, closing the door behind me.

“Hello,” he said. “I made spaghetti.”

“Great.” I was starving. I had been panicky all day and ignored my hunger for most of the time.

He scooped up two plates of noodles, and we sat at the kitchen island. It was nice. Not once in my life had I ever come home to a hot dinner waiting for me. If we weren’t supposed to be in a relationship, at least we could have this. At least we could do nice things for each other, like cook and talk.

“The cash truck came today,” I said as soon as I had swallowed enough pasta to calm my stomach.

“I know.” He nodded. “We were there.”

“I didn’t see you,” I said.

“That’s the point.” He winked.

“What did you think of the van? And the driver?”

“Driver looks like he spent some time in prison,” Jason speculated, “but we didn’t get a hit off his face yet.”

“You got a picture of him?” I was too excited to finish my spaghetti.

“We got pictures of the whole transaction.” He pointed to my unfinished plate.

I picked up my fork again.

“Including pictures of you helping out.” His words cut me deep, paralyzing the food on its way to my mouth.

I set the bite down. “I wasn’t helping out. I couldn’t think of a good excuse. The owner and the assistant manager weren’t in today. Ava wasn’t in. I was the only person there, and she asked me to help. I couldn’t say ‘no, I think you’re involved in something criminal.’”

“I understand,” Jason said. “I’ll make sure to put your cooperation in the case notes. I just wanted you to know so it doesn’t come as a surprise.”

I picked up my fork. “Let’s talk about something else.”

He finished his meal and stood up to put his plate in the sink.

“I’ll do the dishes,” I offered. “Since you cooked.”

“It’s fine.” He shrugged. “There aren’t that many.”

I sighed, searching for a safe topic of conversation. “Tell me about Nashville.”

He grabbed a beer from the fridge, one of the ones I had bought on my shopping trip. He held it out to me as if to ask if I wanted one. I shook my head. He unscrewed the cap and settled back down in his seat.

“Nashville,” he began. “I only ever saw the worst side of it. I was in narcotics and vice for a while.”

“Vice?” I asked. “Is that like prostitution?”

“And human trafficking. A lot of the women we saw weren’t given a choice.”

“That’s horrible.”

“Crazy thing is I didn’t realize just how much it was affecting me until I came here,” he said. “I saw Dillon go from eager to burnt-out in a matter of weeks. When his partner died, you could see Dillon lost all taste for the job.”

“Dillon’s partner died?” I asked quietly.

He nodded. “Shot on the job. Neil was his name. I knew him too, though not as well. When something like that happens, you start reevaluating the choices you’ve made. Neil left behind a wife and child.”

“I’m sorry.” I put my hand over his to comfort him but then yanked it away as if it had been burned. I wasn’t supposed to fall for Jason, no matter how much his story tugged at my heart. Touching, any kind of touching, was off-limits. I couldn’t stop my thoughts from wandering south, and I didn’t want to trigger another lovemaking session. It would be best if I kept myself under tight control, nipping any amorous thoughts before they could blossom.

Living together was going to be hard. Coming home to dinner was nice, but the sight of Jason doing domestic chores had set off a yearning in my belly. I couldn’t have him, not in that way. We had to keep our relationship friendly, maybe even professional. I finished my meal and took my plate to the sink. Despite his protests, I cleaned the dishes and set them on a wire rack to dry. If we were going to be roommates, I was going to pull my own weight. I went to bed early, deliberately leaving the beer untouched in the fridge.
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At work the next day, I logged all the photos we took, examining each of them from various angles. We had gotten a good one of the van’s license plate and looked up the registration information. It had come back to a company with an innocuous name, Evergreen Holding. It sounded like a shell company, like a front for something more nefarious. I looked up Evergreen Holding and found almost no information. They were registered but had no physical address, no staff, no board members. Definitely fishy.

“I’m clocking out,” Ryan said, standing up.

I checked my phone. It was almost seven. The day was over. “Do you want to grab a beer?” I asked.

Ryan thought about it for a second, then shrugged. “I don’t have anywhere else to be.”

“Lemme give my buddy a call,” I said. I dialed Dillon and asked if he wanted to meet us at the Lucky Lady.

Of course, he had to ask his wife but got right back on the phone and agreed to join us. Ryan and I drove over to the bar, parked, and went inside. It was a slow night for the Lady, with only a few customers. We picked up some drinks and grabbed a table. A few minutes later, Dillon found us, and as soon as we were all situated with drinks, I started to loosen up.

“Have you guys met?” I asked my drinking buddies.

Ryan set his beer down and lifted a hand to call the waitress. “Yeah, we met a couple years ago when Dillon rolled into town.”

“Nice town, warm welcome,” Dillon agreed.

“I knew Dillon’s uncle pretty well. He used to come to every high school football game and cheer us on. Games are pretty serious in a town this small.”

I nodded. I had yet to attend a high school football game, but I knew the entire population turned out on Friday nights. “I’ll have to go sometime.”

“It’s fun to watch the kids play,” Ryan admitted, “but they’re doing horrible this season.”

Dillon and I laughed.

“So, how’s sharing the cabin?” Dillon winked.

I shifted uncomfortably in my chair. “Fine, I guess.”

“Just fine?” Dillon nudged.

“Is there something you’re trying to ask me?” I demanded.

“Have you slept with her?” Ryan blurted out.

I didn’t answer, choosing instead to work on my beer.

“You have!” Ryan slammed a palm down onto the table.

I grinned despite myself.

“I always thought Lindsey was hot,” Ryan said.

“Was it just one and done?” Dillon asked.

I groaned, wanting to unload all of my anxieties but not completely comfortable with the idea. “I really should keep my hands off her. We’re roommates.”

“That’s what you should do,” Dillon pointed out. “What do you want to do?”

I cradled my beer in one hand, feeling the condensation leaking around my fingers. “I think I’m falling in love.”

Dillon cheered, and Ryan booed.

“Don’t do it,” Ryan said.

“Love is amazing,” Dillon said. “It’s scary as hell, but if you just give yourself to the process, it can change your life.”

Ryan took a deep swig, and when he came up for air, he told his story. “I had a crush on Ava since high school. It took me five years of working and watching her go out with some loser, to get up my courage to ask her out. I was totally in love. But then this guy came back around, and he started calling her. I was on the phone with her one night and found out she was texting this guy, at the same time as she’s talking to me! I went out that night and banged another girl.”

Dillon and I looked at each other. Not that “banging” was an unfamiliar term, but it wasn’t how I would have described my evening with Lindsey. Nor, I guessed, would Dillon have used that word to describe what went on between him and his wife. Maybe terminology changed when you were in love.

“First of all,” Dillon began his rebuttal, “every couple has conflict. You can’t expect smooth sailing, or you’ll just get off at the first storm you encounter.”

“Do you fight with your wife?” I asked.

Dillon laughed. “Not now, but in the beginning all we did was fight. If you can get past that and into the ‘happily ever after,’ you’ll realize that being in love is better than having a friend or a good lay.”

“Says the man with two kids,” Ryan grumbled.

“Yes, I do have two kids,” Dillon countered, “and I couldn’t be happier.” He leaned over to sidebar with me. “Do it—fall in love. You won’t regret it.”

“Don’t do it. You’ll get hurt,” Ryan advised.

“Thank you both.” I nodded to each of my friends. “I just feel like maybe I shouldn’t get involved with Lindsey since we’re living together.” I took a swallow of my beer. “That doesn’t change how I feel about her, though.” Both Dillon and Ryan laughed, each one feeling like I was on his side of the fence.

“How do you like the job?” Dillon asked.

I shrugged. “It’s okay.”

“A lot of responsibility being a detective?” Dillon guessed.

“No more than usual,” I said.

“That’s something you want to think about.” Ryan accepted his next drink from the waitress. “You can’t get too deep into a relationship with our job. Too dangerous.”

I couldn’t repress a chuckle. Dillon looked at me sideways, his own face lighting up. Singer’s Ridge was nothing next to Nashville, and Dillon knew it. Even though he wasn’t a police officer any longer, he could still take the temperature of a town. Our emergency case with the four fatalities and the money-laundering business was just a regular Tuesday in the big city.

“I work a lot,” I admitted, “but nothing like I used to. There were times in Nashville that I got off at four or five in the morning after spending the entire night arresting, booking, and filling out paperwork. We would have five homicides, a drug sting, two dozen prostitution busts, and a handful of drunk and disorderlies in the first two hours.”

Ryan raised his eyebrows but said nothing.

“Hey, you wanna bring the ladies out on Friday?” Dillon asked suddenly.

I liked the idea but wasn’t sure if Lindsey and I were ready to move into official “dating.”

“I think Lindsey and Macy are friends,” Dillon said. “Ava too.” He tossed the invitation to Ryan.

“No, thanks,” Ryan said darkly. “It’s over between me and Ava.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Pretty sure,” he said.

“Because something tells me you still have feelings for her.” I grinned.

“Why would you say that?” Ryan demanded.

“When we were interrogating the girls, Ryan made me take Ava so he wouldn’t have to talk to her,” I told Dillon.

“Yep.” Dillon nodded sagely.

“What does that mean?” Ryan asked.

“It means,” Dillon explained, “that if you didn’t have feelings for her, it wouldn’t have been awkward to talk to her.”

“No,” Ryan said.

Dillon and I nodded.

“No,” he said again. “It’s just too soon.”

Dillon shrugged. “What about you?” he asked me.

I took a deep breath and dove right in. “Okay. I’ll ask Lindsey when I get home.”

“Alright.” Dillon held out his beer for a toast.

I clinked bottles, finishing mine off in a single gulp.

Ryan narrowed his eyes, disapproving but not enough to say anything. I kept myself at one beer, refusing the waitress when she came back to ask if we needed anything. Dillon only had one as well, while Ryan finished off the night with three. We split in the parking lot, each ready to go home to his own life.

I had Lindsey waiting for me. Dillon had Macy. Ryan had no one but might have been planning some other fun that night, and that wasn’t any of my business. No, I corrected myself, Lindsey wasn’t waiting for me. If she was home, she was doing her own thing. She might not even be there. This whole “are we friends, roommates, or lovers” question was really getting confusing. Maybe the double date would help move things along to a place where there were fewer questions and more answers.

I drove home to find Lindsey’s car in the driveway. Stepping out of the truck, I was once again struck by the noise of the forest. Unlike the city with its car alarms and drunken shouting, the wildlife on the mountain had its own orchestra. The crickets chirped, and the wind rustled the leaves. Somewhere beyond the porch light, something moved through the underbrush. I turned away from the forest and into the cabin, setting my keys down in a bowl next to the door.

Lindsey was sitting on the couch, reading. She looked up when she heard me and smiled. “I made soup. It’s in a pot on the stove.”

My stomach growled, and I realized that I had neglected dinner while at the bar. I grabbed a bowl from the cabinet and poured myself some soup. It was almost a stew, with carrots, onions, potatoes, and beef. I poked at it with a spoon before digging in, standing at the island so I could look across at Lindsey.

She dropped her book reluctantly, sensing my attention. Her lips curled up into a questioning smile, her voice friendly and unassuming when she said, “What?”

“How would you feel about a double date with Dillon and Macy?” I asked.

She took her time answering, allowing the words to sink in. “You want to go on a date?” she finally asked.

I nodded.

“With me?” she asked again.

I laughed. “Yes.”

“But I thought…” she began, sitting up so she could participate in the conversation better.

“We don’t have to,” I said quickly. “I just thought that… maybe you felt the same way that I feel.” I didn’t want to lay all my cards on the table, but a quick peek at my hand couldn’t hurt. “This soup is really good.”

“Thanks.” She allowed herself to be distracted. “It’s my grandmother’s recipe.”

I nodded. She didn’t answer for so long that I was afraid I had misread the situation. Maybe she wasn’t interested in me that way; maybe the sex had been just sex to her, and I was only her landlord. My heart warmed when she finally agreed.

“Yeah,” she said. “I would love to go out with you.”

There was so much distance between us, not to mention a couch and a kitchen island. I stood, feeling stupidly optimistic, finishing my soup before heading to bed. I was suddenly very tired, and even though my cock tried in vain to entice me to seduce Lindsey, I didn’t have it in me to respond. There would be plenty of time to recreate the magic of last week. We lived together; we shared the same bathroom.

Lindsey got tired of waiting for me to come to her and stood up. She crossed the room in a few excited hops and fell into my arms. I set the bowl down with a laugh. She planted her palms against my cheeks and pulled me in for a kiss. It was deep and luxurious, almost awakening the sleeping beast in my pants. I let myself enjoy it now that my panic over being misinterpreted had passed. We had given up the charade about being just friends or roommates and admitted to ourselves that we were interested in more. Wherever this path led, we would walk it together.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered when we came up for air. “I’m tired. Can we pick this back up tomorrow?”

“Oh.” She stepped back, disappointed. “Sure.”

I thrust one arm behind her back and pulled her against me, diving into a second kiss with more passion than I had spared for the first. With this final kiss, I planned to prove that I was invested in our happiness, that she turned me on, and I would fight even the monster of sleep for her. I submerged myself in the cavern of her mouth, sharing the taste of the soup I had so recently devoured. She sealed the kiss with a little breath. I searched her eyes for any sign of the disappointment I had seen moments ago. Instead, I found tranquility and a blossoming affection.

“Go,” she said.

I smiled. “Thank you.”

As I headed for the hallway, I thought I saw her lean into the island, as if she had lost her balance. I grinned. Just one kiss had affected her so much that she swooned. I looked forward to the next time I could cause her knees to buckle. We would be doing so much more than kissing. I fell asleep before my head hit the pillow, without crawling under the covers, still dressed in my work clothes.
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Itried to focus on the mane of golden hair I was shaping. My customer was a high school cheerleader who was having her hair styled and trimmed for the next game. I looked over at Ava, hard at work behind the head of the town librarian. I was itching to talk to her. I had feelings about my upcoming double date, and I needed a good friend to help me sort them out. It was agony to wait until our customers were done and then to work on two more heads of hair before getting a break.

As soon as the salon was clear, I pounced. “Do you want to get lunch?”

Ava looked up from sweeping the floor. “Sure. Where?”

“I don’t care,” I said. “You pick.”

She picked the Lucky Lady as if the options were so vast. In addition to providing a hangout spot for locals at night, they also had delicious pub food so I didn’t complain. We got in my car and drove over, found a booth, and placed our orders. I didn’t want to make it seem like I had an agenda, so we chatted about hairstyling and the librarian’s cat for a moment.

“I can tell you’re dying to tell me something,” Ava interrupted me.

“God yes,” I sighed. “Jason and I are going on a date.”

She clapped her hands, drawing confused stares from the other bar patrons.

“A double date with Macy and her husband,” I continued.

“Oh, that should be fun,” Ava said.

“I hope so.” I sighed again. “I just can’t believe it. I thought we were just friends or just roommates. Maybe I shouldn’t go. Maybe I should cancel. He is my landlord.”

Ava let air out through her teeth. “Girl, he’s hot, and he’s only your landlord until you can find another living situation.”

I paused, remembering my plan to get out of the shared cabin as soon as possible. I wasn’t so sure anymore. I kind of liked sharing the household chores, coming home to a cooked dinner or having someone else to cook for. My talks with Jason late at night were nice and having another person sleeping in the next room certainly made me feel less isolated. It really wasn’t all that bad, but I couldn’t keep making out with him, though, could I?

“I kind of like living with him,” I admitted.

“You like living with him, and you’re going on a date with him,” she recapped.

“I know. It’s a bad decision, but I can’t seem to help myself.”

“It’s not a bad decision.” She smiled. “It’s a good decision. Stop second-guessing yourself and tell me what you’re going to wear.”

I gasped. “I didn’t think about that.”

“Wear that little black dress you were wearing at the bar,” Ava suggested.

Our food arrived, and we began to dig in.

“I just didn’t think he liked me that way,” I said, skewering a tomato and a hunk of cucumber. “I mean sex is one thing, but dating is another.”

Ava rolled her eyes. “Of course he likes you. Guys aren’t that complicated. I saw how he was looking at you in that black dress that night. Trust me, he likes you.”

I laughed. “I’m excited to go out with Macy and Dillon too. I’d love to get to know them. I think they have a great relationship, from what little I’ve seen.”

“I think he kidnapped her,” she leaned across the table to whisper. “She was missing for like a month.”

“Well, I don’t know Dillon that well, but I’m sure he didn’t kidnap her. Besides, she seems perfectly happy to be with him.”

Ava and I finished up our lunch, running over on our time but not too concerned about it as we had no appointments on schedule for another hour and walk-ins this time of day were rare. We strolled out into the parking lot, driving back to park in front of the salon. When we walked in, Lena was working on a customer.

“Where have you been?” she bit out.

“We were having lunch,” Ava said.

“Someone has to be here in case a customer walks in.”

“Except on lunch break,” Ava reminded her.

“No exceptions!” Lena barked. “I don’t pay you to go to lunch.”

Ava and I looked at each other in disbelief.

“Excuse me,” the customer said. “I don’t like the way you’re talking to your employees.”

“Nobody asked you,” Lena growled, chopping at the lady’s hair like it was a hedge she was trimming.

“Stop!” the lady gasped. Ava rushed to her side, helping her out of the chair. The customer threw off her plastic bib, her eyes sparkling with rage. “I am never coming back here!”

Lena held her scissors awkwardly, stunned at the woman’s response.

“I am going to give this place a negative Yelp review,” the customer exclaimed.

“We’re not on Yelp,” Lena retorted.

I grabbed the customer by the hand and hurried her to the door, grabbing a business card on the way before Lena could make a bigger scene. “Here.” I handed over the card, pushing the door open. “She usually doesn’t work weekends, but you can call before you come. I am so sorry about this. Your next trim will be on the house.”

The woman took my hand in her own and whispered, “I’ll pray for you.”

I smiled tightly before pulling the door shut and going back to my station.

Lena stalked back to the office, slamming the door behind her.

I looked at Ava, who shook her head. It wasn’t safe to talk.

“What the fuck?” Ava mouthed.

I shrugged. “Let’s just keep all the customers away from her,” I whispered.

Ava nodded in agreement.

An hour later, I was working on an older gentleman, trying to trim what was left of his hair, when Lena’s husband arrived. I had seen him several times during my six years at the salon. He was tall and broad-shouldered, not bad looking if you didn’t include his face. His nose was just a little too large, and his chin stuck out, making him look like a cartoon. I nodded and waved before continuing my work.

“Lena’s in the back,” Ava said helpfully.

The man strode through the salon to the office door and, without knocking, opened it and burst in. Immediately, we began to hear voices. The walls were thin, and the door was made of particleboard. The couple on the inside thought they had privacy, but the three of us in the salon could hear everything.

“What are you doing here?” Lena snapped.

“Calm down,” came her husband’s voice.

“Don’t tell me to calm down!” Lena screamed. “The shipment is late.”

I pulled my phone out of my pocket, set it down on the styling desk, and hit Record.

“Take it easy,” her husband said.

“It’s never late!” Lena cried. “Something must have happened. Did you hear anything?”

“I haven’t talked to them.”

“Well, get them on the phone!”

“And say what? That we messed up?”

“That wasn’t me.”

“They’re not going to care.”

“Get on the phone with them and find out why the shipment is late!” Lena burst out of the office, pushing her husband toward the door.

At the same time, they both glanced over to see me, Ava, and my customer staring at them. Lena growled, whirling to storm back into her office. Her husband straightened his shirt, nodded somewhat politely at us, and turned in the opposite direction. As soon as the door swung shut behind him, Ava looked at me with raised eyebrows. What the hell was going on?

I stopped the recording on my phone and slipped it back into my pocket. What were they talking about? What shipment? The conversation had seemed way too dramatic to be centered around hair care products.

“What was that all about?” the customer asked.

I shook my head. “She’s been off all day.”

“Maybe we should talk to Katrina?” Ava suggested. “She’s gonna want to know that Lena is chasing customers away.”

“Let’s hold off on that right now,” I said. For some reason, I didn’t trust Katrina either. If the manager was chest-deep in the drug trade, then how could the owner be innocent? What if we tipped off Katrina and that interfered with Jason’s case? Worse, what if they decided we knew too much and sent their ex-convict driver to settle the score. Suddenly, I was happy to be living with Singer’s Ridge’s newest police detective. At least I would be guaranteed safety within my own home.

Ava and I were cleaning our stations when Lena erupted from the back office again. She was carrying her purse and didn’t even acknowledge us as she tore through the salon and out into the afternoon. Ava and I were left blissfully alone, no customers, no irate boss.

“What the hell?” Ava gaped as soon as the coast was clear.

I shook my head, too stunned to process it.

“Have you ever seen her acting like that before?”

I shook my head again. Lena had always been short-tempered, but I had never seen her go off the deep end like that. “Something must be really wrong.”

“What were they talking about?” Ava puzzled. “A shipment? A shipment of what?”

I thought about the four sacks of money that I had helped transfer to an unmarked van. Four sacks every week added up to hundreds of sacks each year. How much money was in each one of those bags? Where had the money come from, and where was it going? How did the drugs fit in?

“Don’t say anything to Katrina,” I cautioned my friend. “I’m going to talk to Jason tonight. He’ll tell us what to do.”

Ava nodded. “I almost thought she was going to stab her customer with the scissors.”

I exhaled a shocked breath. “Me too.”
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At home that night, I waited eagerly to hear Jason’s truck in the driveway. I made a chicken pot pie. There was a lot of work that went into it—simmering the chicken, chopping vegetables, cutting butter into flour to make the crust. But I couldn’t sit still. I couldn’t focus on my book either; besides, the only TV in the cabin was in Jason’s bedroom. I needed something to keep myself occupied. By the time I got the pie in the oven, it was seven-thirty, and there was nothing left for me to do but sit down and wait.

Jason got home at nine. I nearly pounced on him as he dropped his keys, ringing my arms around his neck. We kissed lightly, just like a wife welcoming her husband home. His eyes softened to half-moons, and his mouth curled into a smile.

“Well, hello,” he said.

“Hello.” I dropped the hug and stepped back, suddenly awkward. “I’ve been waiting for you.”

“Something smells good.” He looked over my shoulder to find the pie cooling on the kitchen island.

“Help yourself,” I said, circling the couch to give him room.

He went to the kitchen, found a plate, and helped himself to a slice. “What’s up?”

I inhaled, prepared to begin my sordid story. “Lena was in a big mood today. Lena’s the manager. The one with me in the pictures you took.”

He nsodded, his mouth full.

“She was so freaking angry, she even got into a fight with a customer and almost threatened her.” I watched as his eyebrows shot up, but he said nothing. “Later, her husband came into the salon, and they had an argument about a shipment.” I pulled out my phone. “I recorded it.”

He set the plate down on the counter, coming around to sit next to me. I set the phone on the armrest and hit Play.

“Well, get them on the phone!”

“And say what? That we messed up?”

“That wasn’t me.”

“They’re not going to care.”

We listened to the entire minute-long recording twice before Jason responded. “This is big,” he said. “Can you send me the file?”

I nodded, scooping up my phone and sending the recording to him via text.

“This was really brave of you.” He kissed me on the cheek.

“Ava thinks we should talk to Katrina, the owner,” I said.

Jason shook his head. “Please don’t. I’m not sure who is involved and to what extent. At this point, your safest bet is to come to me or Ryan with any concerns.”

I threaded my fingers together nervously. “That’s what I thought.”

“Do you feel safe there?” he asked.

I thought for a moment, then nodded. “I do, but I don’t know for how much longer.”

He studied my face, eyes soft and protective. “It will all be over soon, I hope. Are you ready for our date tomorrow?”

I laughed spontaneously. “I have to admit that I’m a little nervous. The, um… I like you.” I had wanted to say the sex was great, but I lost my nerve. I wanted to explain all the concerns I had about dating my landlord, but that didn’t feel right either. When all other words failed, I fell back on the truth. I did like him. I wanted desperately to communicate that, but I was terrified of saying the wrong thing.

He nodded. “I’m nervous too. This whole landlord and tenant thing…”

“Right,” I agreed.

We shared a laugh. It was a good laugh, shedding our mutual discomfort. In just a few words, we had managed to find a viable solution to the problem that had been plaguing us since we had met. We would take a step back from our passionate lovemaking and establish a relationship first. I liked him, he liked me, and we would mutually decide to ignore the landlord/tenant issue. It was a win-win. I couldn’t wait for Friday. I could put aside all my concerns about the hair salon and just enjoy a night out with my new guy. I decided to call it a night and stole one more kiss before heading to bed.
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We went outside of Singer’s Ridge to a neighboring town just a few miles down the road. They had an Italian restaurant with tablecloths and candles, a nice romantic place. Dillon and I held out the chairs for Macy and Lindsey, acting like perfect gentlemen. I was wearing a suit jacket and tie, with dark blue jeans and my favorite boots. Lindsey was dressed in that hot little black number from the Lucky Lady, giving me a full view of her luscious legs.

“This is so fancy,” Macy whispered when we were all seated.

“You should see some of the restaurants in Nashville,” I said. “Seventy dollars for a plate of four shrimp.”

Lindsey laughed in disbelief.

“I’m serious,” I deadpanned, only making her laugh more.

“When were you ever at a seventy-dollar-a-plate joint?” Dillon accused.

“It was for a case,” I said. “Kitchen staff was dealing cocaine.”

“I don’t think you’ll find anything like that here,” Macy said innocently.

Lindsey and I shared a pregnant glance. Dillon caught on but said nothing.

“Here’s something.” Macy pointed to her menu, “Manicotti, seventeen dollars.”

I scanned my menu. “Almond-crusted tilapia, twenty-three.”

“A bottle of wine, forty-five,” Lindsey crowed triumphantly.

“That sounds good,” I said.

We ordered a bottle of wine to share, and each picked our own meal.

“Lindsey’s never been outside of Singer’s Ridge,” I shared.

“Is that true?” Macy gasped.

“Well, I mean, I’ve been into the neighboring towns throughout my life, but I’ve never really gone more than thirty miles from home.”

“We’re going to go to Rome for our next date.” I winked.

“That would be expensive,” she laughed.

“Where would you go if you could go anywhere?” Macy asked.

“I would go to a safari,” Dillon said.

“With all the animals?” Macy turned to her husband.

Dillon nodded.

“Maybe Florida,” Lindsey decided.

“We could drive to Florida,” I said.

She looked at me like she was considering my offer. I imagined a road trip with Lindsey. She could curl up in my passenger seat, her manicured toes on my dash. We could stop at a roadside hotel along the way and have sex on a bed designed for illicit trysts. We could have sex in my truck and on the beach, under the boardwalk where no one would see. I shook the fantasy loose, trying to pick up the thread of the conversation.

“There was a street performer who used to paint himself silver and act like a statue, but the minute I saw him, he would pick up his hat and run away,” Dillon was saying.

The girls laughed.

“I once chased this kid who had those wheels on his shoes,” I interjected. “He thought he was so slick, gliding down the street, when he fell on his butt.”

“I’ve got you beat,” Dillon announced. “I was on patrol, riding shotgun, and I look over and this kid is giving us the finger. Just multiple times.” Dillon demonstrated by pumping middle fingers in the air. “He didn’t see where he was going and walked right into a pole.”

The entire table broke into hysterics. Our food arrived, and we quieted down to share a meal. It was an enjoyable evening with no pressure or awkwardness. It was as if the four of us had been hanging out forever.

“You want to come back to our place for some drinks?” Macy asked.

Lindsey and I looked at each other.

“Come on,” Dillon said. “The night is young.”

“We could go out for drinks,” Lindsey suggested.

Macy and Dillon shared a glance. “We’d really like to get home to let the babysitter go. Plus, I have this great new wine I just discovered. It’s a red, but it’s so smooth. What do you say?”

“If it won’t be too much of an intrusion,” Lindsey hedged.

I reached over and squeezed her hand. “We don’t have to stay long.”

She squeezed back, giving me a tentative smile. “Oh, it’s not that. I just don’t want to impose.”

“Nonsense,” Dillon declared.

“This is more excitement than we get all year round.” Macy grinned.

Dillon and I fought over who was going to pay for the meal. Just like old times, neither one of us wanted to be the freeloader. I picked up the check as soon as the waitress left it, and Dillon held out a flat palm.

“Hand it over,” he demanded.

We argued, but I won. I snapped my credit card into the plastic tray and called for the waitress.

“We can get the next one,” Macy said to keep the peace.

Dillon scowled.

“That was nice,” Lindsey said as soon as we were alone in my truck.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “Really helps to destress.”

“Have you been stressed?” She turned to me as I backed out of the parking lot.

“Yeah, well, the case. And… I didn’t know if you were going to be homeless.”

She sat back, smiling. “I didn’t know either. It was close there for a minute.”

“Where are your parents, if you don’t mind my asking?” I kept one eye on the road and the other on her delicate form.

“They passed away,” she said. “My dad from a heart attack when I was seven, and my mom from cancer ten years ago.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“I still miss them,” she mused. “Like for example, it would have been awesome to call up my mom and say, ‘hey, there’s this hot guy that wants to move in with me. Well actually he tried to evict me first, it’s a long story.’”

I grinned.

“What about your parents?” she asked.

“They passed away as well,” I said. “Car accident.”

“I’m sorry.” She snuggled down against my shoulder. “It looks like we’re all alone in the world.”

I slipped one arm around her, pulling her close. “I guess so.”

We followed the taillights of Dillon and Macy’s car past the turnoff for our cabin. Their access road was just as rocky and narrow as ours, and I was glad we had come in my truck instead of Lindsey’s car. It was hard to see in the all-consuming darkness that settled on the forest. I parked right beside Dillon and killed the engine. Before opening the door, I leaned down to kiss Lindsey on the top of her head.

She stirred in my arms, looking up at me through the veil of night. I lowered my lips to hers, tasting pasta sauce and wine. Her kiss was hungry. She dug her fingers into the collar of my shirt, bringing me closer, as if we could fuse together. The kiss went from sensual to erotic in a fraction of a second, and it was all I could do to keep my hands off her. We finally remembered where we were and broke contact, breathing heavily.

“Let’s make this a quick visit,” I said roughly.

I couldn’t see her respond, and she didn’t say anything. I hoped we were on the same page, but then I heard her door open. A moment later, I could feel emptiness on the seat beside me. I groaned, opening my own door and sliding out into the night.

“This way,” Dillon’s voice called to us.

I had lost Lindsey, and I couldn’t see anything. I circumnavigated the truck by sliding one hand along the frame. I found Lindsey on the opposite side, just as hesitant. My eyes began to adjust. Now I could see the outline of the truck and Lindsey’s perfect silhouette leaning against it. The little dress clung to her midriff and swept across her thighs, making the curve of her backside accessible. All I had to do was reach out and brush that tiny bit of fabric aside, before reaching up to fill my hands with well-toned flesh.

The porch light flicked on, and suddenly the driveway was washed in yellow. Macy was all the way at the door, fitting her key into the lock. I turned away from Lindsey as if I had been caught reaching up her skirt. She held her hand out, and I took it politely. No matter how long this wine-and-games session with our neighbors was, it was going to be too long.

We walked hand in hand into Dillon’s cabin. The layout was nothing like ours. The kitchen and living room were in the middle, with bedrooms and bathrooms collected at both sides. There was no hallway, and there was a great cathedral ceiling that made the whole place look like a rich man’s hunting lodge.

“This is a great cabin,” I said, appreciating the architecture.

“My uncle had it built,” Dillon answered.

A teenage girl emerged from one of the bedrooms, closing the door softly.

“How were they?” Macy asked, pulling two twenties out of her purse.

“They’re little angels,” the girl said.

“Thank you so much.” Macy smiled before letting herself into the closed room.

“This is Jason and Lindsey,” Dillon introduced us. “They live in the next cabin over the ridge.”

The girl smiled and nodded. “Good to meet you.”

“Thanks again, get home safe, okay?” Dillon said, walking her to the door.

A moment later, we heard her engine start and the sound of tires crunching across packed earth. Macy returned from checking on her children and went to the pantry to get the bottle of wine she had raved about. She poured four half glasses and set them on the kitchen island. We sat around talking for a while, sipping the wine. I wanted to pace myself because my overwhelming mission was to get Lindsey home while we still had energy to spend. I didn’t even remember what we talked about.

“I think we’ve taken up enough of your time,” I said, standing up.

“No, stay,” Macy begged. “Dillon, go find that party game.”

Dillon winked at me. He knew what I was thinking, but he obediently climbed off the couch and disappeared into one of the bedrooms, returning with a party game in a box. I sighed in frustration. My cock was at half-mast, ready to charge into battle. I had a different party game in mind, and I wasn’t sure how I was going to suffer through Trivial Pursuit. If Dillon was really on my side, maybe I could appeal to him as a brother.

“I don’t know…” I began.

Dillon tilted the box toward us so we could read the title. Battle of the Sexes. I rolled my eyes. Maybe I could stay just for a minute.

The questions were flirty, things like “How long does it take the average woman to get ready for a date?”

“An hour,” Dillon said.

Macy hit him on the arm. “Twenty minutes.”

Dillon shook his head. “Much longer than twenty minutes.”

My next question was, “How much do panty hose cost?”

“I have no idea.” I threw down the card.

“Guess.” Lindsey leaned in, her eyes sparkling, her voice teasing.

I laughed. “Five bucks?” I looked at Macy and then back at Lindsey. “Ten bucks?”

“Six or seven,” the girls answered.

We got halfway through the game board before I called it quits. Lindsey had at least three glasses of wine, two at Macy’s house and one at the restaurant. She was looking at me with such liquid eyes, her body so comfortable around me. We were curled up together, playing cards and laughing with our friends. If this were some kind of swingers’ club, I could lay her down on the floor and begin kissing her right there. But this was a friend’s house. I just didn’t know how long I could keep my hands off her, and I was tired of fighting it.

“We’re gonna go,” I said, climbing to my feet and pulling Lindsey with me.

“Stay,” Macy complained. “We haven’t finished the game.”

“Rain check.” I put my foot down.

“Okay,” Macy pouted.

I grabbed our jackets and helped Lindsey into hers. “Thanks, man,” I said to Dillon. “This was fun.”

“It was so much fun!” Lindsey clarified.

Macy threw her arms around her friend. “Come by again soon.”

“We will,” Lindsey promised.

Outside, we couldn’t see anything. We held hands and inched forward like blind people, feeling for the stairs to avoid tripping.

“I’m a little tipsy,” Lindsey whispered, giggling.

“You’re beautiful,” I countered.

“Are you tipsy too?”

“I’m okay.”

“Let’s walk,” she suggested.

Suddenly, I didn’t care. It would be enough to be alone with her. I didn’t have to rush her into bed. Friends were fun, but what I really craved was a connection with the woman beside me.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“We can pick up your truck tomorrow,” she whispered.

I nodded, unseen in the dark. “Let’s sit down and wait for our eyes to adjust.”

“Right.” She gripped my hand tightly as I guided her down the first two steps. We sat hip to hip, staring out into the night.

I knew Dillon’s truck was right in front of us, and mine was just beyond. Macy’s car must be somewhere close by, but I couldn’t see any of the vehicles. Lindsey put her head down against my shoulder, sighing in contentment. We sat without speaking for a long time until we were finally able to make out shapes in the darkness. Then the shapes focused into objects, and we could navigate our way through the forest.

“Do you know which way our cabin is?” Lindsey asked.

I pointed. I was good with directions, and I knew that our cabin wasn’t far away. Holding her hand protectively, I pulled her up off the porch steps, and we set out into the night. We heard an owl somewhere close by, and the crickets chirped in the background. It was like a symphony performing just for us. It was easy to imagine that there was no one else in the world, just the two of us. Leaves crunched underfoot as we wove our way through the trees to the clearing in front of our own cabin.

“I have something to confess,” I said.

“What is it?” she asked.

“I’m still married.” I let the words out, and they felt like a betrayal.

“What?” Her voice lowered several octaves.

“Soon to be divorced,” I recovered quickly. “My wife was… difficult, possibly abusive. She took all the money she could get her hands on and ran away. I haven’t seen her in months. As soon as I can find her, I’m gonna file for divorce.”

“Oh.” Lindsey’s voice returned to normal as she digested the information.

“Does that bother you?”

I could barely see her shaking her head, but I felt her hand reach for mine. “No. You have a right to be happy. She sounds awful. I just wasn’t expecting something so crazy.”

I inhaled relief, having crossed a bridge I had been reluctant to try. I had thought Lindsey would be angry, but she understood. Angie’s ghost wouldn’t get in the way of whatever newfound feelings were developing between us.

By the time we reached home, I was ravenous. The whole night I had played the gentleman, making polite conversation and keeping my fantasies at bay. Now that was over. We were alone in the mountains, on our own property, and Lindsey would be mine. I picked her up and carried her up the porch steps. She gave out a surprised laugh, circling my neck with her arms to steady herself.

I set her down for one second to fit my key in the lock.

“Jason…” she breathed.

“Shh.” I put a finger to my lips. I didn’t want any conversation to interfere with the night I had planned. We were done with conversation; now was the time for action. As soon as I got the door open, I swept her up in my arms and carried her into the living room.

I took her straight to the bed, my bed, and threw her down. She landed with a giggle and a huff of air. I sat down next to her, taking one slender calf in both my hands. I kissed her leg as if it were a meal I planned to eat, a succulent delicacy that I would savor. I slid her high heel off and dropped it to the floor, retrieving her other leg and kissing that one too.

She sighed, relaxing into the comforter. I removed her remaining shoe and dropped it, turning toward her. I climbed onto the bed slowly, until I was leaning over her, hands planted on opposite sides of her chest. She smiled up at me in the dark. Before I could stop her, I felt nails scratching down my back, gentle above the fabric of my shirt.

“I don’t know how I survived that board game,” I whispered.

“You did very well, but I could tell you were dying to get to the next part of the night,” she admitted.

I smiled, sinking down into her kiss, claiming my reward. I didn’t have to rush—we had all night to get this right. The kiss was warm and sweet, so tender that I could feel something burst in my heart. I explored the cavern of her mouth with my tongue and sucked on hers when she returned the favor. I broke the kiss to peel the dress up over her head in one clean stroke.

Suddenly, everything I had been waiting for was right there beneath me. She wore only panties and a bra, her velvet skin ripe for my touch. I slid my hands down the curve of her waist, to her hips. Hooking one thumb beneath the waistband, I slid her underwear off. She arched toward me to facilitate the transaction, her breath coming quick and hot in my ear.

“Tell me what you want,” I whispered, settling my mouth back onto hers.

“I want you,” she gasped, twisting beneath me.

It was like her skin was an instrument, a tight drum just waiting for me to play it. “What do you want?” I repeated, tilting her chin up so I could feast on her neck.

“I want…” she whispered desperately.

“Do you want this?” I trailed one hand from her hip to her core, tickling the shaven skin above her pussy. It was smooth, just like the skin I was tasting at her neck.

She groaned, arching her chest toward me.

“Do you want this?” I moved lower, parting her intimate folds.

“Yes,” she breathed.

“Tell me,” I commanded, allowing my middle finger to trace her clit.

“I want it, please,” she moaned.

Hearing her plead inched me further as I returned to her neck, sucking a circle of flesh into my mouth and releasing it. At the same time, I pushed one finger deep inside her. I could feel her inner muscles constrict and fought the urge to release my cock. She let out a beautiful little sound, tilting her head back in ecstasy. I pulled my finger out, dipping two inside with the next thrust. I worked them forward and back, rubbing against the walls of her canal.

Her bra was in my way. I replaced my exploratory hand with my knee, putting pressure on her sex. As fast as I could, I reached behind her to unlock the clasp, pulling the fabric free. Now she was naked and squirming beneath me. I returned my hand to her hip, trailing fingers patiently across her stomach, down south to her flower. Dipping two fingers inside, I resumed my motion, eliciting excited squeaks from my beautiful tenant.

I narrowed in on her nipple, crouching down between her thighs to bring my mouth level with her chest. I circled one areola lavishly, painting it red and swollen with my tongue. She surrendered beneath me, her entire body shuddering. I brought my thumb to her clit, stroking the tip so gently I almost couldn’t feel it. But she felt it. She bucked, her muscles clenching around me. She tilted her head back and cried out, digging her manicured nails into my shoulders. I pushed my fingers deeper and deeper, playing the instrument of her body. I could feel the shudders of release wash through her and knew that I had brought her to the top of the mountain.

“Please,” she whispered.

I didn’t need any more encouragement. I tore off my shirt, hiked out of my pants, and kicked my shoes off onto the floor. My skin tingled when I laid myself on top of her, electricity racing from head to toe. Every single cell opened toward her, rejoicing. I could feel longing in my obliques, in my rib cage, and in my knees. All the various parts of me that were sewn together ached in anticipation of release.

Her perfect, naked form rocked beneath me. Her mouth found mine briefly, sharing a breath. Then she arched her neck, looking away toward the wall. I reached between us and guided my cock toward her entrance. She threw her arms around my shoulders and stretched her legs wide. I found her wet where my fingers had left her, ready to be filled. I slid myself home, submerging inch by inch until my hips came to rest at hers.

Like two puzzle pieces that found each other, we became one whole being. Her cavern constricted around me, its lush and fertile depths bringing me to the edge of sanity. I began to move, slowly at first but with increasing urgency. She wrapped her legs around my waist, pulling me deeper inside her. She came up off the bed, meeting my every thrust with a grinding force.

Her fingers left my shoulders, and I heard a scraping on the wall. The force of our pounding rocked the bed, sending rhythmic shock waves through the wooden floor. Her voice broke, screaming over and over again as I submerged myself in her core. I felt like a racehorse on the final lap, like a machine drilling for oil. My world narrowed to her and her alone, her infinite softness driving me insane.

I growled with pleasure as I reached my climax and came inside her. All my muscles clenched, riding the wave of primitive possession. I ground deeper and deeper until I was sure I had emptied myself fully. But she screamed my name and constricted around me like a starfish, arms and legs clinging to my body. Her sweet cavern milked my rod, its aftershocks coaxing even more from me.

I collapsed on top of her, remaining inside until the last delicious shudder passed. Her neck was warm and wet from sweat and saliva. Her hair, having come loose at some point, was fanned out across the pillow. I reached beneath us gently to peel open the covers. We shifted together, laughing weakly. I pulled out of her with an aching retreat that left both of us satisfied. I wrapped the blankets around us and held her close, pulling her hips level with mine. We fell asleep in my bed, curled up together, blind to anything else in the world.
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Things were going so well. I almost couldn’t believe it. Was he the same man I had been dreading living with? The same one I tossed a beer on in the bar a month and a half ago? I tried not to think about the rocky start to our relationship. Jason turned out to be the perfect roommate. We split up the cooking and the cleaning without anything so anal as a chore chart. He cooked when he felt like cooking, and I cooked when I felt like cooking, and if nobody felt like cooking, we had sandwiches or pizza or went out to the Lucky Lady.

We still had nominally separate rooms. I had all my things in one room with my bed, and he had all his things in another room with his bed. We still spent a lot of nights separately because we were feeling our way into this thing. You can’t just jump straight from strangers to bedfellows. We slept together when it was comfortable, when we had worn each other out through lovemaking, and we didn’t want to brave the cold dark hallway.

Some days, though, I fell into my own bed without knocking on his door. Some days he was working late, and we didn’t talk after dinner. We had made love in both of our beds, in the shower, and on the couch… The list went on.

I stretched in bed, alone, thinking all kinds of good things about Jason. He was dedicated to his job, that was for sure. There had been no movement on the drug dealing and money laundering front. Lena was as short-tempered as ever, but she hadn’t chased the customers with scissors since that Wednesday a month ago.

I continued to help her drag bags of cash into the alley anytime Katrina or the assistant manager wasn’t available, which was often. Every time I did it, I was aware that Jason or Ryan or some other police officer was watching. The sketchy driver started to know me by sight and even smiled at me once. I did not smile back.

Ava kept talking about Ryan, even though he wouldn’t give her the time of day. Jason had explained what Ryan told him, swearing me to secrecy. I had developed a picture of Ryan in my head as the low-down, two-timing bastard. Finding out that Ava had made mistakes too was a shock. I guess there were always two sides to every argument. It was obvious to everyone, including me, that their relationship was over, but Ava hung on. She saw him in the grocery store and was pretty sure he was checking her out. She drove by his home and didn’t see his car—did that mean he was out with another woman?

“That’s borderline stalking,” Jason told me one night over dinner.

“She doesn’t mean anything by it,” I said.

“Hmm.” He touched my nose, wiping sauce from the tip. “I’m obligated to tell Ryan.”

“Please don’t,” I begged. “I shouldn’t have mentioned it. She didn’t stop or go inside or talk to anyone. She just drove by the house.”

“I won’t tell Ryan if you make sure she doesn’t do it again.”

I nodded. I would have to find a way to bring that up with my best friend. Ryan was a police officer, and their tryst was over. Ava needed to move on, and as her friend who wants to see her happy more than anyone, it was my job to help her do it.

There was something more important going on that morning, though. I was considering my own relationship. Jason and I were more than roommates, more than friends. We had the work thing going on, where we spent hours talking about the hair salon and everyone that came and went every day. We had date nights where we got dressed up and drove out of town to eat, drink, or dance. Jason was a passable dancer. Not brilliant, but I gave him points for trying.

We had long, loving nights wrapped up in each other’s arms and breakfast together on our days off. The whole thing was moving so quickly, I felt like I wanted to get a handle on it before it sped away. We could very easily fall into a routine, each one assuming we were on the same page. I was falling for him, hard. But was he feeling the same way? Was this relationship leading toward something else, something bigger and better? Or was it just a comfortable living arrangement that he could walk away from easily? I had to know.

Talking about my feelings hadn’t been my strong suit. After my dad died, my mom dried up. She wouldn’t talk to me very much, just going through the motions, putting dinner on the table and driving me to school. I knew she was hurting, but every time I tried to bring up the subject, she pushed it away. I guess I learned that talking about feelings was more painful than having them, and it was a difficult lesson to unlearn.

There had to be some way I could ease into the conversation, maybe over drinks or on a long walk in the forest. I climbed out of bed and poured myself a cup of coffee, sitting on the porch to drink. I curled up in my favorite rocking chair, toes peeking out from my comfy pajama bottoms. The coffee was warm and sweet and got me thinking. What if I baked him a cake? Cooking for each other was kind of our thing, and everybody loved cake.

I made my decision, finished my coffee, and changed into jeans and a sweater. I drove to the grocery store as soon as it opened and climbed out into the parking lot. The first time I had ever seen Jason was in this very grocery store. This time I would stay away from the produce aisle and any stray men I might find.

I didn’t want anything as cheap as a box cake. No, for this occasion, I wanted a from scratch, made-with-love confection. I brought one of my mother’s recipe cards and went through the store collecting what I needed. Flour, check. Eggs, check. Milk, check. Vegetable oil I already had at home. I was in the baking department, looking for baking powder, when a strange woman approached me.

She was thin and blonde, wearing a power suit that was out of place in our small town. I had never seen her before, which automatically meant she wasn’t local. Her voice was definitely Southern when she spoke, but there was something “off” about her energy. She kept looking around, as if she expected someone to jump out of the shadows.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

I blinked. “Oh, I’m just looking for ingredients to bake a cake,” I said, all Southern charm, even though her question was intrusive.

“For who?” she persisted.

“For a friend…” I reached around her and grabbed the tin of baking powder, slipping it into my basket. I attempted to turn, but she moved with me.

“A man?” she snapped.

“Yes.” I stepped back into the shelves.

“Don’t bake a cake for a man—they never appreciate that shit,” the woman said.

I couldn’t stop staring. She was so weird, her eyes intense and boring into me, her massive purse swinging menacingly on one arm. I didn’t know what to say. I was saved by Bella, one of my customers, who turned down the aisle at that exact moment.

“Bella!” I said eagerly, reaching out for the other woman.

“Hi, Lindsey,” Bella sang.

I extracted myself from the shelf, edging away from the crazy lady. “How are the cookies coming?” I made small talk as I followed Bella to the cash register.

As soon as I had paid for my purchases, I looked back to see how best to avoid her, but she was gone. Shaking my head, I got back in the car and drove home. I got to work baking the cake, thrilled when it came out light and fluffy. I used a tub of chocolate icing to decorate it and set it prominently on the counter. I figured I’d better make something more substantial to go with it, so I cooked up a quick omelet.

When Jason came home a few minutes later, I was sitting on the couch, as if I had been there all day. I got up to greet him, giving him a peck on the cheek.

“Is that all?” he joked, sliding an arm around my waist and pulling me in for a deeper kiss.

“I made you a cake,” I said shyly.

His face brightened. “Thank you.”

I took him by the hand and led him to the kitchen island. “There’s an omelet if you’d rather have dinner first,” I said.

“No, I’ll dig right in,” he said with a smile, grabbing two plates from the cabinet. “You’re joining me, right?”

“Of course.”

He cut two slices and laid them out on plates. I picked up mine and licked icing off the fork. Now was my chance to tell him how I was feeling. Now was when I should lay all my cards on the table, open myself up, and be vulnerable. I wanted to tell him that I loved him, that I was in love with him, that I wanted a future with him, but what if he didn’t feel the same way? Suddenly, my heart was in knots. The cake tasted wonderful, but the anxiety didn’t sit well. I couldn’t bring myself to speak, so we just ate in silence.

He leaned across the island and kissed me, his tongue heavy with chocolate icing. I laughed. Why did talking have to be so hard?

“I have work to do if you’ll excuse me,” he said, grabbing a spatula and sliding half of the omelet onto his plate. He disappeared into the office with the omelet and a beer, and I was left alone with most of my cake, disappointed in myself.
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The next day at work, Ava and I were both straightening our areas between clients. I looked around to make sure Lena wasn’t there.

“She’s in the back,” Ava said, untying and retying her apron.

“I think I’m in love with Jason,” I blurted out.

Ava’s face brightened. “That’s wonderful!”

“But I’m scared to tell him.”

She softened, leaning against her styling chair. “It can’t be that hard.”

“What if he doesn’t feel the same way?” I asked.

“What if he does?”

“But…” I couldn’t think of an appropriate comeback, other than the sheer devastation a rejection would create in my heart. It would be the kind of devastation a girl didn’t wake up from. “If he…”

“If nothing,” Ava snapped. “But nothing. You have to suck it up and tell him the truth. I’ve seen you two together. One hundred percent he’s in love with you too. You’re only going to hurt yourself by hiding your feelings. Give him some credit.”

I sighed. “You’re right. I know.”

“You’re gonna do it?” She eyed me suspiciously.

“Yes,” I agreed, just as the door swung open and Ava’s two-o’clock appointment walked in.

I snuck in a smile before turning back to my workstation. I was disinfecting my combs when the door opened and the stranger from the grocery store walked in.

I immediately turned to lock eyes with Ava, but she was bent over her customer, working a knot out gently with a comb. I tried to signal her without looking too obvious but failed. I put on my best customer service smile and greeted the woman at the door.

“Good afternoon. Are you here for a haircut?” I asked.

“Lindsey, right?” the woman said.

“I am.” I pointed to my name tag. There was a pause in which I was expecting her to give me her name. Polite conversation dictated that there should be an exchange of personal information, not a one-sided interrogation. But the stranger kept quiet. “How can I help you?”

“I want to go brunette,” she said, sitting down in my chair.

I nodded tightly, pulling a clean bib from the wall. I wrapped it around the woman, securing it at the neck. She was watching me in the mirror as I fluffed her hair up around her shoulders, pulling it free from her collar.

“You have beautiful hair,” I said.

She didn’t respond, her eyes locked on my reflection. Usually, I was pretty chatty with my customers. Most of them had known me my entire life and were like family to me. But I couldn’t get this woman out of my chair quick enough. Instead of doing a shampoo, I spritzed her hair with water, emptied an entire bottle of coloring into the strands, and let it sit. I got the feeling she didn’t give a damn about her hair; she was just there to study me.

I smiled just enough to be polite, but Ava caught on pretty quickly. I found her sneaking furtive glances at me and my bizarre customer, while she worked on one of our regulars.

“What’s going on?” Ava mouthed at me, scissors and comb in hand.

I shook my head. There was no way I was going to be able to communicate anything with little miss don’t-bake-a-cake following my every move. I finished up on her with some simple styling and let her examine her own features in the mirror. She nodded politely and gave me a decent tip on top of the cost of the color.

“How long are you in town for?” I asked at the register.

“I don’t know,” she answered.

I made an attempt at friendly chitchat. “Well, you should check out the Lucky Lady. Best burgers in town.”

“I don’t eat burgers,” she said, and I wasn’t sure if she meant she was on a diet or if she was vegan. She pulled the door open and sashayed out, leaving me alone in stunned silence.

Ava came up behind me, startling me with her stage whisper. “Who was that?”

I shook my head. “I don’t know.”

“I’ve never seen her before.”

“I have,” I said. “At the grocery store. She told me guys don’t appreciate cake.”

I turned around to meet my best friend’s eyes. “Weird,” Ava said.

I nodded in agreement.
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Lindsey and I were having dinner together. She had picked up takeout at the diner on her way home, and we were enjoying wings and fries in the kitchen. This was the best time of day, in my opinion. We had nothing to do and nowhere to go. We were like a couple of teenagers holed up in an abandoned house all by ourselves. We laughed about the craziest things, fed each other French fries, and got drunk.

If I was lucky tonight, I was going to get laid, though I didn’t think about it like that. Sex with Lindsey was more than just a roll in the hay—it meant something and would just be a bonus to whatever fun we already had together that day. When I was inside her, I was transported to another world. She wasn’t just anybody; she was rapidly becoming my best friend. She was my stakeout partner, my inside man at the hair salon. She was my roommate and maybe even my soul mate if I was honest with myself. I could picture us growing old together in this cabin, taking our coffee out onto the porch in our late seventies.

We could have grandchildren racing up the driveway collecting bugs in jars. I would hold her hand and smile knowing that we had lived a good life together. The problem was, I wasn’t sure she felt the same way. I could tell she liked me, but what if she wasn’t ready for that kind of commitment? What if I scared her off with thoughts of the future? It would be better to just relax and let the relationship develop on its own. That way, no one would get hurt.

I was completely focused on the woman of my dreams when my phone beeped again.

“Work?” Lindsey asked.

I looked at the caller ID and nodded. It wasn’t work; it was Angie. She had called me six times that day and ten times the day before. She kept leaving voicemails, and the voicemails got stranger and stranger. If I hadn’t known it before, it was obvious now: Angie had some serious mental health issues that needed addressing.

“Hi, Jason!” Her voice was bubbly to start, and she rambled on about some memory we supposedly shared. “I was just thinking about that time when we went skinny-dipping in Malorie’s pool—do you remember that? And her toy poodle stole your underwear?” I most definitely did not remember that. Whether she made it up or it came from another man she had dated, I didn’t know. “Okay, so I just wanted to let you know I’m here if you need me.” That was a laugh. She was never there when I needed her in Nashville—she was always out shopping with her friends or day drinking at upscale bars. She didn’t have a nurturing bone in her body.

“I heard that the Lucky Lady has the best burgers in town,” she crowed. She was in Singer’s Ridge. When I had cautioned Ava against stalking Ryan, I hadn’t been aware how close to home the advice would hit. My own wife was in town somewhere, eating at my favorite restaurants, trying to reconnect. Dodging her phone calls was becoming exhausting, and now I would have to look over my shoulder everywhere I went.

I didn’t want it to ruin my evening with Lindsey, so I turned my phone off.

“I thought you never turned your phone off,” Lindsey observed.

I shrugged. “Ryan’s on call tonight.”

“But what if something happens?” Lindsey asked.

“I’ll turn it back on before bed,” I lied. I picked up Lindsey’s hand and kissed it. “Don’t worry, the town’s not going to explode without me.”

She laughed. We finished our dinner and played strip poker in the living room. Lindsey put on her playlist, and we danced like no one was watching. We made love and fell asleep in my bed.

[image: ]


Ihad to be careful getting out of my car, parked on the street outside the police station. I looked up the street and down, no sign of Angie. I grabbed my lunch and scooted into the station house, closing the door after me like a trapped rat.

“Somethin’ wrong?” Cheryl asked.

“No,” I said, pulling my jacket off and sitting down at my desk. “Everything’s great.”

She narrowed her eyes, unconvinced.

“My ex-wife is in town,” I spilled.

“Oh.” She nodded and went back to her typing.

I sat down at my desk and tried to concentrate on my work. Half an hour later, Ryan rescued me by walking in the door.

“Mornin’, Cheryl, mornin’, Jason,” Ryan said, pulling off his hat before going to sit in his chair.

“Mornin’, Ryan,” Cheryl said.

“Any headway on the hair salon?” I went over to him, eager to be distracted.

“Yeah.” Ryan turned on his computer and twisted the screen so I could see. “You remember the girls said that they get restocked on hair care products every week?”

I nodded.

“Well, I did some research on each of these brands.” He showed me a picture of the product shelf at the salon. “They aren’t worth the price Katrina is paying for them. She has way overspent, every week.”

“Good work.”

“What’s our next step?” Ryan asked.

I thought I saw movement out the window, and I hurried over. It was just the mailman. A moment later, the door banged open, and Cheryl accepted the day’s mail from the elderly postman.

“Ma’am,” he said before leaving.

I turned back around to find Ryan staring at me in disbelief.

“His ex is in town,” Cheryl supplied to aid his confusion.

“Oh.” Ryan nodded. “You wanna run by the hair salon again?”

“Yes,” I said, sensing the subterfuge.

We got into Ryan’s hatchback and drove four and a half blocks away to park on the street. Ryan turned to me as soon as we could viably say we were on a stakeout. “This is the same ex that threw things at you and stole your car?”

“That one,” I said.

“What’s she doing in town?”

“Stalking me.” I sighed. “She’s left me at least six messages a day for the past three days.”

“Did you talk to her?”

“Hell no,” I said.

“So, your plan is to just avoid her and jump like a scared cat every time you see a mailman?” He looked incredulous.

“I hadn’t thought that far in advance,” I admitted. It did seem like my attempts to avoid her ended up being that ridiculous. Not to mention, now was the perfect time to get her to agree to the divorce since I knew where she was.

“You gotta confront her,” Ryan said.

“I will.” I pulled out my phone and switched it on. As I waited for the screen to boot up, Ryan said nothing. He pulled out binoculars and surveyed the salon. I found thirty text messages and three voicemails from Angie. I picked one of them and hit Redial.

“Jason?” Her voice soared ten octaves above normal, a grating squeak in my ear. I put the phone on speaker so Ryan could listen in.

“Angie, what are you doing here?”

“I’ve been thinking about you a lot lately,” she said, trying to flirt. “I found some old photos while I was going through my things, and I miss the way things used to be.”

“That’s not—” I attempted to cut her off.

She got the better of me. “No, wait. I know it’s been a while, but I miss you and I want you to come home.”

“I sold the house after you left,” I deadpanned.

“I know, but we could get it back.”

“I don’t want to get it back,” I snapped.

“I made a mistake, darling,” she crooned.

“The only mistake was our marriage,” I said, ice in my voice. “We’re getting a divorce. Since you’re in town, we can go ahead and sign the papers.”

“But what about our future?” she begged.

“We don’t have a future,” I snarled. “We don’t have kids, we don’t have a family, we don’t even have a life together anymore.”

“I’m not signing any divorce papers,” she threatened. “It’s not right, and you know it.”

“We’re already divorced. We were divorced for a long time. Let’s make it official.”

“You can’t do that. We’re going to be happy together—”

I hit the disconnect button and paged over to block the number. I looked up at Ryan to get his take on it.

“And I thought Ava was crazy,” my partner whispered.

“I need a lawyer.”

“You have to tell Lindsey,” Ryan added.

I shook my head. I didn’t need Angie interfering with my perfect love life. Lindsey would be shocked and appalled by the depths of Angie’s insanity. I needed to keep the two ladies as far apart as possible.

“Keeping secrets is a bad idea,” Ryan cautioned. “You did tell her that you were married?”

“Yeah,” I sighed.

“Then no surprises there,” he said.

“Things are so good with Lindsey right now. I don’t want to drag her into the drama.”

“It’s your funeral,” Ryan said. He turned the key in the ignition, and we drove past the salon and headed back to the station house.
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Imust have shivered because the next thing I knew, Jason was threading his arm around my waist and pulling me tight. I snuggled down into the covers, fitting my back against his chest. I very rarely slept in my own bed anymore. We had moved organically from friends and roommates to lovers and soul mates, although I still hadn’t had “the talk” with him. Every time I wanted to bring up big feelings, I chickened out. Despite Ava’s best advice, I couldn’t find it in me to communicate with the man I loved.

Jason leaned across me to the bedside table and picked up his phone. “I have to go,” he murmured into my ear.

I flattened myself on my back and circled his neck with my arms. We shared an intimate kiss, deep and relaxing in the safety of his bed. He extricated himself reluctantly, and I was treated to a full view of his naked form as he crossed the room. I sat up, holding the covers to my chest.

Jason opened a drawer, pulled on some boxers, and grabbed a pair of pants.

“Couldn’t you play hooky?” I asked.

He stepped into his pants, zipping them up before coming back to the bed. He crawled back on top of me, the comforter between us. “I can’t,” he apologized. “We’re so close with this case.” He kissed me sweetly, taking his time.

When we came up for air, he stood, grabbed a shirt from the closet, and walked out of the room. I lay back down on the bed, staring up at the ceiling. For some reason, Jason leaving hit me harder than it should have. The man had to work, and he went to work every day. Why did today feel like the world was falling apart and being alone would kill me?

I grabbed my own phone, scrolling social media for a moment. It was only 7:30. There was plenty of time before I had to be at work myself. I wasn’t sleeping, and social media was toxic, so I crawled out of bed and put some clothes on. Pulling my hair up into a messy ponytail, I decided to unpack some of my hairstyling tools. Jason and I had agreed to share the office, but since he had moved in, I hadn’t taken advantage of my half of the space.

I pulled some boxes out of my closet and took them across the hall. Inside, I found three mannequin heads and a selection of wigs. There wasn’t a workstation for me in the office, and it took me a little bit of time and ingenuity to move the bedside table from my room. I wasn’t using it in the bedroom anyway.

I set up my foam heads and chose two of the wigs to work on. In the box, I had some styling equipment: comb, scissors, products, clips. I found some old dyes and shook them up. They seemed to be viable, so I put on my gloves and got to work dyeing one of the mannequin wigs.

When I was done, almost three hours had passed, and the wig was a beautiful, natural shade of gold. I snapped my gloves off just as the phone rang.

Picking it up, I discovered it was Macy. “Hello?”

“Hi, Lindsey,” Macy said. “I was wondering if I could come in for some highlights?”

“Sure thing,” I said. I was feeling a little dizzy from the chemical fumes, and I struggled to open the window while holding the phone in one hand. The window frame wouldn’t budge, so I set the phone down on Jason’s desk and pushed with both my hands. It slid up a crack, allowing the cool morning air to seep into my workspace. I picked the phone back up and found Macy talking. “What was that?” I asked.

“I was thinking about going lighter,” she repeated.

“I was just doing some experimenting with two different blondes,” I responded. “I think Honey Ash would work well with your features.”

“How early can I come in?” she asked. “I have a client this afternoon.”

“I’m at home,” I said. “I could meet you at the salon in half an hour.”

“Great. See you then,” Macy said before hanging up.

I shook my head to clear it. Get a grip, Lindsey. Whatever was going on in my head was interfering with my daily activities. I had thought that focusing on the hair coloring would help, but the fogginess followed me wherever I went. I sighed, doing my best to ignore it while I got dressed, ate a quick breakfast, and drove into town.

I unlocked the salon a little early and was setting up my workspace when Macy arrived.

“Hi,” she tiptoed in. “Where’s everyone else?”

“We don’t open till eleven,” I said.

“Oh, I didn’t know that,” Macy gasped.

“It’s fine,” I waved a hand to dismiss her concerns. “It’s just a half hour. I open early all the time for regular clients.”

“Okay,” she relented, hanging her purse on the hook beside the mirror. “I just want to look like I got some sun. It’s so hard to do with all those trees.”

I laughed. “Summer’s still a couple months away.”

“I know.” She settled down into my chair. “I’m sure you know now, there’s not a lot of sun in the forest any time of year.”

I circled her neck with the plastic bib and gave her a quick shampoo. I applied the bleach just like I had done on my wig back home, one clump at a time. Halfway through the process, I started feeling dizzy again. I thought it must be the same chemical fumes and tried to distance myself a little from the product. That was hard with the brush in my hair and standing over Macy. I felt sick. Through sheer force of will, I kept my cool until the last highlight was applied. Then I dropped my implements on the counter and raced for the bathroom.

“Are you okay?” Macy called after me, but I didn’t have time to respond.

I pulled my gloves off as I burst through the bathroom door, falling to my knees. It was like high school all over again, puking out my meager breakfast into the toilet, except this time I was sober. My stomach clenched and unclenched, sending tiny sparks of pain and anxiety coursing through my body. Then the moment passed, and I felt better.

I rose on shaky legs and washed my mouth out with water. Looking into the mirror, I saw a woman who was tired but not hideous. There were no bags under my eyes, no puffy lips or swollen glands. I wondered again if it was the chemical smell or if I was coming down with something. Maybe I should call in sick for the rest of the day, I thought. The problem was that I couldn’t sleep either, but at least work kept me occupied.

I cleaned myself up as well as I could and returned to the salon floor. Thankfully, it was still five minutes shy of eleven, and the other part-time girls hadn’t arrived yet. Macy looked up from a magazine as I entered the room. Her eyes were concerned and yet calm.

“Come sit with me,” she said.

“I should get the register set up.” I made to step past her, but she held up a hand.

“Just relax for a moment.”

I sighed and fell down into Ava’s chair. “It was nothing, just the chemical fumes. They were making me dizzy back at the cabin as well.”

Macy leaned forward. “Could you be pregnant?”

My mouth fell open to deny it. The idea was absurd—of course I wasn’t pregnant. Pregnancy was something that happened to happily married women, or women who were trying to trap a man into marriage. I was neither. I was just a person in the prime of my life carrying on a love affair with another equally virile person. That thought hit me like a sledgehammer and sunk to the bottom of my stomach with an audible thud.

My period was late. I hadn’t noticed it or thought about it, but I realized it had been at least two months since I had seen Aunt Flo. Jason and I had been less than cautious, giving way to the passion of the moment. I opened my mouth to speak, but Macy cut me off with an understanding pat on the hand.

“My first one was a surprise to me too,” she soothed.

I didn’t know what to say. How was I going to tell Jason? We were just getting established with our romance—how could we throw a pregnancy into the mix? Did he even want children? Was he in it for the happily ever after, or was he more of a “happily right now and I don’t want to make a commitment” kind of guy? I didn’t know. We had never had that conversation. We’d never even had the “I love you” talk—now we had to have the “you’re gonna be a father” one?

I felt myself sliding down the slippery slope of panic. Macy brought me back with a kind smile. “Let’s not worry just yet,” she said.

The door opened and the two part-time girls came in. I jumped up from Ava’s chair, pasting a thick smile on my face. Was it my imagination or was it harder to get up than it had been ten minutes ago?

“Finish my hair, and I’ll go get a test,” Macy whispered.

I agreed with a nod, unwrapping each strand of hair and washing the bleach out. I blew her hair out, combing and shaping until I was satisfied with the look. I stood back to let Macy catch a glimpse of herself in the mirror.

She touched the sides, tilting her head to the left and the right. “I love it,” she fawned. “Be right back.”

Macy hopped out of her chair, grabbed her purse, and scooted out the door. She was back just ten minutes later, obviously having gone to the drugstore down the street. I didn’t know who saw her buy the test, but her status as a married woman was well-known. If it had been me buying the pregnancy test, the town gossip would have reached my doorstep yesterday at the latest. I took the frail box that was concealed in a non-descript brown bag from my friend’s hand.

“Thank you,” I said.

“Go take it,” Macy whispered. “I’ll keep an eye out for customers.”

I grinned, still feeling nauseous but loving the support of a great friend. One of the part-time girls looked up to see me walking toward the bathroom. She thought nothing of it and went back to her styling. I breathed a sigh of relief. All I needed was for the entire town to know before I did or for someone to tell Jason before I had a chance.

I stopped myself as I stood outside the bathroom door. I had to focus. All my questions of future parenthood were irrelevant if the test came out negative. All I had to do was step into the bathroom, lock the door, and pee on a stick. It was only the rest of my life hanging in the balance, how bad could this be? I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply, and forged inside.

Forcing myself to remain calm, I ripped the package open and dangled over the toilet while collecting my sample. I set the stick on the back of the tank and waited. I washed my hands. I paced the tiny room, two steps to the wicker table with the fake flowers, two steps back to the door. After three minutes, I approached the porcelain throne.

The test stick stared back at me, screaming its accusations. Two bright pink lines declared that I was pregnant. I swallowed in disbelief. My mouth suddenly dry. Like a criminal, my first instinct was to destroy the evidence. I shoved the stick back into its wrapper and pushed the wrapper down into my pocket. The box went in the trash, underneath a protective layer of discarded paper towels. I washed my hands not once but twice, staring at my reflection to see if “I’m pregnant” was written all over my face.

I couldn’t live in the bathroom. I was going to have to face the world, and I was going to have to tell Jason. I walked back into the salon and found Macy staring at me with questions in her eyes. I nodded once. Unable to contain her excitement, Macy put her magazine down and hurried over to me. She grabbed my hand and pumped it twice, wanting to do a happy dance but understanding that maybe I didn’t want the other residents of the salon to know.

“Oh,” Macy said before she scooted over to the product shelf and held up a bottle of hair gel. “I thought I saw something like this at the drugstore. Will you come with me so I can show you?”

I turned to the part-time girls. “I’ll be right back,” I said.

They smiled and nodded. I was the senior staff member, and I couldn’t walk away for too long, but a quick trip outside where I could talk freely was too good to pass up. Macy and I practically ran out the door.

“Where can we go?” Macy gasped.

“Your car,” I said, lunging for the passenger seat.

We climbed inside, and Macy pulled me into a fierce hug across the gear shift. I laughed. This whole time I had been paralyzed with fear, thinking of nothing but breaking the news to Jason, and here Macy was, giddy with excitement for me. She knew something I didn’t. She knew all about giving birth and being a mother, and she was over the moon with joy.

I started to feel some of the terror drain away. “I don’t know what to do,” I confessed.

“You’ll have to make a doctor’s appointment,” Macy said. “And you’ll have to tell Jason. I’m sure he’ll be thrilled.”

“I don’t know.” I hesitated. “He and his ex were married for ten years, and they never had children. What if he doesn’t want children?”

“Honey, he loves you. What you have with him, he doesn’t feel a single inch for whoever that woman was.” Macy patted my hand. “I can see that every time he looks at you. It will be okay.” She wagged her fists in excitement. “We get to plan a shower, and pick out baby names, and decorate the nursery.”

“Hold on,” I laughed. “You don’t have to do all that work.”

“I want to,” she chided me. “You’re gonna love being a mother.”

I looked down at my phone. “Didn’t you say you had a client this afternoon?”

“What time is it?” She looked at her own phone. “Oh no!”

I gave Macy one more quick hug before climbing out of her car so she could go to work. She roared out of the parking spot and took off down the street. Alone, but armed with the knowledge that I had a friend, I returned to work and finished out the day.
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Coming home that night, I found Jason’s truck in the driveway. I wasn’t sure if I could stomach the conversation right then or if I would chicken out as I had done before. This time, there was no getting around it. For better or for worse, I had to tell him. I was rehearsing my speech when I stepped in the house and stopped.

The love seat was turned on its side, its stumpy legs sticking up in the air. The couch cushions had been ripped, and stuffing was leaking all over the floor. My spider plant was nude and potless in a corner, the pot shattered, the dirt smeared all over the kitchen island. Our clock had been torn from the wall and was floating in the full sink. I stepped into the battlefield shell-shocked, gently touching all my things as if I could will them back together.

“What happened?” I asked Jason.

He stood in the middle of the living room, surveying the damage. At first, he didn’t respond, lost in his own dark thoughts. Finally, he looked up and answered my question with a shrug. “Looks like someone broke in.”

“I looked at the front door which looked no worse for the wear. How did they get in?”

He shook his head, unsure.

Then I remembered opening the office window earlier that day. I had thought the chemical fumes were making me sick, and I had forgotten to close it. I raced to the office to confirm my worst fears. The window was open wide enough for someone to get in. My mannequin heads were smashed, and the wig I had spent hours dyeing had been shoved into the toilet.

I ran to my room, discovering my blankets were torn, my closet emptied out onto the floor, and my dresser overturned. I fell to my knees, grabbing fistfuls of what had once been expensive blouses, and sobbed.
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Today was the day I was going to close the case. Ryan was ready, and we had three uniformed officers who were going in with us.

“I’ve got the warrant!” Ryan arrived from the courthouse, holding the document triumphantly in the air.

I surged out of my seat, grabbing my hat. “Let’s go.”

Cheryl logged the time, and the five of us split up into two patrol cars. We were going to raid the hair salon. We had established significant evidence to conduct a search, and we were looking for anything criminal: drugs, guns, and cash. I couldn’t give Lindsey the heads-up—that would have been unprofessional. I just had to hope that we could get the entire staff locked down safely before conducting our search.

We turned our lights on as we cruised down the street, storming the mere five blocks more for a show of power than necessity. When executing any search, one of the most important things was to establish authority from the get-go. We had a couple of ways of doing that, but the most common was to go in wearing all our gear, carrying our guns. That usually did the trick and spooked any suspects into cooperation.

We parked in front of the salon, sirens blazing. The five of us climbed out onto the street, wearing uniforms and vests, armed with our search warrant. It was Wednesday, the day they seemed to conduct most of their nefarious activity. We had reason to believe the entire management was in attendance that day. It wasn’t often that Katrina, Lena, and the assistant manager were in the building at the same time, but once a month, we discovered, they had a team meeting. We had documented all of their comings and goings over the two months we had been watching them. Now that we knew their patterns, it was time to stop them before they hurt anyone else.

I swung the door open and stepped inside, followed by my team. Lindsey looked up from her customer, a smile hovering behind her eyes. Then she saw our play of power, and her jaw dropped open. Ava was there too, and the two women exchanged a frightened glance.

“What’s going on?” Lindsey asked.

I moved past her to the back office where I knew the managers were hiding. I pounded my fist against the wood, identifying myself as a police officer.

“Police! Open up!”

There was a scuffling noise from inside, followed by a clatter. I tried the doorknob and found it locked. I put my shoulder against the particleboard and pushed, opening the door with minimal force. A window leading to the back alley was open, and I just caught the back of the assistant manager as she slid down to the ground.

“They’re running!” I yelled back into the salon before climbing through the open window.

My feet hit the pavement outside, and I took off running. I could see the women ahead of me, bobbing up and down as they sped away from the scene of the crime. They split up, one running back toward the main street, one continuing down the back alley, another diving deep into the neighborhood behind the shops. I followed Katrina, who had veered into the neighborhood.

I chased her down sleepy streets, past crosswalks painted bright white for safety. She tried the handle of every car door she passed, slowing her progress. When she hit on one that opened, she yanked it free from the frame and kept running, putting up a barrier between us. I shifted around the open door and kept gaining on her.

She swerved left and then right, trying to throw me off. I chose a middle path, closing the distance until I could almost touch her. She panicked, climbing up someone’s sloping front lawn and hopping the fence into their backyard. I was about to follow when I heard the loud bark of a dog closing in on her.

She shrieked, stumbling back the way she came. When I reached the fence, she was clinging to it, desperate to climb over. A family canine was growling at her heels, its mouth full of her pant leg. I reached over the fence and gathered her to my chest, pulling her free. She sobbed, collapsing into my arms as I laid on the handcuffs and read her the Miranda rights.

The family came running from their front door, a mom, dad, and two kids. They stopped dead in their tracks, finding a policeman struggling with the neighborhood salon owner on their front lawn. All the fight had gone out of Katrina, and I didn’t have to warn her to be silent. She stood patiently, just thankful to be alive.

“What’s happening here?” the dad asked.

“Is that your dog?” I asked.

“It’s my dog,” one of the kids said.

“Your dog deserves a medal.” I winked. “They caught a bad guy today.”

“Really?” the kid shrieked.

“Yeah,” I laughed, walking my prisoner back down to the sidewalk. I said nothing on the entire march back to the salon. She didn’t give me any trouble, her head bowed so that her hair created a curtain in front of her eyes. She didn’t look at me or say anything. I took a glance at her torn pant leg and could see a little scratch running down into one shoe. We would have to get that looked at. She wasn’t limping, but I wanted to cross all my t’s for this case. It wouldn’t do to have her claim bodily injury in the pursuit of justice.

Back at the salon, the girls were lined up in the waiting area. Lindsey and Ava were huddled close, watching the officer who had been set to guard them. The two part-time girls were seated in chairs, holding hands. The manager and the assistant manager were in the back of one of the patrol cars, each one wearing a pair of cuffs. I deposited the owner in the other cop car, shutting the door and nodding to the officer on guard duty.

Lindsey looked up when I walked in the door but said nothing. Ava, too, watched with knowing eyes, savvy enough to keep her knowledge to herself. Ryan came up from the basement, holding a gallon-sized bag of white powder.

“There’s thirteen sacks of cash down there and another one of these.” Ryan indicated his find. “We got them.”

“Great,” I said. “Can you handle the evidence? I’ll talk to the girls?”

“You got it.” Ryan nodded. He glanced over at his ex and whispered, “I’d rather search a hundred basements than have a heart-to-heart with Ava right now.”

I grinned. We had won. Now all that was left was to pick up the pieces from the lives that the criminals had broken, starting with the four young women in the waiting area.

“My name is Detective Jason White,” I introduced myself for the benefit of the two part-time workers who didn’t know me. “This salon has been under investigation for money laundering and illegal drug distribution for six weeks. The owner, manager, and assistant manager have been caught on camera accepting drug shipments and providing sacks of cash in exchange. I won’t go into all the details.”

I was specifically speaking to the two new girls, though I could see Lindsey and Ava following along. “We’ll want to talk to each of you. As long as you’re innocent, we’re not going to charge you with conspiracy. But you need to tell us everything you know.”

“What’s going to happen to the salon?” one of the part-timers asked.

Lindsey turned to me with questioning eyes, and I saw her coworker’s concerns mirrored there. “It’ll be closed down for a bit while we conduct our full investigation,” I said.

“Does that mean we’re out of a job?” Ava asked.

“For the time being. Once the legal issues are resolved, the salon could open back up under new ownership.” I looked directly at Lindsey.

“I don’t have the money to buy this place,” she said softly.

“Okay.” I let it drop for the moment. “I’m really sorry.”

“Can I go home?” Ava asked.

“Yeah,” I agreed. “You can go. If Ryan or I have any questions, we’ll be in touch.” The girls stood up, gathered their things, and headed for the door. I stopped Lindsey as she moved with the herd. “Do you want a ride?” I whispered.

She didn’t pull away, but she didn’t meet my eyes either. “I thought you were supposed to pretend not to know me.”

“Come on, Lindsey,” I protested. “That was just professionalism.”

“It’s not professional to care about someone involved in a case?” she snapped.

“I’m sorry,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “Next time you go to work for a drug kingpin, I’ll identify you as my girlfriend.”

She shook her head. “That’s not funny.”

“I know,” I agreed. My diversionary tactics hadn’t worked. Lindsey seemed unfocused, like she was preoccupied. I wanted to take her into the back room, sit her down, and have a deep, meaningful conversation. I wanted to take her back to the cabin and make love to her. Tomorrow morning, I would bring her breakfast in bed and not leave the room until she confessed.

But our cabin wasn’t safe anymore. Our den of love had been invaded not by an animal in human form. I had to tell her. Whatever was eating away at her would have to wait. Angie had caught up with me, and there was no telling what she would do. I was afraid the bulldozing of our home was only the beginning.

“Stick around for a bit, and we’ll go home together,” I urged.

“What am I gonna do for a couple hours?” She sighed.

“Here.” I pulled out my wallet and handed over a credit card. “Go grab Ava before she leaves and get some coffee at the diner. I’m sure she needs you right now.”

She looked at the card, thinking it over.

“Please,” I said. “It’s important. I don’t want you to go back to the cabin alone until I can talk to you.”

She inhaled, finally smiling. She took the card and walked out the door, flagging down Ava’s car before her friend drove away. I felt some tension wash out of my chest, knowing that Lindsey would be safe. I turned back to the policemen I worked with and began issuing orders.
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Ipicked Lindsey up at the diner when I was all through. It had been a long but productive day. I slid into the booth beside my girlfriend, putting my head down on her shoulder.

“Aww,” Ava crooned from across the table.

Lindsey patted my head like a puppy. I slid an arm around her middle and squeezed. She removed my hand with a surprised squeak, placating me with a platonic kiss on the cheek. What was going on with her? I helped myself to leftovers from her plate before pulling her to her feet. I walked her to her car, promising to be right behind her as she sped off toward home.

Fifteen minutes later, we were both pulling up to the cabin. I had spent a good deal of time cleaning, and the interior looked presentable. I had flipped the slashed couch cushions, righted the love seat, and repotted Lindsey’s plant. We put new sheets and blankets on the beds, rescued what we could from the toilet and the sinks and picked up all the loose clothes. It seemed like Lindsey’s stuff had been targeted more than mine, for obvious reasons. I had to tell Lindsey the truth, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.

When we got inside, she looked around with aching eyes. The memory of the mess was still fresh in her mind, and the pain of infiltration haunted her. I grabbed two beers from the fridge and handed one over.

“My wife is in town,” I said without preamble.

Lindsey surprised me by nodding. “I think I might know who she is.”

“Really?” I tossed my beer cap on the kitchen island and took a sip.

“I was in the grocery store looking for cake ingredients, and there was this strange woman who came up to me out of nowhere. She said I shouldn’t bake you a cake because, quote, ‘men don’t appreciate that shit.’”

I nodded. That had probably been Angie.

“Then I saw her again in the salon,” Lindsey said.

“She came to your salon?” This was worse than I thought. Not only had Angie trashed my house, but she was stalking my girlfriend.

Lindsey nodded. “I thought there was something off about her. She kept staring at me.”

I walked over to the kitchen and set my beer down.

“She’s a brunette now, just so you know.” Lindsey followed me, not bothering to uncap her own drink. “I dyed her hair.”

“Why didn’t you tell me about this?” I asked.

“I’m supposed to tell you about every strange customer I get?” she retorted.

“There are more?”

“No,” she said, clearly annoyed. “Do you think she’s the one who trashed our cabin?”

I nodded my confirmation. “I’m sorry.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that yesterday?”

“I didn’t want to upset you,” I said.

“Well it’s too late for that, because I’m upset,” she snapped. “Don’t call me out for keeping secrets when you do the same.”

I opened my mouth to apologize again, but she set her drink down, unopened, and pivoted toward her room. I watched her go, watched that lovely backside disappear down the hallway. We wouldn’t be sleeping together tonight. I heard the loud thump of her bedroom door swinging shut and sighed. Love was the spice of life, but things would certainly be easier without it. Instead of pushing the issue, I decided to give Lindsey her space. I finished off my beer, grabbed hers, and headed for my own room to watch TV.
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Iwas out of a job. I wasn’t sure what my next move was going to be, but I didn’t feel like I needed to pound the pavement just yet. I had called some of my regular clients to update them about what was going on, and I had a few house calls set up already. Instead of going into the salon the next morning, I met up with Ava and Macy for coffee.

There was a new bakery in town, owned by one of our clients’ grandchildren. Ava and I accepted a free cinnamon bun each, after much arguing.

“I won’t take no for an answer,” the young proprietor said.

We thanked her, ordering coffee to go with the pastry, and picked a seat outside on the porch. It was early spring, so it was cold enough for jackets but warm enough to enjoy breakfast outdoors. I added a third cinnamon bun to our order for Macy, and the three of us ate more sugar than anyone was accustomed to eating for breakfast.

“This is so good!” Ava said around a mouthful of sugary heaven.

I agreed, licking my lips.

Macy cut into hers like a pro, finishing it off in record time. “How are you girls holding up?” she asked, wiping her fingers on a napkin.

I sipped coffee thoughtfully. “I’m okay. I’ve called a few clients, and I have a few cuts and colors set up.”

“That’s great,” Macy enthused. “How awful was it yesterday?”

“It was pretty bad,” I said.

“Yeah,” Ava commiserated. “When the guys burst in the door, I thought for sure we were all going to jail.”

“And when Katrina ran out the back window,” I said, shaking my head.

“Yeah,” Ava agreed. “Crazy.”

“All this time, I knew something was wrong, but I kept thinking it couldn’t be Katrina. I thought somehow we would find out that she was innocent or being coerced into helping the others.” I sighed. “I just can’t believe she would knowingly sell that stuff.”

“Out of our hair salon!” Ava agreed.

Macy nodded, “I can’t believe this all went down in such a small town. I mean, this is something you’d expect in Austin or Nashville, but not here.”

Ava and I were silent. We had lived in Singer’s Ridge all our lives, and we knew that even small towns had their dark sides.

“Have you told Ava?” Macy perked up.

“Oh.” I turned to my best friend. “I’m pregnant.”

“That’s amazing!” Ava reached across the table to hug me. I laughed, trying to avoid sticky fingers in my hair. “When? How?”

“You see, when a man loves a woman,” Macy began, teasing.

“Stop.” Ava threw a balled-up napkin at her. “I meant when did you find out?”

“Two days ago,” I said.

“Congratulations.” Ava straightened in her chair. “What did Jason say?”

I winced. “I haven’t actually told him yet.”

Ava exhaled dramatically.

Macy pinched her mouth tight. “You have to tell him.”

“I know,” I said.

“Waiting is only going to make it harder,” Macy explained. “Take it from me, I know.”

I sighed again. “There’s just so much going on. There’s the salon, and now Jason’s wife is in town.”

“Who?” Ava asked.

“You know that woman…” I trailed off, something across the street catching my eye.

There was a laundromat and a bookstore facing the bakery. Two cars were parked in front of the laundromat, and as I watched, that same crazy lady from the grocery store snuck out of the laundromat and around one of the cars. I couldn’t tell what she was doing, but it didn’t look like either of the cars belonged to her.

“There she is.” I pointed.

Both Ava and Macy looked.

“Oh yeah,” Ava said. “I remember her.”

“Oh crap.” I pulled out my phone. The woman paced a drunken circle on the sidewalk and then popped back inside the laundromat. I dialed Jason, waiting an eternity before he picked up.

“Hey,” he said warmly.

“Your wife is here,” I cut him off. “I think she’s following me.”

“Where are you?” he demanded.

“I’m at Pax’s Bakery.”

“Don’t move. Go inside. Stay where others can see you. I’ll be right there.” He hung up.

I put the phone back in my purse, my hands shaking.

“Are you okay?” Ava reached out to wrap a strong hand around my fragile one.

I nodded, feeling tears just behind my eyes. “She broke into our cabin and trashed the place.”

“Oh my God, Lindsey,” Macy gasped, covering her mouth with one hand.

“Is she dangerous?” Ava asked.

“I don’t know,” I said. The more I thought about it, the more I was sure the answer was ‘yes.’

It was only a few minutes before Jason arrived. “Where did you see her?” he asked, storming up the porch steps.

I pointed across the street at the laundry.

He kissed me on the top of my head. “Stay together,” he told my friends before jumping down the stairs and racing across the street.

Together, we watched as Jason pierced the laundromat. The street was deceptively peaceful, and we wondered what was happening. For a moment, we sat in silence, until Jason reemerged, shaking his head. He came back to us, apologetic.

“She’s not in there?” I asked.

“No, I didn’t see anyone.” He lingered at our table, wanting to say more, wanting to sit down.

I pointed to one of the other tables. “You can grab a chair.”

He reached down to kiss me again. “I can’t stay.”

I nodded.

“Call me again if you see her.” His eyes were worried.

“I’m fine,” I assured him.

“Can you stay with her?” Jason asked Macy and Ava.

“Of course,” Macy said.

“I’ll try to get off early today, but I don’t want you alone at the cabin.”

“We’ll be fine,” I told him.

“We won’t let her out of our sight,” Ava promised.

Jason nodded, retreating back down the stairs. I watched him go with a mixture of pain and regret. It hadn’t been the right time to drop my bombshell on him, but the way things were going, it didn’t seem like there would be a good time. We finished our coffee, talking around the elephant in the room. Macy insisted on fantasizing about my baby shower.

“We could make goodie bags for everyone with all those cute little baby things inside,” she said. “Like Baby Ruth candies and Junior Mints.”

After coffee, I invited the girls back to the cabin and cooked grilled cheese for all of us. We sat in the living room and played Rummy for hours. I showed Ava my remaining wigs that had been hidden in the box in my closet and were therefore untouched. Macy went through my wardrobe, picking out things that she might like to borrow. Not everything had been destroyed, and I still had a number of presentable outfits.

“This would be perfect.” Macy held up a blouse, checking herself out in the mirror. “You have such great taste in clothes.”

“We’re gonna have to get you some maternity threads,” Ava said.

“We could go into Nashville,” Macy suggested. “There’s this great little maternity shop—nothing but the best.”

“All I need are some jeans and I’ll be set,” I tried.

Macy shook her head. “Trust me. When you’re out to here, you’re going to want something that makes you feel beautiful.” She indicated the width of a pregnant belly with one hand.

I laughed. It felt good to be surrounded by friends, even if they were here to ward off tragedy. Jason arrived home at five, just as he said he would. I thanked the girls for staying with me and promised that it would all blow over soon.

Ava kissed my cheek before leaving. “Take care of her,” she commanded Jason.

He nodded.

Macy pulled me into a hug, whispering, “Tell him.”

“I will,” I promised.

They each got into their vehicles, and the small caravan rumbled down the hill, disappearing into the forest. Jason and I were alone with the ghosts of his crazy wife and our baby between us. We went back into the living room and sat down.

“I think I know where she’s staying,” he said. “I can serve her with divorce papers.”

“What if she does something really stupid?” I asked, leaving the threat of violence unspoken.

Jason nodded in agreement. “She might. Our life together was pretty rocky, but I was in it for the long haul. I mean, I thought when you got married that was it, for better or for worse. When she left me, it was actually a weight off my shoulders.” He sighed. “Then she turns up here and starts stalking the woman I’m in love with.”

My heart froze. Had I just heard him right? Had he backed into admitting that he loved me? My voice betrayed my emotion when I asked the pointed question. “What did you say?”

I could feel his hesitancy at repeating the phrase, “The woman I’m in love with.”

Bliss settled its warm body around my own, wiping all my fears away. “I love you, too,” I said, feeling relief and power in equal doses. He did love me. He felt the same way about me that I felt about him. That first bridge had been crossed, and we arrived safely on the opposite side. Feeling suddenly tired, I laid my head down against his shoulder and drifted off to sleep.
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Iwoke with Lindsey in my arms. The night before, she had been out of sorts, and I had carried her to bed after she fell asleep on the couch. It was enough to show me how much I missed having her with me and how much I wanted to spend the rest of my life together. I had accidentally admitted that I loved her, and to my astonishment, she had reciprocated. Staring down at her sleeping face, I wondered how I ever could have doubted her. She wasn’t the type of woman to give her body freely. I realized I had known all along how she had felt about me. She told me in the way she smiled and the way she moved. I had been a fool for withholding those three little words for so long.

I touched her shoulder, running my fingers lightly across her skin. It was so soft and smooth, as if her entire body had been created from clouds. She stirred in my arms, responding to my affection before even waking up. I felt her body stretch, toes curling and muscles flexing. She rubbed her ass against my crotch, finding comfort in my budding erection.

I put my hand on her hip and pulled her firmly toward me, anchoring our bodies together. She was so hot. Underneath the nightgown, she wore no underwear; there was nothing to stop me as I slid my hand beneath the silk to cup her breast. She moaned, rising to full consciousness with a delicious smile.

“Good morning,” she said wickedly.

“Good morning,” I growled, sucking her earlobe into my mouth.

She twisted in my arms, planting her lips firmly on mine. She tasted like the morning, like an unabbreviated, au naturale version of herself. I fell deep into the kiss, patiently sliding my tongue over hers. It was a surrender for both of us, an acknowledgment of our love. She reached one arm awkwardly behind her, trying to bring me closer.

I broke the kiss, mesmerized by the feeling of her backside against my cock. I pushed her hair away and stroked the back of her neck with my tongue, moving my hips with gentle insistence. She played along, stretching out into her pillow, allowing me full access. I slid the strap of her nightgown down her shoulder, exposing her breasts to the mattress.

She couldn’t find a place for her hands until I covered them with my own and laid them firmly on the bed. When she obeyed, I returned to my work, hooking a finger under her negligee and sliding it up over her firm behind. Without the fabric between us, my cock jumped to full attention. I rubbed the graceful arc of her bottom, eager to feel it pressing against me. She responded with a soft sigh, an invitation to me to take my time.

I pulled the nightgown over her head, casting it away onto the floor. Enchanted with this magical creature in my bed, I slid my fingers up and down her spine before reaching around to touch her belly. She stiffened slightly, responding to something that was beyond my understanding. I shook off the hesitation and reached lower, tracing the soft outline of her outer folds.

She shoved her ass against my crotch hard, begging me to continue. I parted her flower, sinking my fingers deep to find her slick and ready for sex. I slid one finger in and out gently, priming the pump. She wiggled excitedly, reaching back with an eager hand to pull me closer.

I returned her hand to the mattress firmly, leaving off my ministrations. She groaned in frustration. I laughed, finding her core again and working her toward an orgasm. Her clit was swollen and wet with lust. Her hips ground against me as I pleasured her. I brought her to the edge but wouldn’t let her fall. Instead, I drew back, prepared to penetrate that sweet abyss.

“Jason…” she moaned.

I slid home with one slick thrust. She gasped, spreading her legs wide to accommodate me. I had her pinned to the bed, my body on top of hers. Her pussy closed around me, heaven on Earth. There was nowhere for her to go and nothing for her to do but take me as I began to rock. I planted my hands on either side of her back and slid in and out, up and down.

She tilted her ass up to meet my thrusts, crying out each time I filled her. I didn’t want it to end, so I buried myself deep inside and paused, waiting out the eruption. When I found my strength, I pulled her over to one side, raising her left leg so that I could fit even deeper. Her hands were suddenly free, and she raked them over my shoulders, her eyes pressed shut. I pumped from above, her beautiful body twisted beneath me. She took my entire length and then some.

Just as I was about to lose all control, I felt her tighten around me. Her pleasure waves sent shocks through my organ, causing me to release my load. I shuddered into her, falling over her, my muscles contracting. She cried out, her voice hoarse with pleasure. I held myself deep inside her until the earthquake and all its aftershocks passed. After a moment, I slid free, leaving a void where I had been. She rolled over onto her back, looking up at me with sleep still in her eyes.

“I have to go to work,” I said.

“I guess I’ll just stay here,” she purred.

“Why don’t you spend the day with Macy and Dillon?” I asked. “You could walk over to their cabin and help them with the kids.”

She sat up. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea.”

I smiled. After that fantastic wake-up call and knowing Lindsey would be safe with friends all day, I was feeling pretty good. I took a quick shower, got dressed, and drove into the office. Dillon and Macy were good enough friends now that I didn’t feel the need to make a formal request for their help. I understood that they would welcome Lindsey in when she arrived on their doorstep. All I had to do was get my head in the work game for a few hours, and then I could go home.

I was a little late, and Ryan was already there, working. After the hair salon bust had gone so well, we were back to small-potato stuff, drunk and disorderly and domestic violence. I noticed there was one man sleeping in the corner cell.

“Rough night?” I asked.

Ryan shrugged. “No more than usual. The night shift didn’t have anything major to report. There was a drunk driver.”

“Is that him?” I pointed.

“Yep,” Ryan said.

“Listen.” I grabbed my chair and set it down at my partner’s desk. “I’m in some personal trouble.”

“What kind?” Ryan asked. “Is she pregnant?”

“What?” I shot back, stunned. “No. It’s my soon-to-be ex. I need to serve her with divorce papers, get her signature, and close that godforsaken chapter of my life.”

“What can I do to help?”

“Will you go serve her with papers?” I asked humbly.

“You got it,” he said without hesitation.

“I think she’s staying at the motel south of town. Here’s a picture of her.” I scrolled through my phone, way back in the digital records to find a passable picture of Angie. The first one that popped up, she was drinking a glass of wine at a fancy restaurant, her face pinched and sour. I texted that one to Ryan. “She’s a brunette now. Lindsey dyed her hair.”

“She’s been to see Lindsey?” Ryan surmised.

I nodded.

“Things serious between you two?”

I smiled, thinking about our delicious morning sex and how we had finally crossed that bridge into a formal declaration of our love. “Yes, I think they are.”
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Iwas going to go to Macy’s cabin just as soon as I got dressed. I waited until Jason had kissed me goodbye before slowly going to the shower and washing off the memories of our lovemaking. It was wonderful to wake up in Jason’s arms and share the magic of the morning together. I wanted it to last forever, but I was worried what might happen when he found out about the baby. We had just barely said “I love you”—what if the pregnancy changed all that? I knew I should tell him. I knew that would be the first thing Macy would ask when I saw her later that day. And she was right. I just had to find the right time.

This crisis over Jason’s soon-to-be ex was interrupting our relationship. I wondered what he had ever seen in her and whether he saw the same thing in me? She seemed distant and out of control. She was obviously violent and dangerous. Hiding out from her made me feel like a fugitive in my own town. I trusted Jason to handle it as soon as he could, but I wondered if that would be soon enough. What if she went after Jason instead of me?

With regret, I realized that I should have told him the news that morning. In the afterglow of sex, he might have been more receptive to the news. I resolved to tell him as soon as the current situation resolved itself. As soon as the ex-wife was in jail, or at the very least had left town, I would sit down with Jason and discuss our future. If he didn’t want the baby, then we could part ways amicably.

I shuddered with the thought, hoping beyond hope that the news would make him happy. We could have such a beautiful life together, just like Macy and Dillon. We could babyproof the cabin, move all my stuff out of the second bedroom and create a nursery. With those thoughts in mind, I went to the kitchen to scrounge some breakfast.

I considered texting Macy to let her know I was coming but thought better of it. We were such good friends. I couldn’t imagine she would have a problem with my visit. Even if Macy had to work, I could spend the day keeping Nicky and the baby out of Dillon’s hair while he worked. It would be a good crash course in childcare, one that I would need seven to eight months in the future.

As I was working on my cereal, musing over nursery decorations, there was a knock at the door. Maybe Macy or Ava had come over. They were both certainly aware that I needed an extra layer of protection with Jason’s ex in town. Without considering the danger, I got up and answered the call.

As soon as I opened the door to reveal the porch and the forest outside, I realized my mistake. Instead of a friend or even one of Jason’s coworkers, the crazy lady from the grocery store stood holding a gun. I froze, releasing the door and backing up slowly. She followed me inside, her eyes on fire.

“Don’t move,” Angie swore.

“I’m not—” I began.

“Shut up!” Angie snarled. “You think you can come between me and my husband?”

I didn’t want to risk angering her further by arguing, so I held my tongue. I watched in horror as she removed one hand from the pistol and used it to shake a cell phone out of her purse. She dialed a number that she knew by heart, one that I was coming to know as well. A moment later, Jason’s voice on speakerphone broke through the cabin.

“This has to stop,” he said.

“Shut up and listen!” Angie yelled. “I’m at your cabin with your whore.”

“Lindsey?” Jason’s voice shot up an octave, the worry crystal clear.

“I’m okay!” I shouted.

“She won’t be okay for long,” Angie threatened. “I’ve got a gun, so don’t try anything.”

“Angie, if you hurt her—” Jason complained.

“Get your ass over here,” the crazy lady growled. “Or I’ll put an end to this extramarital affair you’re having.”

“It’s okay,” Jason said, his voice suddenly soothing. “You haven’t done anything that you can’t come back from. I know that it was you who trashed our cabin, but we can let that slide. Don’t make a mistake you’re going to regret.”

“I regret nothing!” Angie screamed. “Other than walking out on you. Give me a chance to prove that we were meant to be together.”

“Alright,” he lied. “I will. Just don’t hurt her.”

“If you’re not here, alone, in ten minutes, I can’t be held responsible for what I might do.” She shut the door behind her, waving the gun at me.

I backed up toward the kitchen island, my thoughts racing.

“She means nothing to me,” Jason said. I could hear an engine roar in the background, and I knew he was in his truck. “I was hurt when you left, and I was looking for comfort. As soon as I get there, we can be together again.”

I knew he was telling her exactly what she needed to hear, but the words still hurt. I was pregnant with his child, and he was telling another woman that I meant nothing to him. I swallowed my pride and kept my eye trained on her weapon. She was just crazy enough to kill me, and though I’d thought that I didn’t want children in the past, I desperately wanted to bring my little bundle of joy into the world. I closed my eyes, focused on Jason’s voice as he kept talking.

“Just don’t kill her,” he was saying. “If you go to jail, we can never be together. I need you in my life, Angie.”

The tactic was working. When I snuck a glance, I could see Angie beginning to relax. She strutted across the living room floor, as if Jason were her shining prince and he was coming to rescue her instead of me.

“I’m almost there,” Jason said. “Tell me that she’s alright and that we can be together.”

“She’s alright,” Angie purred. “For now. I don’t know what you see in her.” She studied my face and my body, seeming to reject any indication that I might have something to offer a man.

“She’s nothing,” Jason assured her. “You’re my wife. I’m coming to take you home.”

A moment later, the sound of gravel crunching in the driveway alerted both of us to Jason’s presence. He burst through the door, hands held high in the air, desperate for confirmation that he wasn’t too late. When our eyes met, I saw that all the lies he had been telling her had been just that—lies. He had said whatever he had to say to make sure I was safe. Relief washed over his features as he eased his way into the cabin.

Angie stiffened, waving her gun frantically at me.

“I’m here,” Jason announced. “You can let her go. It’s just you and me now, Angie.”

“Are you going to leave her?” Angie squeaked, her hands shaking on the trigger.

“Yes, yes,” Jason promised. “You and me, we’ll go back to Nashville and start our life over again.”

“If you’re lying, I’ll kill her!” Angie fumed. Jason’s words seemed to be having the opposite effect on her now that he was in the same room. I could see she wanted to believe him, but was it enough? Would she really pull the trigger in an insane bid to win him back?

“I’m pregnant!” I shouted, silencing the entire room.

Both Angie and Jason whirled. Angie’s jaw dropped open, and something like betrayal flashed through her eyes. Jason seized the moment of indecision and leapt at her, yanking her off her feet and onto the ground. I jumped back behind the couch, scooting out of range as the two of them fought. I could hear Angie screaming bloody murder and scuffling sounds as Jason grappled for the gun. It was over almost before it began.

Jason raced around the couch, popping the lock on the pistol and sliding the clip free. He pocketed the ammunition, set the gun down on the couch cushion, and crouched beside me. I flew into his arms, exhaustion and terror emptying out of me in one long sob.

“Are you hurt?” he asked, pulling back to examine my face.

“No,” I whispered.

On the other side of the couch, I could hear Angie stirring. Jason leapt to his feet again, returning to the invader before she could rise. He pulled out his own revolver, grabbed her by one arm, and dragged her to the couch. He thrust her down on one end, caring nothing for how she landed. Then he turned to me and helped me to my feet, leading me gently to the love seat. We sat on opposite ends of the living room, both of us trembling in shock.

“But you said—” Angie began.

“You have the right to remain silent,” Jason cut her off. With his free hand, he pulled out his phone. “This is Detective Jason White. I have a 10-15 at my cabin. Request backup immediately.”

“Copy that,” Cheryl’s voice shone through. “Officers en route.”

“You got her pregnant?” Angie attempted to rise.

“Sit down!” Jason snarled. He didn’t even look at me. I felt horror settling in my stomach. My secret was out and in the worst possible way. I tried to focus on my breathing and being grateful to be alive. Still, my fantasy life with Jason could have reached a shattering conclusion. There was no way to have an honest conversation with Angie in the room. I would have to wait until the crisis passed to explain myself.

“All this time…” Angie muttered.

“Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law,” Jason advised her. “We’re just going to sit here quietly until my backup arrives.”

“You’re good,” Angie spat. “You had me thinking that you really cared.”

“Of course I care,” he said.

“For her!” Angie surged to her feet.

Jason pushed her back down. “I’m warning you.”

“You don’t love me anymore!” The crazy lady collapsed into great, heaving sobs.

Suddenly, I felt bad for her. It was obvious that in her deranged mind she had wanted to get back together with her husband. And I was the other woman standing in her way. The situation wasn’t fair to any of us. Jason, who had left Nashville to try to escape the hell his life had become, was a victim in all this. I was supposed to be in love with him, and even I couldn’t tell him the truth. The silence stretched us to the breaking point, punctuated only with Angie’s gut-wrenching wails.

When the police arrived, I breathed a sigh of relief. Jason holstered his gun, allowing his fellow officers to remove the hysterical woman. As she was walked out, she shot him a look of pure hatred. Her mascara was smudged into raccoon eyes, her features swollen from the exertion.

Ryan waited on the porch to oversee the arrest before stepping inside to see if we were okay. “I guess I know where to find her,” he said.

Jason smiled tightly.

“You, okay?” his partner asked.

Jason nodded. “Go book her. I’ll be back in an hour.”

Ryan looked at me, crossing the room to offer a friendly hand. I took it and squeezed, looking up into his gentle eyes. Whatever had gone on between him and Ava, I could tell he was a decent man.

“I’m sorry this had to happen,” Ryan said.

“I’m okay,” I sniffed.

“Take your time,” Ryan told his partner.

Jason walked to the door to make sure Angie was in the back of the patrol car. He stood out on the porch for a long moment as the caravan of police officers drifted away down the hill. I waited on the love seat, working my hands together in a sweaty knot.

All I wanted to do was go to Jason, to wrap my arms around him, to find safety in his touch. But I had betrayed him just as surely as Angie had. I had kept the one thing from him that all men need to know when that event occurs in life. I had deprived him of making a decision. For selfish reasons, my lies had compounded his stress. I could only wait and hope that he would forgive me.

When he came back inside, he wasn’t angry. He sat down next to me without speaking, gathering me into his arms. I sobbed, burying my face in his chest.

“It’s okay,” he whispered.

I nodded and sniffled. The adrenaline was leaking away, and I could feel my body going limp. My heart was pounding. He just held me for a long time, the silence between us heavy with regret.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” he asked finally.

“I didn’t know how you would react,” I said stupidly.

“I love you, Lindsey,” he said after a pause. “But I don’t know what to think.”

I collapsed into another sob. I really had broken this lovely thing we had between us. My failure to communicate had ruined his trust. I was desperate to know whether he wanted our baby, whether he wanted me. But he refused to tell me. Instead, he let me cry. When we had been sitting together for half an hour, he handed me his phone.

“Call Ava and Macy,” he told me.

I accepted the phone with shaky hands and made the call. Macy was in his contacts, and I asked her to call Ava and spread the news.

“I’m okay,” I told my friend as she gasped in surprise.

“Will you come sit with Lindsey?” Jason asked.

“Of course. We’ll be right there,” Macy promised.

“I’ll stay with you until they come,” Jason said, putting away the phone. “Then I’m gonna go back to work.”

“Do you have to?” I whined. It disgusted me, but I couldn’t keep the pleading out of my voice.

“I need some time to think,” he said. “And I have to sort out my divorce and get her the help she needs.”

Of course, he would still feel protective of his wife. Of course, he wouldn’t want her to suffer at the hands of the system. I understood only that he was a good man and that I had injured him. We waited together until Macy showed up with Dillon and the kids.

Jason stood to greet his friend, and Macy replaced him at my side. I fell into Macy’s arms with the same unashamed remorse that I had shown to Jason. Macy wrapped her arms around me, making soothing sounds.

“There, there,” she crooned.

Jason and Dillon went out to the porch, leaving Nicky and the baby with us in the living room. Nicky drifted closer to the love seat, touching my knees with childhood concern.

“Is she okay, Mommy?” the little boy asked.

“She’s gonna be fine,” Macy promised. “She just needs us to cheer her up.”

“I can draw a horse,” Nicky said.

I laughed, wiping away my tears. “I think I have some paper in the office.”

“I’ll get it,” Macy said, rising to her feet. “Nicky, tell Auntie Lindsey about our trip to the farm.”

I turned my focus to the eager little boy as he climbed up onto the spot his mother had vacated. He treated me to a rambling dissertation about farm animals while Macy collected what art supplies she could. Dillon returned to the living room without Jason, studying me for signs of stress. I gave him a watery smile.

A moment later, Ava burst through the door, and my circle of friends was complete. I collapsed into sobs.

“Jason—I told him…” I tried to get out.

“Sweetheart, can you take Nicky into the bedroom and see if there are any cartoons on?” Macy asked Dillon.

“Sure.” Dillon picked up Nicky.

“Hey!” the boy shouted indignantly.

“Come on, let’s give the girls some room to talk,” Dillon said, putting his son on his shoulders.

As soon as they were gone, Macy and Ava turned on me. I was still sitting on the love seat; I hadn’t moved since the incident. Macy sat next to me, holding my hand. Ava was crouched in front of me, staring up with supportive eyes.

I took a deep breath and forced myself to relax. “When she was in here waving the gun around, it sort of came out. I told them both I was pregnant.”

“How did he respond?” Ava asked, coming up out of her crouch to sit opposite us on the couch.

I shook my head. “Badly.”

“You can’t know what men are thinking,” Ava said.

“He’s probably hurt that you didn’t tell him before,” Macy surmised. “Let the shock wear off, and you’ll get your true reaction.”

I sniffled. Before I met Jason, I had been eager to have the cabin to myself. Now, all I could think about was that he wouldn’t be with me every morning to share the sunrise. I had messed up, and my baby would pay the ultimate price.

“Don’t think about it,” Macy saw the way my thoughts were going. “Do you have any ice cream in the freezer?”

I nodded.

“Well, let’s get it out.” She surged to her feet, mothering me like a pro. We got out a deck of cards and played gin rummy for hours until Macy had to take her real kids home. Dillon and Ava stayed, ignoring my assertions that I would be fine. Dillon set up his computer in our office and did his thing. Ava and I fell into our normal routine of gossip about the hair salon and its owners. Everything seemed comfortable for a time, but throughout it all there was a nagging doubt that I would never experience my happily ever after with the one man I had come to love more than anything else in the world.
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Ifound Dillon on the porch waiting for me. I killed the truck engine and stepped out of the cab. The night was gentle, and the forest was quiet. My boots crunched on the dirt and gravel driveway as I walked toward the stairs.

“Glad to see you,” Dillon said, rising to his feet.

“Thanks for staying,” I said.

He nodded. “Tough day.”

“Yeah,” I said. “You got a minute? Or do you need to get home?”

“Macy already put the kids to bed. I could stay for another fifteen.”

“Thanks.” I popped into the cabin to look for a beer. The living room was dark, and all the doors in the hallway were closed. I grabbed two bottles from the fridge before winding my way outside again. Dillon accepted one, and I kept the other, twisting the top off and taking a long, deep pull.

“Booked your ex?” Dillon asked when I said nothing.

I nodded. “She’s in jail.”

“Good thing,” Dillon agreed.

“Lawyer made her sign the divorce papers,” I said. “It’s official now—I’m 99 percent divorced. Just need the judge to sign off on it first thing tomorrow.”

“Lindsey’s okay,” Dillon said, answering the question I hadn’t asked. “Macy left around three, Ava left after dinner. Lindsey went to bed about an hour ago.”

“I can’t thank you enough for your help,” I said. “I won’t ask you to give up another day.”

“You won’t have to.” Dillon shrugged. “The crisis is in the past. She’ll be feeling better tomorrow and won’t need a bodyguard.”

I nodded, unconvinced. I would hire a whole fleet of bodyguards if it made Lindsey feel safe. It was my fault she had been attacked, my ex-wife the one who had assaulted her. Lindsey was carrying our child and for some reason had been reluctant to tell me until her life was threatened. That would have to be ironed out. I hadn’t reacted with the joy I was sure she had been hoping I would display. It had been a lot to process. Angie had been in our living room, waving a gun around, and the woman I wanted to spend the rest of my life with was in mortal danger. I had been in shock.

That day at work, I focused on processing Angie through the system and getting my divorce papers signed. It had been one thing right after another, leaving me with little time to process my own feelings.

“It’s none of my business,” Dillon began, “but Lindsey could use some TLC from you.”

I nodded, knowing he was right. “I’ll take the day off tomorrow,” I promised.

Dillon finished off his beer and set it down on the porch. “I gotta get home.”

“Thanks again, man.” I stood up to see him off.

“I’d say call me anytime, but hopefully you won’t have a reason to,” Dillon joked.

“I’ll drink to that,” I agreed, draining the dregs of my beer before picking up the discarded empties. Dillon jogged down the porch steps and disappeared into the night. I went back inside and threw away the bottles, being careful not to make too much noise.

My bed was empty. I guessed Lindsey had chosen to sleep in her own room. Cursing my stupidity, I was determined to make it up to her the next day. I took a shower and climbed into my own bed. The television was on to some cartoon channel when I flicked it on to drown out the noises in my head. I picked a sports program, reliving the highlights of the games that day. I fell asleep early in the morning, with the screen still blaring results.
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Idreamed of finding a baby and then losing it in the forest. I searched and searched but came up empty. I woke in a panic, a desperate need to find the tiny child that had become so important in the space of an afternoon. The sun was streaming in past the blinds, alerting me to the time. I had overslept.

I fought my way past the covers, righting myself groggily. Before coffee, before a shower and a shave, I wanted to talk to Lindsey. I stumbled through the hallway only to find her door ajar. There was no sign of the woman I loved either in her bedroom or in the shower. On the kitchen island was a note saying that she had gone to meet her friends for breakfast. Of course she had. I had pushed her out of the house, making it clear that her only refuge was with her friends. It was comforting to know she was safe but disappointing that I couldn’t be the one to provide that safety. I would make it up to her that night.

Instead of taking the day off, as I had planned, I went back to work. Ryan and Cheryl greeted me as I walked through the door.

“How did it go?” Ryan asked.

“She was asleep when I got home,” I said. “And now she’s out with Macy and Ava.”

“Give her some time.”

“How’s the salon case coming?” I asked. We had been in communication with the prosecutors as they asked for all our evidence.

“The assistant manager gave a full confession,” Ryan told me. “We’ve got the case locked up tight.”

“What did she say?” I asked.

“I’ve got the deposition here.” Ryan tapped his computer screen. “I can send it to you.”

“Thanks. You have a summary?”

“Yeah.” Ryan stepped over to the coffeepot to pour himself a cup. “We were right about the money laundering. They were hooked up with an outfit from Nashville.”

I nodded.

“The Mafia would deliver its stacks of cash, and then the hair salon would wash the money through their purchases of product. They actually had more people on the books than just the two part-time girls.”

“How many?” I got myself a cup, having skipped breakfast at the cabin.

“Nine. Made-up names.”

I nodded again.

“The weekly transactions that Lindsey witnessed were transfers of clean money.”

“And the drugs?” I asked.

“Side hustle,” Ryan explained. “Offloading product that couldn’t be sold in Nashville.”

“Because it was too dangerous?” I guessed.

“You got it,” Ryan confirmed. “This assistant said that they all knew we were close and that she was afraid Katrina and Lena thought of her as the weak link. She ran away at the raid because she was terrified of them, not us.”

“And the owner?” I asked, “The one I chased into the dog pen?”

Ryan laughed. “She’ll be going away for a long time.”

“She’s not claiming any police brutality?” I wondered.

“I don’t think so. She doesn’t have a case. That family you saw witnessed everything. I think your bases are covered.”

“Good,” I sighed.

“You want to go grab some breakfast?” Ryan suggested. “You look like you could use it.”

I nodded. We took a patrol car, just in case, and drove to the diner. Inside, the welcome was warm. Everyone seemed to know what had happened yesterday and took pains to make me feel comfortable. The waitress left an entire carafe of coffee at our table.

“Just ask if you need anything,” she said.

“Can I have two eggs and a side of bacon?” I asked.

“Of course.” She wrote down my order, took Ryan’s, and disappeared into the kitchen.

“So,” Ryan said when we were alone again. “Lindsey’s pregnant.”

“And the whole town seems to know,” I said.

“Small town.”

“Takes some getting used to.” I sighed.

“What are your thoughts?”

“I’m gonna marry her,” I decided. “If she’ll have me.”

“Take her on a vacation,” Ryan suggested. “Get her out of town for a while.”

“I just got here,” I complained.

“You delivered two significant busts,” Ryan told me. “The hair salon, and now your ex. I’m sure the chief’ll give you some time off.”

“Lindsey said she wanted to visit Florida,” I mused.

“That’s a perfect solution,” Ryan agreed. “It’ll give you time to reconnect and get away from the gossip.”

We finished up our breakfast, talking about vacation spots, and I considered myself lucky to have found two such great friends in Dillon and Ryan. Starting a family in Singer’s Ridge would be perfect. I was just beginning to imagine a life with Lindsey and our young one in the cabin we shared in the mountains. All I needed to do was find Lindsey and apologize for my initial reaction. I was sure I could calm whatever storm was between us if I was just given the chance.

On the way home that night, I stopped at the grocery store for some flowers. I thought about buying chocolates as well, but I wasn’t sure if her stomach would be up for those. There would be plenty of time for romance later on, so I grabbed a bouquet of roses and headed back home.

Lindsey’s car wasn’t in the driveway. I wasn’t in full-blown panic mode, but alarm bells sounded in my mind. It was late, past dinner, and I had been expecting to find her waiting for me. That was foolish, I knew. She had her own life, and we weren’t married yet. I fought off the urge to text her as I climbed the porch stairs, flowers in hand. Maybe she was on her way. Maybe I could cook some soup or something to give us an intimate dinner while I explained my poor reaction.

Inside, I found another note saying that Lindsey was staying with Ava for the night. I cursed my own stupidity. She didn’t feel comfortable with me anymore. She was running away because she thought that I didn’t want her in my life. I had botched the opportunity to celebrate our child, and now my future hung in jeopardy. More than anything else, I wanted Lindsey in my arms, in my bed. Whatever our problems were, we could work them out, I was sure of it. All I had to do was correct my mistake, make her see that I loved her. The thought of spending another night alone was more than I could stomach.
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Ava had graciously offered to let me crash at her place for the night. We ordered pizza and sat in her kitchenette, watching reruns of old game shows. It was comfortable. There was no pressure. I had to figure out what I was doing with the rest of my life, how I was going to support my child and where to go from here. But for just one night, I could relax with my best friend and forget all about Jason.

I was hurt. I knew I should have told him much earlier, maybe as soon as I had learned of the positive pregnancy test. I should have given him the chance to digest the news without the trauma of gun violence. Things had just been moving so fast. There hadn’t seemed like a good time, and when the news had come out, there had been more important things to focus on.

I dreaded going back to the cabin and having a “discussion” with Jason. I knew that I had messed up, and I didn’t want to see that bone-deep disappointment in his eyes. We had made a mess of things. Our precious baby that hadn’t even been born yet would be starting life in chaos. I resolved to do the best I could for my child, whether that meant leaving Singer’s Ridge or finding my own place.

Ava had only one bed, so we shared it. I drifted off, wondering what my life would be like as a single parent. I woke to the sound of harsh banging on the door.

“What’s that?” Ava shot up out of bed, racing the six feet to the front door in a panic.

My first thought was Angie, that she had found me and would finish what she started at the cabin. My second thought was that somehow, Ava had run afoul of another man and that I had inadvertently inserted myself into another drama. Ava peeked through the door and relaxed, instantly placing one hand against her chest. She pulled the door open to reveal Jason, standing in the hallway with flowers. Ava took one look at him and sighed.

“I guess I’ll go do my laundry,” she said, moving past the father of my child, into the hallway. She disappeared down the corridor, no laundry basket in her hands.

I rose from the bed, feeling ugly and bedraggled.

“I can’t take this anymore,” Jason said, throwing the flowers onto the counter. “I love you, Lindsey. Please come back home.”

My heart sang. I raced into his arms, tears beading up in my eyes. All my worries and ruminations about the future came crashing down around me in that one instant. He was here. He had followed me to my friend’s doorstep, and he loved me.

“I want this baby,” he said. “I love the baby, and I love you.”

We kissed. Under the dim hallway light, in Ava’s pathetic kitchenette, we kissed long and hard. All the stress of the past few days melted away in a genuine show of affection. He loved me, and he wanted our baby.

“Come home with me?” He begged again when we parted.

I nodded. “Let me grab my things.”

I went to the bathroom to change back into my clothes, while Jason fetched Ava from the laundry room. Together, we climbed back into our vehicles and drove home, where we were meant to be. After we had parked, Jason helped me up the porch steps. I didn’t have the heart to tell him that I was perfectly capable of walking myself. Lack of balance due to a “delicate condition” would come later. He walked me to the couch and sat down beside me, taking my hand in his.

“I’m sorry I acted like an asshole,” he said.

“No.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner.”

“It was just a shock,” he said. “I was so worried about you, and I didn’t know how to process what you had said. And you know, everything else.”

“I understand.” I patted his hand. A lot had happened in a short amount of time.

“I want to be there for our baby. Angie signed the divorce papers, and there’s nothing to do now but wait.”

I felt my heart soar. Jason, my Jason, would soon be free and available to start a new life with me. All the awkwardness between us dissolved into something like tenderness. We spent an hour on the couch, confessing our feelings, clearing out all the cobwebs that had collected in the two months we had spent together. When we finally went to bed, we were committed to establishing our life together. There weren’t any firm plans, but we knew that we would be together. We would raise our baby as a family, and we promised never to keep things from each other again.

I fell asleep in his arms, in the bed where we had made love time and time again. For the first time since Angie had barged into the cabin, I felt safe. He transported me to a place where anything was possible. I knew that it would all work out. His arm around my shoulders and his chest against my back were an anchor protecting me from the storm. Whatever would come next, we would face it together.
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The next day, I woke to find Jason already awake. Instead of leaving the bed, he had remained to stroke featherlight fingers up and down my arm. It was a delicious feeling, as if the entire world had narrowed to include only us, only this room. I opened my eyes and kissed him, a warm and meaningful kiss that dispelled all doubt.

“I’m going to take the day off,” he said.

I felt the familiar roiling in my belly and raced to the bathroom before emptying the contents of my stomach into the toilet. It seemed like the baby hadn’t gotten the memo and would continue to be feisty. Jason followed me, drawing a cup of water from the tap for me to swish my mouth out.

I gave him a thankful smile, on my knees, gripping the porcelain throne.

“It’s that bad?” Concern showed in his voice.

I accepted the water and rinsed, spitting into the bowl. “It’s okay.”

“How long has this been going on?”

“A couple weeks,” I said.

“Why did you keep it from me?” he wondered.

“At first I thought it was food poisoning or some sort of dizzy spell reaction to various hair chemicals,” I admitted. “Then when I took the pregnancy test, I wasn’t sure how you would react. We hadn’t even said ‘I love you’ at that point.”

He nodded, trying to not push more. “What do you need for breakfast? Eggs and toast?”

“Some crackers would be nice,” I tried.

He helped me to my feet and walked me into the living room, taking care with each step. It was adorable to watch him being so tender, so solicitous. He had obviously never been around a pregnant woman and had no idea how to act. In his ignorance, he treated me like a China doll. I let him take care of me. For once in my life, I let someone in, giving up my façade of invulnerability. He poured me a Sprite and got my box of crackers from the cabinet.

He got the television from the bedroom and set it up in the living room. We snuggled together and watched romantic comedies.

“We can turn your room into a nursery,” he said, kissing the back of my hand.

“That’s what I was thinking,” I agreed. “You could make a crib.”

“I would like that,” he said. “I could use your gift card from the hardware store.”

“I’ll have to find a new job,” I said reluctantly. I couldn’t afford to buy the hair salon, and with the baby on the way, getting out to clients’ homes might not be feasible.

“You could stay home,” he suggested. “I make enough money to support us.”

It was a perfect suggestion. I imagined rising with the dawn to soothe the baby, cooking meals and cleaning the house. It might work for a while, but I always knew that I would want my career back eventually. I wasn’t a lawyer or a politician, but doing hair made me feel important. I loved the way I could change someone’s outlook, giving them more energy and confidence. I would miss that if I had to give it up.

I told Jason my jumbled thoughts, and he understood completely. Although we were devoted to each other, we both had the right to live our lives how we wanted. And I just so happened to want to live it by giving my customers’ confidence through transforming the hair on their heads.

“We’ll figure it out,” he said. “Let’s just focus on your pregnancy and getting a beautiful, healthy baby first.”

I grinned widely, capturing his lips in a wholly kiss to display my love for him.
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Icouldn’t wait. Now that Lindsey and I had reconnected, I wanted everyone to know how happy we were. I had an ulterior motive, but one I would keep hidden for the time being. I called everyone on my contacts list from Singer’s Ridge: Cheryl, Ryan, the chief, Ava, Macy, Dillon, and even the two part-time girls from the salon. I invited everyone over for grilling and beers and a formal announcement of Lindsey’s pregnancy.

We found an old grill out back, and after a quick trip to the grocery store, I lit it up. We had burgers and dogs, and I bought enough beer to go around. Lindsey and her friends camped out in the living room, playing with little Nicky. The chief, Ryan, Cheryl, and I circled the barbeque, congratulating ourselves on the close of the salon case.

Dillon came to stand with us, and we reminisced about life in the big city. The chief offered Dillon a job if he wanted it, but Dillon turned him down.

“I’m content where I am,” he said. “Working from home allows me to take care of Nicky when Macy has to go into the office.”

The girls drifted out of the house when the food was done, and we all sat on the porch, munching happily. I noticed a tension between Ryan and Ava, but maybe less so now than in the past. They were cordial to each other, even pausing to spend a few moments catching up. I rescued him when he looked my way, making up some excuse about having him look at my truck.

“Thanks, man,” he said as soon as we got away.

“You’ll have to learn how to be in the same room with her.” I grinned.

He shrugged. “Maybe.”

I looked over to the porch to see Lindsey holding out one hand. I left Ryan at the truck and jogged over to her. She looked radiant in the afternoon light. You could never tell that she had been sick again that morning. I climbed the porch steps to stand beside her, calling our friends’ attention.

“Thank you all for coming. It’s been a roller-coaster couple of months,” I said.

The crowd agreed with a laugh.

“We have an announcement to make. Most of you already know, Lindsey is pregnant.”

There was a smattering of applause. Ava gave Lindsey the thumbs-up, and Macy bounced the baby on her lap.

“I have one more announcement to make if you guys don’t mind,” I said, getting down on one knee.

Lindsey gasped, her focus narrowing to me, forgetting all about the other people on the porch. I pulled a tiny box out of my pocket, flipping it open so the ring could sparkle in the sunlight.

“Lindsey Parker,” I said. “Would you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Around us, I could feel our friends holding their breath. Macy reached for Dillon’s hand and squeezed it. Ava wiped a tear away. Cheryl put a hand on Ryan’s shoulder, and the chief toasted us with his beer.

Lindsey looked down at me, happiness swimming in her eyes. “Yes,” she said. “A thousand times, yes.”

I stood up, sliding the ring onto her finger and kissing her brazenly out in the open. She dove into my arms, laughing and crying at the same time. I grinned, lifting her up off the wooden planks and spinning her around.

The party lasted until twilight, when all our friends made their excuses. Ava stayed to help clean up, until Lindsey told her she had it covered. I saw them whispering in the kitchen, stealing glances at me while I put away the grill. Finally, Ava got the hint and sailed out of the cabin to her own car.

“You take care of her,” she warned me as she passed.

“I intend to,” I said, watching thankfully as her car backed up down the driveway and turned to follow the access road back to town.

Lindsey and I were finally alone. I went to the kitchen to find her doing the dishes. I couldn’t keep the lustful thoughts from my head, and why should I? Even engaged in household chores, she was beautiful.

I draped my arms across her shoulders, reaching down into soapy water to find her hands. She sighed, relaxing against me. I wove my fingers together with hers, drawing them up out of the sink. I touched her chin with our combined hands, rubbing bubbles across her jaw. I wondered what those bubbles would look like further down, glistening globes against sizzling hot skin.

She turned in my arms to kiss me, her back to the counter. I took my fill, like an exhausted man returning home for the night. Her lips were sweet and inviting, promising hours of passionate lovemaking. I scooped her up, barely giving her time to shut off the faucet before I took her to bed.

“I missed you,” she said as I laid her down.

“I missed you too,” I admitted, unbuckling my belt.

“Wait,” she said, rising from the mattress. Her hands replaced mine at the zipper, gently peeling my fly apart. I watched her concentrate on her task, mesmerized by the workings of her delicate fingers. She dug two thumbs beneath my waistband and relieved me of my pants. I assisted by stepping out of them, kicking them aside before joining her on the bed.

She pushed me down, flipping me onto my back and mounting me. I stared up at her, still fully dressed, hair dangling past her shoulders. I wanted to feel her against me, to run my hands across her skin. I peeled her shirt off, throwing it away to wherever clothes went in the heat of passion. Her bra was next, revealing perfect breasts that were growing larger each day. I filled my hands with their softness, caressing the pink tips in wonder.

I brought her down on top of me to experiment, pulling one of the mountain peaks deep into my mouth. She moaned and wiggled her crotch against my erection. There was still too much fabric between us, but I ignored it, focused on giving her pleasure. The areola pebbled against my tongue, the nipple tightening with every suck. I ran my hands up and down her back, desperate to get closer.

She sat up, depriving me of my candy. I exhaled disappointment, making a play for her jeans, but she pushed my hands away. As I watched, my fiancée yanked my shirt up over my head, exposing my abs to her touch. She licked at my neck, feathering kisses down my chest until she reached my pecs. She lingered for a moment, lapping at me like a kitten. Then she proceeded further down, until her kisses reached my navel.

I could feel my cock swell in anticipation. I put my head down, closing my eyes to concentrate on the sensation. She slipped my boxers off, settling herself between my legs. Delicate fingers gripped the base of my shaft, enveloping me in a loving embrace. When her lips first met my tip, I jerked. I could hear her softly giggle but couldn’t focus on that as her tongue began to draw wet circles around my head.

I moaned with pleasure, my core muscles tense under her ministrations. She opened her mouth wide, inviting me in. I felt my cock sink further and further down her throat until she had swallowed all of me. My loins were on fire. I couldn’t believe my beautiful Lindsey could be such a pleasuring mistress in the bedroom.

She dragged her lips up and down, consuming and releasing me, bringing me to the edge. Her hair tickled my abdomen, sweeping across my stomach with every piston of her head. Her hands gripped my backside, pulling my cock into her mouth. She sucked greedily, as if giving me head brought her pleasure. I couldn’t take any more of it; I was ready to explode.

I pulled her roughly from her crouch, flipping her over so I could lie on top of her. My suspicions were confirmed when I reached between us and found her wet and ready for me. Without ceremony, I pushed into her, filling her all the way up. We met in the middle, each one of us desperate for release. I gripped her hips, and she grasped my shoulders. It was erratic, animal lust, a frantic journey to the top of the mountain together. Every time I sunk into her, she spread her legs wider, ushering me deeper. I thought I would go crazy. It would never be enough. I could make love her every day for the rest of our lives, and she would still make me just as lustful and mad.

When we reached our climax, we ground our hips together. There was an explosion of heat and passion. Stars flashed before my eyes. I felt like my entire life drained out into her, and she accepted it, welcomed it. She was my one true love, the mother of my child, my Lindsey. We fit together so perfectly, as if we had been made for each other. We left all the dirty dishes for tomorrow and fell asleep exhausted in each other’s arms.


EPILOGUE
[image: ]
LINDSEY



Iwas in the kitchen, getting the baby food ready for Mary Ellen. She had just begun eating solids, and we had stocked our pantry with boxes of oatmeal. We had named the baby for each of our grandmothers: mine was Mary, Jason’s was Ellen. We both had fond memories of the matriarchs, and it seemed only fitting to carry on their legacies.

I emptied half a box of cereal into a bowl, mixed it with breast milk, and worked it into a creamy consistency. Our six-month-old baby was in her highchair, squishing her favorite toy into the white plastic surface. I sat in front of her, delicately removing Mr. Octopus from her drool-covered fingers.

“Here’s lunch,” I said, spooning a bit of oatmeal into her mouth. She gummed it down with a blissful smile.

Jason was at work. I was officially a stay-at-home mom, tasked with cooking, cleaning, and taking care of the baby. It was a wonderful job, despite never being easy. I felt like I was doing the best I could, spending time with Mary Ellen and ensuring that she had the best of everything. We took walks in the forest and drove into town to go on playdates with some of my old clients’ children. Every time we went to the grocery store, we would walk by the gas station, where the proprietor kept a big friendly golden retriever. The dog would bark in greeting, licking Mary Ellen’s hand to her delight.

I experimented with cakes, adding sour cream, adding more eggs, taking eggs away. I tried different flavors: fresh strawberries, chocolate, and butterscotch. We watched stupid cartoons together and had tummy time on a blanket in the living room. I almost felt like my life was complete, except for the small nagging desire to be back in the workforce.

Jason surprised me by opening the door at noon. I had expected him to be gone all day like he usually was. The suspicious grin on his face alerted me to the fact that he was aware of my confusion.

I got to my feet, still holding the bowl of oatmeal. “Hello.” I kissed him. He had something behind his back.

He kissed me in return, his eyes sparkling with delight. “Put the bowl down.”

I crossed to the island and set the bowl down. I wasn’t stupid enough to put it down within reach of the baby; she would be wearing it before I could turn around. Jason pulled a bouquet of wooden roses out from behind his back. They were delicately carved, hand painted in reds and pinks. Each one was perched on a wooden dowel rod, gathered together with a bright green ribbon.

“They’re beautiful!” I said, hugging them to my chest.

“I made them in the shop.” He found a vase and set it down on a table he had crafted himself. I slid the bouquet into the vase, standing back to admire it. “There’s more,” he said.

“More?” I asked, looking around the room for some other gift.

“Get the baby out to the truck.” He grinned mischievously.

I cleaned Mary Ellen up and gave her a bottle, changed her diaper, and put her in her carrier. I almost forgot to put on clothes myself, until I looked down and saw I was still wearing my pajamas. I freshened up quickly with a stick of deodorant and a splash of perfume. A T-shirt and jeans were the best I could do nowadays.

“You look beautiful,” Jason said when I reappeared.

I wasn’t sure if it was true, but it was easy to believe when he said it to me every day. We got into the truck and buckled up, the two of us in the front seat, on either side of the baby. Jason pulled out a piece of fabric and motioned to me to lean close. I obeyed with trepidation, surprised when he tied it around my face like a blindfold. We rumbled down the driveway and took the first right into town.

“Where are we going?” I asked.

“It’s a surprise,” he said.

“Can’t you just tell me a little?” I pushed, eager for information.

“You’ll see.”

I could feel the truck rumbling to a stop, then heard the engine die and the driver’s side door open up. A moment later, he was at my side, releasing the passenger door and helping me out. He led me away from the truck, directing me to step up over a curb and onto a sidewalk.

“What about the baby?” I asked.

“We’re here,” he announced. “She’s fine. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?”

He pulled the blindfold off in a flourish, allowing me to see our destination for the first time. I was standing in front of the old hair salon. I had wondered if that’s where we were; the landscape was so familiar. I had spent so many years coming and going from this exact spot. Instead of “Katrina’s Hair,” the sign now read “Wooden Rose Salon.” A graphic of a wooden rose, the same as the bouquet Jason had just given me, was cradled in a circle on the storefront window.

“I bought it,” Jason said, taking my hand and leading me toward the door. “I’ve been saving money to buy a shed for the backyard, but this was a much better purchase, don’t you think?”

“I don’t believe it,” I said.

“It’s all yours.” He grinned. “I’ve already filed the paperwork. You can hire all your old friends back and open tomorrow.”

I didn’t know what to say. All my excitement came out in a shriek as I launched myself at him and wrapped him up in my arms. This was perfect! The only thing missing from my life was a chance to earn a living, to participate in the working world the way I had since I was sixteen. As much as I enjoyed being home with Mary Ellen, the new salon would give me a chance to reconnect with my customers. I could make the place into a welcome retreat for all the women in town, a place to connect and feel good about themselves. It was a dream come true, and I had Jason to thank for it. I pulled him into my arms for a long, slow, deep kiss. My life had never felt more perfect.

The End


Enjoyed the story?

Please check out my previous novel that was released

All stories can be read standalone

Mountain Man Protector

Keep reading for a short preview of the story.


1
[image: ]
DILLON



Iwondered what it meant that I was starting to mark the time by my supply runs and whether it was depressing or not. My mom would’ve told me that I needed to get out and actually talk to people, but unfortunately, she wasn’t around to give me any lectures.

Since I had a horrible habit of leaving my fill-ups for the last minute, the fuel for the cabin’s generator was starting to run dangerously low, but it wasn’t something that could be helped. I just couldn’t get past the aversion that I’d built up to being around people. As soon as I grabbed my keys from the coffee table, my dog and best pal, Bucky, lifted his head from the pillow on the couch and bounded for me.

“You gonna come with me, bud?” I asked, leaning down and rubbing his ears. Bucky barely acknowledged me as he headed for the door, jumping up on his back feet and opening the door handle with his front paws. I shook my head as I followed him up to my truck and opened the front door for him, allowing him to jump up into the seat and make himself comfortable. I got up into the truck after him, smiling as he set his head on the ledge of the window, nosing at it in a clear signal for me to lower it.

“Thank God for you, Buck,” I said, turning the engine over. He gave a little huff as I lowered the window for him, as if he understood me. He was about a thousand times easier to have around than people.

There were the occasional people that I could still stomach, surprisingly. Just… people, as a general rule, made me pretty uneasy, to say the least.

I pulled up to the gas station in town and pulled out the canisters that I always filled up and took back to the cabin in the mountains, leaving Bucky in the truck with the windows down. I walked inside and put my card down in front of Hank, the gas station owner, who picked it up with a quick smile and ran it for the same amount of gas that he did every month.

“You goin’ over to the market today?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said, signing the little screen on the credit card reader. “I’m completely out of bacon.”

“How can a man live without it?” he asked, grinning at me fully this time. I grinned in return. “Just be careful, okay? I think there are supposed to be a few storms in the next couple days, and I always think of you alone up there on that mountain.”

“Do you come up with this, or does Nadine put you up to it?” I asked with a chuckle. Hank’s wife, Nadine, had brought me more than a few casseroles when I’d first moved to the cabin and hadn’t stopped inviting me to dinner, no matter how often I turned her down. Eventually, it had only taken Hank’s assurance that I would probably never take her up on the invitation to get her to stop asking.

“Oh, she told me to tell you that the invitation is still open whenever you want it, especially during a storm,” he said. “But I do think about it too. You know how many rockslides happen up there, and you’ve only got that one generator.”

I turned, saluting him as I walked away. “Yeah, but at the end of the day, it’s just nature. I can deal with it.”

It was true. Compared to some of the shit that I’d seen coming from the dregs of humanity, whatever nature could do to me was nothing. At least nature had understandable motives.

I got into the truck and headed over to the market, where I was pretty put out to see all of the cars outside. I was tempted to go back home and come back another day, but I was running dangerously low on food. Plus, people always need their groceries I suppose. I’d been living on the last of my pantry for a few weeks, but I was getting a little sick of it.

But even more importantly, I’d noticed when I’d gone to fill Bucky’s dish that day that his food bag was too low for comfort. I’d sacrifice myself before I let him go hungry.

I opened the door of my truck cab, and Bucky didn’t hesitate to jump out after me. The store manager had given me a little trouble when I’d first moved here, but everyone had gotten used to both of us relatively quickly.

I grabbed a large cart and started loading up on my usual staples: bread, bacon, eggs, tomatoes… anything that would keep for the next couple of weeks before I needed to come down again.

As I turned down the aisle with pet supplies to grab a bag of Bucky’s food, I noticed that he wasn’t with me. This wasn’t like him. Usually when we went out, he stuck to me like the brambles that got caught in his coat when we went out on the trails.

“Bucky?” I called, going back around the corner of the aisle to look for him. Thankfully, it didn’t take too long for me to spot him where he’d jumped up onto a girl in one of the staff vests of the market. I was about to jump forward and intervene, but as it turned out, I didn’t have a lot to worry about in this case.

The girl turned around and immediately got down on her knees so that she was face-to-face with Bucky. “Hey, boy. Whatcha doing here, hmm?”

I stepped forward to pull him away from her, and she stood up to look at me. I noticed that she was older than I’d initially thought, but that wasn’t the only thing I noticed.

It was impossible to tell exactly how long her thick, dark red hair was since it was tied into a knot on top of her head, but I could see that she had enough of it to get lost in. It contrasted beautifully against her creamy, smooth complexion.

But it wasn’t until I met her eyes that I really felt like my stomach had been socked so hard that I might never be able to breathe deeply again. They were such a deep, intense blue that I felt like I was falling into the perfect water of an ocean. She was fire and ice personified.

I immediately pulled back from her, almost wishing that I hadn’t seen those eyes. They had jolted me so hard that I didn’t know whether I’d ever come back from it.

“Can I help you find something, sir?” she said, blinking those wide blue eyes up at me.

“Just my dog,” I said, gesturing at Bucky.

“Oh, he’s yours.” She leaned down and rubbed his head. “I was wondering where this gorgeous guy had come from.”

I wasn’t sure what came over me. I normally tried to keep conversations as short as possible, and I definitely didn’t draw out dialogue with women any more than I had to. But something moved me to say, “Yeah. It’s strange—he doesn’t normally go up to people.” I put my hand out, and he came to me silently. “I guess he sensed something about you.”

She looked down shyly. “Probably just that I like dogs.” She swallowed and blinked up at me. Those eyes caught me off guard again, and I wondered if there would ever be a time that I would be used to them.

Of course, that was assuming I actually saw her again. It wasn’t something I was counting on.

“Well, if I can’t help you find anything other than your dog…” The sentence trailed off, and she gave me a quick nod before turning away from me. I stared after her, surprised by how affected I’d been by her.

I needed to get out of here, and fast. I finished rounding up all the groceries that I needed, piling them into my cart quickly before I turned it around and went over to the checkout lines.

As luck would have it, the only line that was open was in front of that same woman. Well, I’d done worse and harder things than be assisted by a pretty woman. I pushed my cart up to her till and started unloading my groceries onto the belt, barely giving her a nod as I did it.

“What kind of dog is he?” she asked, not meeting my eyes as she started passing the bar codes over the scanner.

“Not sure,” I answered tersely. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but her presence had unnerved me so much that I didn’t know how to talk to her without pushing her away. “I know he’s part German Shepherd, but they didn’t know what he was at the shelter when I got him.”

“He’s got that shepherd face, doesn’t he?” she said, looking over the belt at Bucky. The angle had her loose, V-neck T-shirt pressing up against her in such a way that I got a glimpse down her body, and I looked away quickly before I saw more of that skin than I’d bargained for.

Not that I was opposed, but it just felt invasive.

She pulled back, clearing her throat and looking down. It was the second time she’d done that, and in my experience, women as beautiful as this didn’t have a problem meeting someone’s eyes, unless…

A loud crash sounded in the store, drawing everyone’s eyes except mine. The woman had flinched so hard that she’d almost dropped the carton of eggs she was holding. Now, she was holding it so tightly I thought she might crush it in her hands.

“Hey,” I said, pitching my tone low. I caught sight of her name tag and tried again. “Hey, Macy.”

She looked up at me, blinking rapidly.

“Those eggs didn’t do anything to deserve that, you know,” I said, nodding at the carton.

She breathed deeply and set it back down on the belt.

“Sorry.”

“You’re fine,” I said. “I’ve just gotta get going.”

She nodded, not meeting my eyes, and I saw that her movements had suddenly taken on a much twitchier, jerkier quality than they had since she’d started checking me out.

I paid and mumbled a thank-you before pushing my cart out, trailed by Bucky. I thought over how her hands had tightened so hard at the sound of the crash.

I’d known a lot of women like her when I’d been in Nashville, doing my best to serve and protect. Once you started seeing the signs of abuse, they became pretty hard to miss. And as much as I hadn’t been a cop in years, I couldn’t help the rising instinct in me to protect this woman.

I pushed it down, lecturing myself for being an idiot. She’s not your responsibility, I thought as I pulled out of the parking lot. Just a new girl in a small town. And you’re not a cop anymore. Let it go.
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The strange guy with the black hair and the dog had left me feeling, as some of my teenage clients had liked to say back in Los Angeles, shook. I hadn’t been in Singer’s Ridge for more than three months, but I already felt like I already knew everyone. That was how tiny this town was.

That man, though… I’d never seen him before.

I turned toward Alison, who’d been showing me the ropes around the store and, honestly, around town, since I’d gotten there and asked, “What’s up with the guy who just left?”

Alison turned and looked out the door after the tall man, who was loading up a black pickup truck in the parking lot. “Oh, that’s just Dillon.”

“Huh.” I paused, looking after him. “Does Dillon have a last name?”

“Why, you thinking of becoming Mrs. Dillon?” Alison gave me a crooked smile. “I wouldn’t blame you if you were. He is one fine specimen of a man.”

I blushed and looked back down at my till, not saying anything. I wasn’t blind to how attractive he was, but it wasn’t why I’d asked.

“His name is Dillon Ford,” Alison said, finishing her sentence and finally taking pity on me. “Don’t worry, you’re not the first person to get all hot and bothered by him.”

“Why hasn’t he been in before?” I asked. “I feel like everyone in town’s been in this damn shop at some point since I started.”

She laughed. “You might be right about that, but Dillon’s a bit of a recluse. Lives on the mountain in a cabin, just him and that dog.”

“Oh,” I said, interested. “What does he do?”

“Not sure,” she said, looking out the door. “He used to live in Nashville, and he was a cop out there, but then he came back here when he quit the force.”

“Did he grow up here or something?” I asked, feeling like it was a pretty random place to move to if you didn’t have any connections here.

Then again, I’d picked this place by putting my finger down on a map, so I definitely shouldn’t be talking.

“He did, yeah. His uncle left him the cabin when he passed a couple years back,” she said. She came over and bumped my hip with hers. “You know, maybe this could be the start of something for you here.”

I snorted, walking around to rearrange the magazines for something to do. “Come on, Ally. I was just asking.”

“What?” she said. “I’m stuck at home with Jessie and Jordan all the time. Can’t a girl have some vicarious fun?”

I couldn’t fault her for that. Working with all the children of single parents that I had in the past, I knew the impact it had on kids when parents focused all of their energy on their children and forgot to take care of themselves. Thankfully, Ally seemed to be the type of mother who knew where to put her energy and priorities so that she could be the best mom possible to her twins.

That being said, she couldn’t have known the effect that her words would have on me and how I would feel being presented with the prospect of a man. Any man, no matter their history.

And there had seemed to be something about Dillon that had led him to pick up on my tension as soon as he mentioned that I was good with his dog. Every muscle in my body had locked up when I felt his eyes on me. It hadn’t taken me a long time to become aware of my body’s tendencies toward panic, but body awareness and trigger elimination were two very different things.

“Well, it doesn’t really matter,” I said as I turned back around, brushing my hands off on my vest. “Nothing’s gonna happen, anyway.”

“It definitely won’t with that attitude,” Ally said, crossing her arms over her chest.

I looked up at her with her raised eyebrow and sighed. I knew she was curious about me; she’d invited me out a couple of times when I first moved to town, telling me that it would be fun to get out with her and her friends, but I’d always turned her down, telling her I felt claustrophobic in bars. Sort of true, but also sort of a lie. But I hadn’t said no when she’d asked me to come over and babysit, insisting that I didn’t mind. It was true. I didn’t mind, and the kids were easygoing, fun company. I really liked hanging out with them. It made me feel like I was at home, still doing the work that I’d put all of my heart and soul into becoming qualified for.

Not that Ally knew what that was. She just knew that I liked kids and that I was lucky enough to be good with them, and her kids liked having me around.

“Do you want to come over for dinner tonight? I know the twins would really like to see you,” Ally said.

“Sorry, Al—I actually have plans.”

Alison was nice enough not to say anything to contradict the fact that I hadn’t had any hint of a life since I’d moved to town and that she was pretty much the only person I’d spoken to at all since I’d come here. Except, this time it was true. I was planning on calling my mom and giving her a life update.

“Do you at least have anything to eat at your apartment?” she asked.

“Yep—I made a crap ton of pasta the other night, so you do not need to worry about me.”

“I will never understand women who are able to eat as much pasta as you do and not have it show on your hips,” Alison said. “The jealousy is so real.”

I laughed. “You know, if you eat a little bit of pasta more often, it’ll take on less power over your mentality, and then you won’t feel the need to binge eat it.”

Ally turned to me with a surprised look. “Were you like a shrink in your past life or something?”

I shrugged. “I just follow a lot of therapists on Instagram. You end up picking up on a lot of useful stuff.”

“Huh. I should probably follow some too.”

“I’ll recommend some to you,” I said, coming back around to the other side of the register just as I was hit by a wave of exhaustion. It was strange, but the simplest things seemed to be taking everything out of me lately. All of a sudden, I couldn’t wait for my shift to end.

[image: ]


By the time I got home to the little studio I’d been living in since I’d moved to the Ridge, as residents called it, I was just about ready to pass out, like I felt every time I got home from work.

Well, “home” was a strong word for the place. I’d left LA in such a hurry that I hadn’t been able to make any arrangements for prepping a transfer of my savings, especially after Alex had had me set up a joint bank account with him and started having all of my money from my practice deposited directly in there. It had been hard enough to extricate myself from the apartment with the gym bag of clothes I’d left with, and as a result, my budget for a place to stay when I moved had been a lot smaller than I would’ve planned for, otherwise. As a result, I hadn’t been able to form any kind of attachment to the place, and not being able to see myself there long term, I hadn’t been able to bring myself to make it homey for myself.

I collapsed on the couch that had come with the apartment and pulled out the little flip phone and dialed the only number I had saved in it.

“Honey? Is that you?” my mom asked as soon as she picked up the phone.

“Who else do you know with an East Tennessee area code?”

“You don’t know everything about me,” she said, her voice sassy.

I laughed. “True enough.”

“How are you, baby?”

I huffed a sigh. “I babysat the other day for Alison again.”

“How was that?”

I couldn’t stop the tears that started to flow. “It made me homesick. I miss my old life, Mom.”

“I know, honey. I know.”

My mom knew how hard I’d worked for my master’s degree. I’d gone to Cal Arts for my undergraduate on a full scholarship, but after I’d graduated, I realized that I’d been missing something. I started taking night classes in psychology and eventually had started a part-time program at UCLA to become an art therapist. It had taken me four years of school and hard work and student loans, and when I’d finished, I started working and I hadn’t regretted a second of it.

Now, having had to give all that up felt like an extra slap to the face.

“We’ll be able to put all this behind you soon, and you’ll be able to come home and start working again in no time.”

I sighed. It was a beautiful thought, and I wanted it to be true more than anything. I just didn’t think she was being realistic.

“Tell me more about your day, sweetie. How was work?”

I sighed, thinking back over everything that had happened. “I met a cute dog.”

“Inside the market?”

“Yeah, crazily enough.”

“Was he a service dog?”

“Don’t think so. He wasn’t wearing a vest or anything. I think this is just a small enough town that people just let you get away with shit if they know you and your habits.”

Something that experience taught me was true everywhere.

“Who was the owner?”

“Some guy who lives on the mountain, apparently. I guess he doesn’t really talk to anyone in town either.”

We spent the rest of our time together having a nice conversation, with her filling me in on what had been going on at her own job and with our family. When we hung up, I was feeling a little bit better, but I was still just as exhausted as I’d been when we started our conversation.

Suddenly, I remembered a beep that had sounded when I’d been on the phone with my mom and checked the screen, where a thin banner said that I had a new voicemail.

Strange. I worked as hard as I could to keep a low profile, having left my iPhone behind in the city and buying burner phones that I had to remember to put minutes on. I clicked on the one button that would open up the voicemail box.

“Hey, baby,” the message started, and I felt the cold sweat start pouring out over my skin. “You’re making it hard to find you, aren’t you?”

I shut my eyes. This wasn’t happening. It couldn’t be.

“Don’t worry, though. I’ll be finding you soon. I bet you miss it back in LA, right? I know it can’t be easy for you to be so far away from everything.”

I hated the way that voice seemed to lull my body into a comfortable rhythm in the same way it always did. It was part of why he was so dangerous. He was so good at making you believe that he actually gave a shit about you. He really was one of the best lawyers I’d ever known.

“I hope you miss me as much as I miss you. I’ll be seeing you soon, though.” He hung up, and I threw the phone across the couch before sitting in the corner, petrified. How had he found my phone number?

Shit. Shit. If he had my phone number, he had my area code…

I couldn’t take it anymore; I got up from the couch and ran over to the toilet, where I immediately threw up. I didn’t move from the bathroom for the rest of the night.
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**End of Preview**
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