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Chapter One

 

 

Ten years of doing right didn’t erase one moment of stupid in the course of a man’s life.  Ethan McKinnon knew that more than anyone.  There were some things you couldn’t change no matter how much you wanted a do-over.  No matter how much you had changed.

Eight years of military service, most of them as a Navy SEAL, and the past year as a police officer, hadn’t prepared him for what he had to do in the next few minutes.

Facing Maddie Newton.

The sounds of his cruiser’s wheels on the pavement drowned out whatever thoughts cycled throughout his mind during the few hundred yards between seeing the red compact car plowed into the tree.  He didn’t have to radio in the license plate to know who the driver was, making this stop all the more difficult.

Pulling the mic from the radio attached to his duty belt, Ethan called into the station.

“Dispatch, this is W17.  I’m at the scene of a one car accident on Buena Vista Road.  Vehicle is a red sedan.”  He paused to read the license plate and transmit it to the dispatcher.  “I’ll need a tow truck.  Checking for injuries now and will radio back if an ambulance is needed.”

“Copy that,” the dispatcher said.

Ethan pushed the door open and stood for a second with his heart lodged in his throat, choking him.  On pure adrenaline, he quickly moved his legs forward until he was standing just outside the driver’s side of the car.     

He’d seen Maddie from afar while he was driving in town and then down at the shelter just after the ice storm hit months ago.  But he’d never ventured this close to her.  

The last time he’d seen Madelyn Newton, she’d been crying.  She’d walked right up to him with half the town of Rudolph standing around them, her eyes lifeless and her body fragile with emotion.  Then she’d slapped him across the face, telling him she never wanted to see him again.  A few hours later, Ethan boarded a plane heading to Fort Benning, Georgia, so he could start the basic training that launched his career as a Navy SEAL. 

That was nearly ten years ago.  Ethan had been back in Rudolph for nearly a year and he’d done everything possible to remain invisible to Maddie.  Until now.   

Peering in through the window, he found Maddie slightly slumped over the deployed airbag, looking down at the red on her fingers. His mind focused on the red spot on the left side of her temple. 

Blood.

Instantly, all his specialized training kicked in.  His senses came alive and he quickly scanned the immediate area.  The smell of antifreeze hung heavy in the air around him and steam rose slowly from beneath the hood of the car.  But to Ethan’s relief, there was no smoke and he didn’t smell gasoline.   

As if just realizing Ethan was standing there, Maddie lifted her face and glanced up at him with a bewildered expression. Ethan opened the door and saw the red spot was now a streak trailing down the side of her face.  Panic hit him hard in the center of his chest.  He’d dealt with all types of emergency situations in his life, first as a Navy SEAL and now as a police officer.  But this was Denny’s kid sister!  And she was bleeding.

“Maddie?  Don’t move.  Just let me know if you’re hurt.”

She said nothing.  Her eyes were void of the lifelessness he’d seen the last time they’d been this close.  He’d braced himself for hatred.  Maybe even another slap across the face.  But Maddie just looked at him as if she were trying to piece the course of events that brought them there together.

“You just plowed your car into a tree.  Your airbag was deployed.  Do you feel any pain in your chest?”

She shook her head weakly.

“You hit your head during impact,” he said.  “Do you understand what I’m saying to you, Maddie?  Do you know who I am?”

* * *

Of all the cops in the great state of South Dakota, how in the hell had she gotten stuck with Ethan McKinnon?  Maddie slowly glanced  up at the familiar face of the officer as his features came clearly into focus, trying her best to keep her emotions at bay.  Her head throbbed where it had hit the window, cracking the glass.  The  adrenaline rush from swerving on the road, hitting the tree, and feeling the impact of the airbag against her chest had left her winded and a bit frazzled.

Ethan pulled the door open wider.  “Maddie, do you know where you are?  Can you tell me if you’re hurt?”

Ethan McKinnon was standing inches away from her asking her if she was okay.  If she knew who he was.  How could she possibly forget the man who was responsible for bringing her such heartache years ago?  Heartache that never seemed to go away despite the years that had passed since.

“Go away.”

“I see we have recognition.  That’s good.  Are you hurt anywhere else but your head?”

“I said—”

“I heard you the first time.  I need to make sure you don’t need an ambulance.  So please cooperate.”

There were words running through her mind that were not fit for good company and yet as much as she wanted to say them to Ethan, she held them back.

“I’m fine.  Now leave me alone.”

“Can you stand?”

She unclipped her seat belt and let it slide back into place against the door.  He extended his hand to help her out.  She took it in hers momentarily forgetting all the reasons she didn’t want to be near Ethan McKinnon.  When she was standing outside the car, she pulled her hand away and leaned against the car, glancing to the front to see the damage.

“It’s dented,” she said with a heavy sigh.

“It’s a little more than dented.  Maybe even totaled.  I had dispatch call George to come pick it up.  If it’s fixable, George can do it.”

Ethan stood very close to her by the car—enough so their shoulders touched and she could feel the heat of his body.  It was strange.  This was the hottest time of the year in Rudolph with mid-summer temperatures making the sun feel infinitely hotter than it was.  But Maddie felt a rush of cold run through her body.

“Your body is in shock,” he said, guiding her so she was leaning against the car for support.  “Can you tell me what happened?”

“A mule deer and her fawn ran in front of the car.  I tried to avoid them but I might have hit one.”

“I’ll check the car for signs of that later.  Can you tell me what day it is?”

“Tuesday.”

“Who is the president of the United States?”

“What is this, a game show? I know who the president of the United States is and what year it is.  I even know who you are.”

“That much I figured out when you told me to go away.”

“But you’re still here anyway.”

“Lucky for you I was driving by.  This road doesn’t get a whole lot of traffic these days since the bridge got washed out.”  Ethan sighed slowly.  “You have two choices, go to the clinic by ambulance or be driven there.  Take your pick.  If it were up to me, I’d call an ambulance.”

“No, thank you.”

“You could go to the hospital if you’d prefer.  Your head needs to be looked at.”

“I’m not going to the hospital and I’m not going in an ambulance.”

“Then, being driven to the clinic it is.  Stay here just for a minute while I look at the scene and radio into the station.”

Before she could protest further, Ethan was gone.  Maddie closed her eyes and tried to ignore the throbbing in her head and the ache in her shoulder caused by the seat belt.  Her heart was pounding and she shivered despite the sunshine beating down on her.  The feel of a blanket being wrapped around her shoulders had her opening her eyes again.  Ethan was careful in his movement, making sure she was completely covered.

“If you think you’re going to throw up, I’ll help you walk over to one of the bushes.”

She pulled the blanket tighter, relishing the warmth.  “I’m not going to throw up.”

“It’s not uncommon when you’re in shock.  If you need anything from the car, I’ll grab it now.”

She turned back to look inside.  “Just my purse.”

“Where do you keep your registration?”

“In the glove compartment.”

“I’m going to retrieve that for you along with your purse.  Is that okay?”

“My, you’re being so polite.”

Ethan shrugged.  “It’s protocol.”

After walking around the car, he opened the passenger side door, and retrieved her purse from the floor.  Then he opened her glove compartment and rifled through some papers until he found her registration.

“Protocol?  It’s not like you haven’t known me most of my life.”

As Ethan handed her the purse, Maddie turned to the sound of a large truck coming down the road toward them, steadying herself against the car with her hand.  

“What’s this?”  

“The tow truck.  Are you dizzy?”

“Just a little.”

“Let me bring you up to the cruiser.”

Ethan held out his arm for her to take.  Instead of doing so, she glared at him.  “I’m fine.”

“I’d prefer you not fall on your face on the way to the car.  If you want to be stubborn and walk yourself, then be my guest.  But I’m walking alongside you to make sure you don’t fall.”

She yanked the blanket around her body and started walking up the small incline toward the shoulder of the road.  Black tire marks stretched across the hot tar from her skidding when she’d swerved to avoid the deer.  She could only imagine what Ethan had thought when he’d come upon her car plowed into that tree.

No matter what had gone down, no matter how strained their relationship was, Ethan would always look out for her.  He and Denny always had when she was a kid.  Despite their shenanigans, they never once put her in harm’s way.  Denny would have liked that Ethan was still this way.

She pushed the thoughts of Denny and childhood memories aside.  She didn’t want to think about Ethan this way.  She didn’t want to be near the man after what he’d done.  Because of him, her beloved brother had paid with his life, while Ethan came out a hero.  

Maybe she was being childish, but time didn’t heal all wounds and even after ten years, hers were still very raw.   

All these years while Ethan was gone it was easier to hang on to the bitterness of losing Denny and the part Ethan had played in his death.  As Ethan eased her into the back seat of the cruiser, she laughed bitterly at the irony that he was here for her during her accident when he’d left Denny to die alone.  

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.    

The tow truck pulled up alongside the cruiser.  Ethan walked over to the truck as the driver rolled down the window and leaned over to talk to Ethan.  Then the driver climbed out of the truck and walked with Ethan down the slight embankment to look at her car.

Damn Ethan for still being so handsome.  The teenager that Maddie was couldn’t help but be starry-eyed over her big brother’s best friend.  She’d been a fool for him with the kind of crush that was fuel for made-for-TV-movies and teen magazines.  

Years of being in the military and working out hard had changed his body, giving Ethan muscles that were clearly visible beneath his short-sleeved police shirt.  He’d never been a scrawny kid like a lot of high school boys.  But now…  He stood tall and very sure of his every move, something Maddie had always been drawn to.

The tow truck shifted gears suddenly, startling Maddie out of thoughts of Ethan.  She was thankful for the diversion.

Ethan smiled at her as he walked back to the cruiser.  She turned her head away.  

“George will take care of this.  I had a chance to quickly look at the car.  I didn’t see any sign you hit the deer.  There was no fur or blood on anything I could see.  You more likely hit a rock or log when the car went off the road.”

She breathed a sigh of relief.  She hated the idea of an injured animal out in the wilderness, vulnerable to prey.

“There is some serious damage though.  You have a dent in your hood and your radiator is caved in.  There’s probably more underneath that I couldn’t see.  George will have to tow it back to the garage to get a full assessment.  But your insurance company might total the car.”

“What?  It can’t be that bad.”

“George will let you know.”

“The garage is clear across the other side of town.  How am I going to get home from there?” 

“Your parents—”

“My parents went to Rapid City to visit my aunt.  She’s in the hospital.”

“I hope it’s nothing serious.”

“No, just minor surgery.  But they won’t be back until late.”

“That’s no problem.”

“For you.”

“After Hawk checks that bump on your head at the clinic, I can drive you home.”

“You?”

“Sure.  My shift is ending soon.  I can do my paperwork on the accident while I wait for you.”

“That won’t be necessary.”

“I could call an ambulance.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.  I don’t need an ambulance.”

“Then we’ll stop by the clinic.  Hawk is probably still there.”  He leaned closer to Maddie. “Just stay in the car for a minute while I take some pictures.” 

“Pictures?  What for?”

“The insurance company.”

“It’s that bad?”

He stood next to her and just looked at her face, directly in her eyes.

She held up her hand to push him away.  “What are you doing?”

“I’m a first responder.  All police officers are.  I just want to make sure you’re not in shock.”

“Are you always this thorough?”

“Yes.  Even when dealing with difficult people.”

“I’m difficult just because I don’t want you staring at me?”

“Look, you just plowed your car into a tree.  You might think you’re fine.  And you may be.  But I have to check.”

“I’m not going to spend a few hours in the ER waiting to be checked.  Your brother can check me at the clinic.  But I’m not going to the hospital.”  His brother, Hawk McKinnon as he was known to most people, was the local doctor with a clinic in the center of town.    

Frowning, Maddie settled  herself against the plush seat. She reached to her side and grabbed the strap of the seat belt and secured it.  

The door on the driver's side opened. Ethan slipped into the cruiser, grabbing his keys from his pocket.  It had been years since they’d both been in the front seat of any car together.

As he started the car, his eyes met hers. “You buckled in?” 

Maddie glanced out the window. “Yes.” 

And panic suddenly hit her hard with the thought that for the first time since Denny died she was inescapably stuck with the man who’d caused his death.

# # #

  


Chapter Two

 

“You’re going to feel this for a couple of days,” Hawk said as he looked intently at her temple.

“I don’t have to miss work, do I?”

Hawk chuckled. “I’d say I’d write a note to stay out of work for a few days, but I know you won’t need one.”

She smiled warmly. “Your father has a great work ethic. I don’t want to disappoint him. But deep down I know he’s a softy and will probably be upset when he finds out about the accident tomorrow.”

“Tonight. Ethan still lives at home.”

“Really?  I thought by now he’d have set himself up in some bachelor pad somewhere.”

Hawk grinned at the mocking tone of her voice.  “Actually, he was all ready to put in an offer on a house near the river.  But then the ice and rain storms last spring caused all that damage at the Nolan place.”

Surprised, she pulled back and looked at Hawk.  “Ethan was going to buy the Nolan farmhouse?”

“Yeah, that’s the one.”

“That house had been abandoned for years.  It needed a lot of work, didn’t it?”

“Yeah, that’s why Ethan wanted it.  He said he needed something to get his hands into.  But after that was destroyed in the flood, he turned his attention to the Wounded Veterans Center.  That’s keeping him busy these days.”

“That’s…amazing.  I didn’t know Ethan was handy that way.”

Hawk placed some ointment on her wound, making her skin sting.  She winced with the pain.

“That will stop in a minute,” he said as he placed a small bandage on her head.  “You won’t need to wear this in the shower.  In fact, it’s better if you don’t.  You’ll want to make sure it stays clean. But for tonight, keep the bandage on just to give it time to scab over.”

Maddie touched the spot on her head where the gauzy bandage protruded.  “Will this leave a scar?”

“No, it should heal over fine.  You really should have gone to the hospital by ambulance.  With head injuries, you can never be too careful.”  Hawk discarded his latex gloves and the medical waste in the pail and then turned to her.

“Well, it worked out well.  You were here.”

“Yeah, but this is a small clinic set up for minor situations so the people in town don’t have to travel all the way to the city every time they have the flu or need a shot.  If this was more serious I would have had to transport you anyway.”

“I’ll remember that next time.  But hopefully there won’t be a next time.”

Hawk started writing notes in her chart.  “You live alone now, don’t you?”

“Yes, I have a condo over at the Wingate.”

Hawk thought a minute. “I don’t like the idea of you being alone tonight. Head injuries can be a little tricky. You seem okay and your initial shock from the accident seems to have subsided. But sometimes even the smallest bump on the head can become something more. You might want to consider staying at your parents’ house tonight just so that someone can wake you up periodically to make sure you’re okay.”

“Is that really necessary?”

“It’s up to you. Is there a problem with staying at your parents tonight?”

“Yes…well, no. I can stay in my old room, but my parents aren’t home. My aunt had surgery today so they’re staying at her house in Rapid City.” 

Hawk nodded. “Then perhaps they can call you periodically through the night to check on you.”

“Soon as I get home I’ll call them.”

“I want you to follow-up with me in a few days even if you feel better.”

Maddie agreed to come back for a follow-up visit and climbed off the examining table.  Ethan was waiting for her in the waiting room when she emerged from the exam room. Nancy, the clinic’s receptionist, was laughing hard at something Ethan had said.  But they both stopped and looked up as she approached.

When Ethan saw her, he tapped his hand on the counter lightly and asked, “Did you get a clean bill of health?”

Maddie didn’t say anything and Hawk, who came into the waiting room behind her, didn’t elaborate.

“Are you driving her home?” Hawk asked.

Ethan nodded. “I’m off-duty now.”

“Good. I need to head home so I can help Regis scout some volunteers to do work this weekend at the Wounded Veterans Center. Now that the foundation has been repaired we can start working on the inside.” Hawk’s face brightened as he turned to Maddie. “Hey, what are you doing this weekend?”

“I don’t think I have any plans.”

“A lot of volunteers are coming out to help,” Ethan added. “Mom is catering for the day so everyone will be well fed.  It should be a lot of fun.  You and your parents should come over.  That is if your aunt is on her feet again by then.”

“We’ll see.”  Turning to Hawk, she said, “Thanks for everything.  Goodnight, Nancy.”  She waved at the receptionist as she headed for the door.

“Night, honey!  I hope you feel better,” Nancy said.  

Maddie walked down the clinics ramp to the small parking lot.  The McKinnons had always been a big presence in Rudolph.  Early on it was MW Oil that had given work to a lot of people during hard times.  And then Kate McKinnon, Ethan’s mother, had opened a diner when Hawk was just a baby and Wade was a toddler.  Maddie’s gaze was drawn to the building across the street.  The little diner was a focal point of town, sitting at the crossroads of the two main streets in and out of Rudolph.  It held memories for most everyone who had grown up with her. The lights were still on and cars were still scattered in the parking lot.  

Suddenly her mind wandered to a hot summer day much like today.  She was much younger then, and the McKinnon boys were out for mischief and wanted to rile their mother up.  They’d loaded the back of a truck with laundry baskets filled with water balloons and called everyone down to the diner for a water balloon fight that had everyone laughing and cooling off in the hot sun.  Maddie had never laughed so hard in all her life.  She’d worn a pair of cut-off jeans and a bikini top just to make herself look older like Poppy and Kelly.  

And so Ethan would notice.

She smiled with the memory, but felt the bittersweet tug in her heart thinking about how it was one of the few times when Denny had not only let her tag along with him and Ethan, but he’d purposely drove to the house to pick her up so she could join in the fun.  Kate McKinnon was rip-roaring mad at them for the mess they made of the parking lot that day.  But she still laughed along with them while they lined up so she could take a picture, all of them dripping wet and holding spent balloons in their hands.

* * *

She was lost somewhere, Ethan thought as he took in the wistful expression on Maddie’s face.  She stared across the street as if she were looking at something from the Ghost of Christmas Past.  Something tugging at her and she couldn’t break free.

“Are you hungry?” he asked.

She blinked hard and then shook her head, pulling her attention back to the clinic parking lot.  “Where’s the cruiser?”

“I swapped vehicles at the station while you were in with Hawk.  The SUV is mine.”

“If you don’t mind, I just want to go home.”

They drove most of the way to the condo in silence.  It had been a long day for him and by the vacant expression on Maddie’s face, he knew she was upset.

Now that the adrenaline rush of seeing her bleeding had worn off, Ethan had a chance to really look at her.  She’d always been a pretty girl and it always puzzled him why men weren’t falling at her feet.  Truth is, he’d been watching her and he knew she wasn’t dating anyone.  It helped that his mother knew just about everyone in town, including Maddie’s parents.  

Maddie’s brown hair was streaked with golden stands throughout, something she’d never done before.  And she smelled nice.  Her perfume was light and citrusy.  Nothing heavy.  She’d always liked lotions and cologne when she was younger.  When Ethan had teased Denny for smelling like a department store make-up counter, Denny had always complained, saying it gave him a headache just to walk into Maddie’s room because she had all that “stuff” lined up on her dresser.    

“I’ve been back in Rudolph for almost a year and I barely see you,” Ethan said.

Silence. 

“You know, you can’t avoid me forever,” Ethan said, taking his eyes off the road for a second to see her reaction. 

“Wanna bet?”

Ethan smiled.  At least he got that much out of her.  

Progress.

“So, you have been avoiding me.”

With his help, Ethan thought.  Only Maddie didn’t know that.  And maybe his brother, Sam, was right.  They couldn’t dance around a ghost forever.  Some things had to be faced head on. 

“I don’t want it to take another car accident for me to see you again.  Besides, Rudolph is a small town and we know all the same people.”

She continued to look out the window.

Ethan put his directional on to pull into the parking lot of the Wingate Condominium complex where Maddie lived.  

“Which one is it?” he asked.

“Number eleven.”

He found the parking space marked number eleven and parked the SUV.  Before he could undo his seatbelt and get out of the car, Maddie turned to him and placed her hand on his arm.

“Thank you for bringing me home.  But you don’t have to see me inside.”

“Why not?”

“It’s not necessary.”  She drew in a slow breath and looked out the window toward her condo.  “Thing is, the last time I saw you…well, I shouldn’t have let my emotions get the best of me.  I shouldn’t have…behaved the way I did.” 

“You were upset.” Ethan said. “You had every right to be.”

“But I meant what I said about not wanting to see you again.”

Her admission was like a blow to the gut. “What?”      

“It’s too difficult seeing you.  Everything about you reminds me of Denny and what happened.  I’ve never been able to reconcile what happened out in the Badlands that day.  And…I don’t know that I’ll ever forgive you for what you did.”

It was hard to swallow the lump of truth she was feeding him, but Ethan listened.  It was a long time coming and he’d bet a week’s pay this was harder for Maddie to say than for him to hear.

“I don’t expect you to forget what happened or think I have forgotten Denny.”

Her expression turned cool.  “Haven’t you?  As soon as the funeral was over you headed to the airport to play the hero.  You spent eight years in the military being the hero.  Every time I went anywhere in town all I heard was Ethan got an accommodation for this or Ethan just finished BUDS training or…  It was like you had a damned publicity department singing your praises.  Everyone forgot what really happened out there with Denny. All they saw was ‘Saint Ethan, the Hero’.  Look at you, even now you’re playing the hero cop, coming to my rescue.  No wonder everyone has forgotten.”

She drew in a deep breath as if she were searching for courage or getting ready for a battle she’d waited ten years to fight.  Ethan wasn’t sure which, but he remained silent and would take whatever beating she gave him.

“But I remember, Ethan.  I remember seeing my parents grieve for years until all the life in them drained away.  They’re only now back to doing things like normal people do.  For years I don’t think I even heard them laugh.  They didn’t spend eight years forgetting and  living life on the edge, playing super hero.”

“Is that what you think I did?”

“I know that’s what you did.  You always took everything to the edge.  If Denny dreamed up a prank, you took it one step further.  But one thing I know for sure is that you didn’t grieve for Denny.”  She pointed out the window.  “Out there, doing whatever it was you were doing, it was easy to forget that a kid like Dennison Newton died because of your prank.  But here...it was with me every day.”

Maddie pushed the car door open with more force than needed and climbed outside to the parking lot.  Ethan did the same.

“Don’t follow me, Ethan.  I’m not Denny’s little kid sister anymore.  I’m not going to follow in your shadow and I don’t want you following me.”

With both of the car door’s ajar, Ethan sat in the driver’s seat and watched Maddie rush to the door of her condo.  The only thing he could hear was the sudden rush of blood storming through his veins and his heart hammering in his chest.

He’d done this to her.  No one else.  People say time heals all wounds.  But Maddie’s wounds were as fresh as the day he’d stood in her living room and told Denny’s family that Denny was dead.  He’d stayed away because he thought it would be easier for all of them.  And now he knew for sure that he’d been wrong. And he had no idea how to even begin to make it right.

# # #

 


Chapter Three

 

He pulled into the parking lot of MW Oil, the company his family had founded and where his father still worked.  Maddie had accused him of playing the hero.  Well, hero wasn’t a word he’d ever used when describing himself.  None of the Navy SEALs on the team he’d had the privilege of working with did.  But it still surprised him when others used that word associated with him. Especially in his home town of Rudolph where he left for the Navy over ten years ago as anything but a hero.  

The normally warm summer weather had settled into a cool day thanks to the cloudy sky that covered the sun.  The light rain shower that had caught him off guard earlier had stopped a few minutes ago, but the strong smell of moisture and wet earth still hung heavy in the air.  As he pulled into a parking space and stepped out of his SUV, Ethan could still see steam rising from the ground, caused by the rain hitting the hot pavement.  

He stepped out of the car and sat on the curb under a shady tree with his legs stretched out drinking the cup of hot coffee he’d picked up at the diner before coming over.  He’d been to MW Oil at least a hundred times in his lifetime.  He’d never been nervous about walking inside.  But then, Maddie Newton wasn’t sitting behind a desk just inside that door.

Ethan had spent most of the night walking the floor until his father finally came downstairs.  Unlike when he was a teenager, getting caught for sneaking into the house after a night of fun, Don McKinnon didn’t yell.  He was concerned.  But he didn’t ask any questions beyond how his day was before getting a glass of water and urging him to go to bed.  Even when Ethan finally crawled under the cool sheets in his room, sleep eluded him, and he was paying for it today.

He couldn’t get the words Maddie had said to him the other night out of his mind.  She meant what she’d said at Denny’s funeral.  She never wanted to see him again.  That was her choice and for years Ethan had respected that.  

But no more.  

During the long hours of the night he realized that Maddie was right.  Not about him forgetting Denny.  Ethan couldn’t possibly forget their friendship, or how Denny died.  But he had escaped his grief in the military.  Being in the military and then becoming a Navy SEAL had taken all his focus.  He didn’t have time to dwell on what he couldn’t change and he didn’t have a constant reminder of how he’d failed.  He focused on not failing for the sake of his SEAL team and the special ops they’d done.

But Maddie was left here to grieve every day.  The only difference between her and her parents is that they’d finally found a way to live again.  After seeing Maddie yesterday, it was clear to Ethan that she hadn’t.  But he was going to change that.  Even if it killed him.

* * *

“I was wondering if I could have an extra hour or so off for lunch,” Maddie said, standing in Don McKinnon’s office while he signed papers that needed to be mailed today.  “My car is fixed.  George is closing the garage early today to go to his nephew’s Bar Mitzvah and I want to pick it up before he leaves.  I hope that won’t be a problem, Mr. McKinnon.”

Don McKinnon sighed as he leaned back in his leather chair, shaking his head.  “I’ve told you since the day you started working at MW Oil that you don’t have to call me Mr. McKinnon.  You’re making me feel ancient.”

Maddie smile sheepishly.  “Old habits die hard.  My whole life you’ve always been Mr. McKinnon.  I guess it’s going to take more than a few months to get used to it.  But I will try my best to work on it.”

“Why don’t you take the rest of the afternoon off?”

She raised an eyebrow. “No, I just need to pick up my car.”

“You didn’t even take a day off after you had the accident.  It’s a nice day.  Maybe you and Ethan can find something fun to do.  He’s been brooding for the last few days.”

“Ethan?” 

Don glanced up and handed her a stack of papers.  She gave him a new set to sign.  “I know there’s some bad blood between you because of what happened to your brother,” he said, signing and shuffling the next round of papers she handed him.  

Maddie shrunk a little where she stood.  

Don stopped writing and looked up.  “I’m sorry.  I know it’s sometimes hard to talk about a loved one, even when they’ve been gone a long time.”

Tears filled her eyes, but she knew Don was referring to his eldest son, Wade, who was presumed lost at sea during a tsunami that hit the Asian island he’d been working on several years ago.   

“It’s okay.”

“Take the afternoon off.  You deserve it.” 

A few minutes later, Maddie walked down the hallway, slipping her purse high on her shoulder.  As practical as her little car was, she was happy to finally be getting it back after the few days without it.  George had given her a sweet deal on repairing the radiator and body damage.  And he’d turned the work around in a matter of days which meant she could drive again and not rely on being driven. 

Denny had taught her how to drive when she was only fifteen, right before she’d begged her mother for legitimate lessons.  And Denny had died before Maddie had received her license.  She never got the pleasure of thrusting her new paper license in her brother’s face and hearing him rib her about how the roads will never be safe again now that she was driving.  Yet every time she backed out of the driveway or out of a parking spot, she remembered how Denny told her to sit her arm at the back of her seat as she backed out, making sure the area was clear before she put her foot on the gas.  

As she pushed through the front door of the building, Maddie thought of the irony.  She hadn’t allowed herself to visit those memories in years, and yet, so many of those good times seem to flood her mind lately.  Denny’s warm smile.  Denny and Ethan laughing out in the yard. Camping trips with her family.  She remembered everything.

As the sunshine hit her face, she froze on the top step of the walkway and stared out into the parking lot. 

Ethan was leaning against his SUV holding a Styrofoam cup in his hand, smiling at her in a way that melted her heart.  She cringed with embarrassment just thinking about the way she used to hang on his every move when she was a kid.  

When she reached the parking lot, she said, “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were stalking me.”

“So call the police,” Ethan said smiling wider.

“Very funny.  What part of ‘I don’t want to see you’ didn’t you get?”

“This is official police business.”

She glanced at Ethan, trying not to hold his gaze.  She narrowed her eyes, just enough to attempt to discern the situation happening in front of her.  

“You need to look these over and sign them,” Ethan said, breaking her out of her trance. There were papers in his hands. When she peered closer, she saw the official police station seal on the top.

“What’s this?” 

“The report I wrote up about the accident.  I want to make sure I didn’t miss any details that will be problematic with your insurance company.  The way people are getting denied for claims around here, you can never be too careful.”

“When do you need this back?”

“I need to file it today.”

“I need to pick up my car at George’s before he closes.”

“I’ll drive you.”

She shook her head.  “Look, I appreciate all your help the other night, but that won’t be necessary.  My mother is coming to pick me up.”

“No, she’s not.”

“What do you mean?  What did you do?”

“I called her and told her I had police business with you, so I offered to pick you up myself.”

“What is it with you?  You’re like a mosquito that I can’t swat away.”

Ethan placed his hand over his heart in mock distress.  “That hurt.”

“Get over it.”

“I prefer to think of myself as determined.”

“I prefer not to think of you at all,” she said, rummaging through her purse for her cell phone.  She found it and quickly dialed her home phone number, then listened.

“She’s not home.”

“Who?”

“Your mother.  Since I told her I’d pick you up, she said she was going to head out to Rapid City again to do some shopping for your aunt who just got out of the hospital.”

Her mouth gaped open. “You’re too much.”

“It’s a ride, Maddie.  No big deal.”

“You expect me to believe that?”

“I don’t really care if you believe it.  That’s what it is.  Do you want a ride to the garage or do we look over the paperwork here in the parking lot and you call a cab.  Your choice.”

“I never like any of your choices.”

She stared at the paperwork in Ethan’s hand, and remembered the feel of his hand taking hers as she climbed out of her wrecked car a few days ago.  He had callouses and cuts from working hard, which surprised her at the time, but now made sense given what Hawk had told her about Ethan wanting to fix up that old Nolan farmhouse.     

She grabbed the paperwork from Ethan’s hand.  “I’ll read them while you drive.”

“You get car sick when you read in the car.”

She stopped walking and glanced at him.  He remembered.  “So?”

“So I don’t want you to throw up on me.”

“I’ll roll down the window.”

Ethan smiled the most amazing way that had her heart hammering in her chest like it used to do when she was a teenager.  She hated it.  She didn’t want to remember those days with Ethan and Denny.  She didn’t want to like anything about Ethan.  She just wanted to forget.

Ethan’s SUV was parked in a visitor’s parking space near the front of the building.  It was only then that it dawned on her that he wasn’t wearing his police uniform.  Instead he wore a dark gray T-shirt and jeans.

“Official police business?”

Ethan shrugged but his unabashed expression was unapologetic.  “It’s my day off.”

She grunted with frustration and yanked the passenger side door open.  To her relief, he gunned the engine and pulled out of the parking lot without saying another word.  She took that opportunity to bury her head in the paperwork he’d handed her.  But although the words were right in front of her, Maddie found she couldn’t concentrate on them enough to read what they said.  

She just wanted to pick up her car and go home.  She didn't care about her car insurance company taking care of the repair costs.  She’d pay George herself and forget about the insurance reimbursement.  She blinked as she looked at the papers until a stinging sensation started to burn the corners of her eyes. 

“Do you need a pen to sign it?”

“Ah, no.  I have one.  This looks fine.”

Maddie’s hands trembled as she rummaged through her purse in search of a pen.  Frustrated with finding nothing, she pulled the zipper closed.

“Check the glove compartment.”

“I’ll wait.”

She kept her eyes on the moving scenery out the window as they drove down the familiar road.  Ethan had his window open and was resting his arm on the door.  His short crop hair was barely touched by the wind flying through the window.  Strands of her hair whipped in her face.  

“Is this bothering you?” Ethan asked.

There was a whole lot bothering her.  She just shook her head.

“You used to laugh a lot.”

Pulling the hair away from her face, she said, “What?”

“That’s what I always remembered the most about you when I was away.  You used to find amusement in the oddest things and you laughed like you didn’t care if anyone else got what you were laughing about.”

“You thought about me?”

He glanced at her quickly.  “Of course.  I missed Rudolph and everyone back home.  You used to twirl your hair between your fingers when we sat in your front yard.  You never sat Indian style.  You always sat on the grass with both legs either stretched out in front of you or to your side.  And you sipped your soda.  I could drink three cans of soda before you even finished one.”

She always burped when she drank soda too fast.  If Ethan wasn’t around, she didn’t care.  But she was too self-conscious to do it when she was with him. 

Maddie looked out the window at the scenery disappearing as they passed, then back at Ethan.  With his eyes focused on the road ahead, she could see his strong profile clearly. Her eyes traced along his broad-set jaw, catching the curves of long sloping nose and lips. Heat crawled up her face. 

He’d thought of her.  Somehow that had never crossed her mind.  

“So?”

“So nothing.  I just noticed.  You haven’t laughed once since I’ve seen you.”

His expression was wistful, as if her emotional state bothered him.  But Maddie found it hard to believe that Ethan would even care about how she’d been feeling today or any other day.

“Maybe it’s the company.”

“Ouch.  You don’t hold back at all.  You never used to be this mean to me.”

She chuckled at his reaction and fought to quickly hide it.  But the wide smile that split his face told her she’d been caught.

“There.  Isn’t that better?”

“Better than what?”

“I don’t know.  Just better.  That’s the first time I’ve seen you smile since…I don’t know when.”

Maddie rolled her eyes.  “I was in a car accident, Ethan.  What was there to smile about?”

“George was able to fix your car.”

“Okay, you’ve got me there.  But despite what you think, life’s not a bunch of laughs all the time.”

His expression grew grim.  “You don’t have to tell me that.  I see enough of it all the time.”

She turned her attention to him, but remained silent.

“When I became a police officer here in Rudolph, I never thought I’d be going on a domestic violence call to a house where the guy involved is someone I played in Little League with.”

“When did you play Little League?”

“The year my dad coached.”

“You’re talking about Pete and Janice Avery?”  When Ethan shrugged uncomfortably, she added, “It’s okay, you don’t have to say anything else.  I know Janice.”  

“This storm has been rough on a lot of people.  When the roof caved in on the manufacturing plant where Pete worked, everyone thought insurance was going to cover it and they’d be back to work by now.”

“I know.  It shocked a lot of people when the owners decided to take the insurance money and relocate the operation to another state.  No plant.  No jobs.  No money.”

“Money problems are causing lots of arguments these days.  But thanks to Regis, at least the Wounded Veterans Center will have what it needs to rebuild.”

“Regis is Hawk’s fiancé, right?”

“Did you meet her at the clinic?”

Maddie shook her head.  “Regis and Hawk came in to MW Oil to give the news of their engagement to your father.  They look like a nice couple.”

“Yeah, Hawk’s real happy.  And Regis is a peach.  Sometimes I think she gets a little overwhelmed with all of us McKinnons crowding around her.  But she fits in with us fine.”

When Ethan pulled into the parking lot of George’s Auto, Maddie saw her car sitting out front.  Ethan pulled his SUV into the parking space next to her car.

“Looks as good as new.  Well, at least as good as it did.”  She put the papers Ethan had given her on the seat next to him.  “I found my pen.  These are all signed.”

“Thank you.”  As she got out of the car, he added, “You’re going to be at the Wounded Veterans Center tomorrow, aren’t you?”

She peered into the car at Ethan, torn.  “I…don’t know.”

“You wouldn’t be doing it for me.  It’s for Ian.  Regis, too.  She’s worked real hard to get all the funding together so we could finally move forward.  There are going to be a lot of people there.  Sort of a like an old fashioned barn raising.  Except, we’re not raising a barn.  We’ll mostly be painting and building some walls and—” 

She put up her hand to stop him.  “I get it.”  Standing in the sun on the hot tar outside of a gas station was weighing her down.  Or maybe it was just Ethan’s relentlessness.

“I’ll think about it.”

Wide smile.  Damn him.  She didn’t remember him being that handsome when he smiled.  And she’d forgotten about that dimple on his cheek that only showed itself when he was really happy.

“Then maybe I’ll see you tomorrow.”

“Maybe.”  She turned and walked to George’s office without turning back.  She didn’t hear the purr of the SUV’s engine firing up or the sound of tires on the pavement.  That could only mean one thing.  

Maddie refused to turn around to see Ethan watching her walk away.

# # #

 


Chapter Four

 

For the better part of the morning, Ethan and the rest of the crew continued to haul all of the supplies needed to work on the Wounded Veterans Center that day.  Looking at the work needed and the supplies, there were already more volunteers than Ian and Regis had hoped would show up.  That left Regis, and Logan’s fiancé, Poppy, searching for more brushes and rollers for painting.  A lot of people who showed up brought their own tools.  Ian was acting as foreman for the project and if all went well, they’d get a lot of work done before the day was through.

The delivery of materials the center had been waiting for arrived midmorning.  Ethan, along with his brothers, Logan and Hawk, and several other volunteers, worked to bring in all the materials they needed. He was already sweltering from the heat of the sun by late morning, so he pulled off his shirt and used it to wipe the moisture off his face.

That's when he saw a white minivan pull into the dirt parking lot. His heart pounded in his chest.  Ethan had a feeling all along that Denny's parents would show up to help because  Maddie’s mother had talked to his mother at the diner earlier in the week.  But seeing Maddie climb out of the back of the minivan was a surprise Ethan had hoped for, but didn’t think he’d realize.

"You made it," Hawk said, holding the bundle of fresh two by four boards snugly on his shoulder.

Dave Newton walked up to them, keeping in step with his wife, Julie. Maddie trailed behind the two of them and looked less than thrilled to be there.  But she did come.  Ethan chose to take that as a good sign.

“It looks like the whole town showed up,” Dave said.

“Just about,” Ethan replied. “We even got extra carpenters coming in from Fort Pierre.  If we’re lucky we’ll get most of the painting finished in the upper level so we can start working on the construction of the recreation room and the kitchen downstairs where the flood really caused some damage.”

Maddie’s mother frowned.  “I see most of you McKinnons.  Where’s Sam?”

“Fire season is in full swing,” Ethan said.  “Being a Hotshot, Sam is pretty much on call all the time.  Right now he’s working in the Black Hills doing some prescribed burns.”

Julie shook her head.  “I don’t know how your mother sleeps at night.”  Then she smiled, extending her hands. “Well, where are the paint brushes? I got my old clothes on and I’m ready to get started.”

Logan called out to her. “Follow me. Poppy and Regis have all the paint and supplies ready inside.”

Dave propped his fists on his hips and laughed. “Looks like I showed up at the right time. All the heavy lifting is done.”

Hawk laughed, still holding the two by four boards on his shoulder.  “There’s still plenty of that to go around inside. Why don’t you come with me?”

Maddie didn’t even look at him. She started to follow her father until Ethan caught her arm with his hand. 

“Hold on a sec.”

She turned and lifted her eyes to him and suddenly he couldn’t find the words he wanted to say.  

“I’m glad you decided to come today,” he finally said.

She held his gaze for a lingering moment.  The warmth of her skin beneath his fingers reminded him that he was still holding her back.  He let go of her arm.  But instead of saying anything, she turned on her heels, leaving Ethan to watch her walk away with that fiery determination he’d never realized she had until now.  

He watched until she reached the open door of the Wounded Veterans Center and wondered how he never noticed the slight sway of her hips as she moved, or the way the sun kissed her high cheekbones when she was fired up. 

He and Denny had given Maddie plenty to get fired up about when she was younger. But the Maddie Newton he’d known had grown up to become an exquisite woman. That same temper that he and Denny used to laugh about was still there. But now there was an elegance about the woman that replaced the kid he used to tease.

She had always been a pretty girl.  But the fact that Ethan was seeing Maddie Newton as a woman, and not Denny’s kid sister, suddenly made Ethan uncomfortable. He had no business thinking about Maddie in that way. If Denny were here today, seeing Ethan’s reaction to Maddie just walking away, Ethan would be down on the ground with his face buried in the dirt.  And he wouldn’t blame Denny one bit for doing it to him. 

* * *

They spent at least three hours inside the unairconditioned building putting up trim, painting walls and trim in the upstairs rooms, and hauling debris outside to the dumpster.  Despite not wanting to come, Maddie found herself having a good time.  It’d been a long time since she held a paint brush in her hand.  Granted, this wasn’t the kind of paint brush she used to love using.  But it was still nice to see a blank wall and transform it into something beautiful.  

There were people at the Wounded Veterans Center that she hadn’t seen in years and working together made each task go that much faster because of the good conversation.  But inevitably someone would mention Denny or she’d see Ethan across the room or down the hall, and all Maddie wanted to do was hide.

Grabbing a paint can, some rollers and a tray, she found a small office that no one had worked in yet and decided to tackle it by herself.  She’d made pretty good time, getting three quarters of the room painted before Ian came up behind her.

“This is looking real good,” he said. “Ethan tells me you were quite the artist when you were younger. Is that true?”

Ian’s words caught Maddie off guard. 

“It’s just primer.  It’s hard not to look better than it was.  What did Ethan tell you?”

“That you were a talented artist and could probably help us out.”

“Help you with what?”

“Regis and I were thinking that it might be nice to have a mural on the wall of the recreation room. I’d love for you to take a look at it.  The walls are still being constructed downstairs and we still need to do some work down there, adding the kitchen and the bathrooms, so we probably wouldn’t need you to start painting until September.”

	Maddie dropped the paint roller into the tray. “I really haven’t done much painting in years. I’m not sure that I’m the right person for something like this.”

“It doesn’t have to be anything fancy. We’re pretty much open to any ideas you have. Why don’t you come take a look to get a feel for the space?”

She hated the idea of feeling cornered and wouldn’t you know Ethan was behind it all. But the fact that he remembered her love of art at all gave her mixed feelings. She followed Ian to the stairs and watched as he slowly took each step down until they got to the bottom hallway. She had heard from Kate McKinnon that Ian had survived a bombing in Afghanistan and lost his leg. He was still getting used to walking with a prosthetic limb.

After all he’d gone through in his military service, the Wounded Veterans Center was important to Ian. Because of that, Maddie felt compelled to at least give him some ideas of what he could do.

As Ian mentioned, the recreation room, which was to house an open space for families to get together, have meetings, and to have the occasional special occasion, was still being constructed.  Insulation had been put between the studs in the wall and some of the Sheetrock had been hung. Plumbing pipes were exposed as was newly run electrical wire.  Looking around, Maddie decided that Ian’s September timeline might be too soon.

Ethan was standing at the far end of the room with his father, Hawk, Logan and a few other people Maddie didn’t know.  On the floor were two by fours arranged in parallel lines. At the top, there were more two by fours loosely placed on the floor and the crew was getting ready to nail.  Her father was standing inside an area that was already framed in, nailing the studs into place. 

“I was thinking it might be nice to have a mural on the wall near the windows.”

Maddie looked around, thinking as she rolled a thin strand of her hair between her thumb and fingers, trying to imagine what the finished room would look like. “I don’t think you want a mural on that wall. I would just paint the walls by the windows white so you don’t compete with the beautiful view from these magnificent windows.”

Regis came up behind them. “See? That’s exactly what I told him.”

Ethan was watching her. He tried to hide it.  But every time Maddie looked in that direction, their eyes connected before he quickly turned away.  Realizing what she’d been doing with her hair, she combed her fingers through her hair, then tied it back, securing it with a clip she kept in her pocket.

“If you are going to do a mural, I would do it on this back wall,” Maddie said, walking over the long, inside wall.  But I don’t think you need to fill it completely. Just add something to give it interest.”

Regis smiled. “I like that idea. What about you, Ian?”

Before Ian could say anything, Maddie added, “But I don’t think I should be the one to do it.”

Ian looked at her, puzzled. “Why not?”

“I told you I haven’t done any artwork in a very long time. I wouldn’t even know where to begin.”

Ethan walked over to them. “Then why not start here?”

Maddie glared at him. “Because I’m not.”

She then realized she’d raised her voice. Everyone in the large room seemed to stop what they were doing and look at her.  Her eyes connected with Ethan’s father.  Terrific.  All I need is to make a fool of myself in front of my boss.

She forced a smile she didn’t feel and said,  “You know the high school has been struggling with art funding.  You could use something like this to bring attention to the importance of art by bringing in some of the high school students to do it.”  

Ian sighed, crossing his arms over his chest as he thought.  “I still like the idea of you doing the artwork.  Maybe you could direct the kids using your vision.”

Maddie sighed, suddenly uncomfortable with all eyes on her.  Turning her attention to something other than herself, she pointed to the old pipes strewn about in a pile on the floor. “What’s all this?”

Don wiped his hands on a rag as he walked towards them.  Her father walked behind him.  “Those are old pipes the plumbers pulled out of the walls.  Normally they haul all that away but they left it for the center. They’ll fetch a good price down at the scrap yard.”

“Looks like that heap of motorcycle parts in those boxes in our garage,” her father said.

Ethan’s eyes widened.  “Do you mean Denny’s bike?”

“If you can call it that.  It’s just a bunch of metal pieces.”

“We used to go down to the junk yard all the time.  Every time he saw a motorcycle part, he took it.”

“And left it in my garage.  He was always tinkering with something.  I even found some of it in his room.”  Dave shrugged, a flash of pain crossing his face. “Can’t seem to bring myself to bring it down to the scrap yard, even after all this time. You know how it was. For months before Denny died, all he did was talk about building a motorcycle and bringing it to Sturgis. I was never one for motorcycles myself. But something in me always wanted to see that motorcycle completed.”

Ethan wiped the sweat off his face with a towel.  “Denny definitely had a passion for motorcycles. Much more than I did.”

“You’re welcome to try your hand at putting it together yourself.”

“Me?”

“Dad,” Maddie warned. How could her father even think of letting Ethan touch Denny’s things?  “Why would you want to bring up all of that now?”

Maddie hadn’t heard her mother come into the room with some of the other people who’d been painting upstairs.

“If I remember correctly, you had done some drawings of that motorcycle, too,” Julie said, a hint of pride in her tone.

Ethan looked at her with surprise.  “Denny never mentioned that to me.”

“Maybe he didn’t think they were any good.”

“I doubt that.  He kept them, so he must have been proud of them,” Dave said.  “Like I said, all those motorcycle parts, including the sketches are still sitting in boxes in the garage. If you want to stop by on your day off and take a look at it, you’re welcome to see what you can do with it, Ethan.”

Julie added brightly, “Yes, and you should stay for dinner. There was a time you were a regular fixture in the Newton kitchen. I miss that.  It’ll be nice for the four of us to catch up.”

Maddie made a face that earned her a disapproving look from her mother.  Okay, so maybe she was being a bit childish.  But the last thing she needed was to sit at the dinner table and reminisce with Ethan McKinnon. She couldn’t believe her parents were being so easy-going with the man responsible for the death of their son.  How could they just put all that aside and pretend it never happened?

“Are we done here?” she asked.

Dave glanced at Julie, and she shrugged.

“You all did great today,” Ian said. “Thank you for coming to help. You don’t know how much this means to us.”

Dave shook Ian’s hand. Then Ethan’s. “Glad we could do it. It was good seeing everyone, too.”  Dave turned to Ethan and said quietly, “Don’t be a stranger. Make sure you stop by the house soon.”

“I will,” Ethan promised.

# # #

 


Chapter Five

 

When Maddie was a teenager, she’d been consumed with finding out absolutely every move Ethan McKinnon made.  Just having him stop by the house to see Denny was enough to make her day.  On the rare occasion he got to her parents’ house before Denny got home from work, Ethan would hang out in the front yard.  He always brought over an extra soda for Denny, but since Denny wasn’t there, Maddie would sit and drink it while Ethan would talk. And she’d hang on his every word until Denny drove into the driveway and told her to scram.

He’d reminded her of those days when he’d driven her to George’s to pick up her car.  It had been years since she’d even allowed herself to think about them. Everything about Ethan McKinnon was larger than life to Maddie back then.  It was a lifetime ago and yet…it felt so close. 

 She pulled into the driveway of her parents’ house.  But instead of going inside to say hello, she saw that the garage door was open.  She knew who was there.  Ethan’s SUV was parked next to her mom’s sedan in the turn-around under the shady sunset maple tree they used to climb as kids.  In a few months, that tree would be brilliant with orange and red leaves as if it were on fire.

She walked towards the garage, shielding her eyes from the blinding sun until she stepped inside.  Her eyes adjusted quickly to the change of light.  Ethan was crouched over the three big boxes that housed all the used motorcycle parts Denny had collected the last year of his life.  Ethan had taken most of the parts out and spread them all over the garage floor.  

The aching in her gut grew the closer she got to Ethan.  Why had her father mentioned this to him?

“So what’s the prognosis?” she asked.

Ethan looked up at her, his face serious with concentration from focusing on each part and its purpose.

“I was wondering if you’d show up today.”

“I don’t know why.  I always come here for Sunday dinner.”

“You knew I’d be here.”

She lifted her chin.  “Why would that stop me?”

A slow smile played on his lips.  “I don’t know.  Maybe it’s the fact that you keep telling me you never want to see me again.”

“I belong here.  You don’t.”

“I was invited.”  He reached back and picked up a soda can from the floor.  The outside was wet with condensation.  “This is for you.”

She glanced at the floor by his feet.  An empty soda can was laying on its side.

“That’s yours.”

“You know I always bring an extra.”

She took the can from his hand.  “For Denny.  But Denny’s not here anymore, which you seem to keep forgetting.”

Irritation rose up in her, but before she could give into it, Ethan stopped her with a strong look as he slowly stood up, wiping his wet hand on the front of his jeans.  “The extra soda was always for you.”

“Oh.”

“You know, you and me have something very real and important in common.  We both know what it’s like to lose a brother.”

As fast as her anger came, it evaporated.  “It’s not the same thing.  You didn’t lose Wade the same way.”

“That's beside the point,” Ethan said. “The point is, you don't understand what truly happened that day.” 

“Would it make a difference?” she said.  “Or change anything that has happened since?”

His expression was thoughtful.  “Probably not.  But I do know this.  Denny had passion for his ideas.”  He picked up a piece of greasy metal that looked like an engine part.

“It’s just heaps of metal,” she said.  “It means nothing.”

“That’s where you’re wrong.  It was Denny’s dream.”

She gave him an incredulous look.  “He was a just a teenager.  All teenagers have stupid dreams like that.  You sure as hell did.”

“Yeah, I did.  I wanted to drive in the Indy 500, but that never happened.  I became a SEAL instead.”

She huffed.  “Please spare me.”

“Your parents kept the bike parts for a reason, Maddie.  Didn’t you ever wonder why?  They must have known Denny had a passion for building bikes.  It wasn’t just kid stuff.  He really liked it.  If given enough time, he might have even made it his life.  He wanted to take that bike to Sturgis.”

She laughed and paced a few steps.  “Sure.  That was right up his alley all right.  Sturgis is nothing but a party town and an excuse to behave badly.  You two did that pretty well all the time.”

Ethan shrugged.  “Well, I can’t argue that Sturgis has the reputation for being a wild time.”

“I’ll say.”

“But it’s also where all the best bikes are showcased every year.  People come all over to show their creations, show what they can do.  That’s what Denny wanted.  He had ideas.  He was an artist.”

She looked at him, trying to remember the sketches Denny had made when he was a kid.  “Denny always loved motorcycles,” she whispered.

“He didn’t have a chance to realize his dream.”

She gave Ethan a hard look.

“Because of you.”

He did nothing to mask the hurt that crossed his face with her harsh accusation.  “You’re not always going to hate me, are you?  You liked me once.  I know you did.”

“I was young.”

“We used to talk…and laugh.  You used to stand by the garage and watch me and Denny.  I always thought you had a little bit of a crush on me.”

Her cheeks flamed.  “I was stupid.  Young girls sometimes do stupid things.  I’m not stupid anymore.”

* * *

She was still so angry at him.  He deserved it, of course.  He’d deserve her anger for the rest of his life.  But holding on to this anger was destroying her.  How could she ever live her life and let someone in to love her if she was so angry?

And the thought of another man loving her was something that had Ethan’s stomach burning with envy.  In his mind Maddie had always been Denny’s little sister.  But not anymore.  Maddie was a beautiful woman with a lot of love inside her and right now that love was being swallowed up by grief she couldn’t let go of.  He’d already spent far too much time over the last few days thinking about how beautiful a woman Maddie was.  

“No, you’re not.  Not about that,” he admitted.

She lifted an eyebrow in challenge.

“Why aren’t you with someone?” he asked, not really wanting to know details of a love life she may have had in the years he’d been away.  But his curiosity was too strong to hold back.

“What?”

“A guy.  I have been home for a year and I’ve never once seen you with another man.  Not around town.  Not anywhere.  I’ve never even heard of you dating anyone.”

“That’s my business and my choice.”

“I don’t buy that.”

“Who cares?”

He sighed heavy and tossed a piece of tailpipe into the cardboard box, making a loud clank.  “Aren’t you tired yet?”

“Of what?”

“Of this hatred for me that you carry around with you.  Your back is breaking from it.”

Her back straightened as if to prove him wrong.  “I beg your pardon?  You’re a fine one for talking to me about—”

“You play a good game.  You pretend that you have it all together and that you’re living your life.  You tell me you’re happy that your parents have started living again.  When’s your turn?  You used to be artistic.”

“So?”

“Nice answer,” he said, shaking his head.  

“What do you want from me?”

“Help me fix this bike up.  Help me put it together and make it what Denny wanted.”

“You’re nuts.”

“I thought we’d established that a long time ago.”

She smiled despite not wanting to.  And Ethan could tell she was fighting hard not to enjoy the little banter back and forth.  If she really hated him, really hated being with him, she would never have come out to the garage.  And for sure, she wouldn’t still be standing here.

“I can’t believe you’re even asking me to do something like this.”

He picked up a folder tucked in one of the boxes with the pieces of metal motorcycle parts.  He opened up the folder and pulled out a few sketches and thrust a few of them at her.  “You did these.”

“It was Denny’s work.”

He pulled the rough sketches apart and quickly looked at them, handing one back to her.  “This one is Denny’s.  He was always good at drawing, but certainly no artist.  That was your specialty.  This one is definitely yours.”  He handed her the detailed picture of what the finished motorcycle would look like.  

Maddie looked at the picture and he saw her shoulders sag.

“I don’t need to be an expert in art to know that these drawings were done by two different people.  And I’d seen enough of your work to know you had a real talent.  Denny always said so.”

Her head snapped up.  “When did you ever see my work?”

“Denny showed me.  He was real proud of what you could do.  Envious even.  He told me no one could touch what you did.”

Tears filled her eyes.  “He said that?”

Ethan nodded.

She cleared her throat, Maddie handed the sketch back to him.  “Things change.”

“Yeah, they do.  But not everything has to.”

“I didn’t realize he showed you my work.  I thought…”

“You didn’t end up going to school for art either.  Don’t bother denying it.  My dad told me you went for business and that’s why he hired you.  You’re good at what you do.  He really likes you.  But that’s not your passion. You gave that up.”

She cleared her throat.  “I can’t do it, Ethan.”

“Denny wanted to build the bike.  He wanted you to do this artwork on it.  I can get this bike together somehow.  I know I can.”  He handed her the sketch she’d made of the final bike again.  “But I can’t do that.  Only you can.  And when it’s done we can take it to Sturgis and show it off, just like Denny dreamed of doing himself.” 

Tears filled Maddie’s eyes as she looked at the sketch, and then back at him. She looked at him for a long time. “Denny is gone.  No good deed is going to change the past.”

She dropped the sketch on the ground and walked out of the garage.

* * *

He’d spent three of his days off working on the motorcycle, trying to piece together metal pieces and decide whether a carburetor was worth using or tossing for a new one.  Maddie hadn’t been out to her parents’ house since that Sunday he’d asked her to help him build the bike.  Ethan wanted the motorcycle to be as authentic to what Denny had visualized, using the parts he’d hand-picked.  But he was short more than a few major items.

The frame was good.  Whatever was missing from the boxes could be found at the local junk yard or ordered at the auto center.  Unlike when they were younger and couldn’t afford anything, they had to make do with what funds they had.  But Ethan had what he needed to do it right.  When it had become clear that Maddie didn’t want to help him work on the motorcycle, Ethan moved all the boxes to the garage at his parent’s house.  He could work on the bike at all hours of the day if he wanted to there.

“You’ve got a lot of work ahead of you,” Logan said, walking into the garage one evening.  In his hand was the impact wrench Ethan had asked his brother to bring over.

He chuckled at the look his twin brother gave him. “You can say that again.”

“Need any help?”

“Yeah, but she’s not willing.”

The one thing about growing up in a close family was that you didn’t have to do a whole lot of explaining about the meaning of your words.

“Everyone grieves different, Ethan.  You were still stationed overseas when Kelly died.  But when she did, I wanted to shut myself in the barn and never come out.  If I hadn’t had Keith and the farm to think about, I’d probably still be in there.  And even then it took Poppy coming back into my life to make me feel alive again.”

Ethan had seen just how much of a wreck Logan had been when Ethan finally came home.  He’d never seen his brother in such rough shape.  He’d worked hard to re-establish their relationship while forging a bond with the nearly five year old nephew Ethan had just met.  Now, little Keith and Uncle Ethan were buds.  

Logan glanced up at the ceiling.  The room above the garage was a small apartment that used to belong to their brother, Wade.  “When we heard the news about Wade, I didn’t think Mom would ever get out of bed again.  But then she found out about Keith and when he was born it was like Mom was reborn too.  Maddie just needs to find that thing that helps her feel reborn.”

“It’s been ten years, Logan.  She doesn’t want to have anything to do with me. In her mind, I killed her brother.”

“Does she know the truth?”

“Denny’s dead.  What difference will it make if she knows all the details of how he died?  I don’t want to do that to her.”

Logan sat on his father’s workbench and placed the impact wrench next to him.  “The truth is everything.  It sets you free.  I should know.  It took years for me to finally get things back on track in my life and that’s only because Kelly finally told me the truth about tricking me into marrying her.  I just thank God I have this second chance with Poppy.  She’s everything to me.”

Ethan shook his head and sighed.  “It’s different with us.  Denny was Maddie’s brother.  It’s not like there was ever anything between me and Maddie like there was with you and Poppy.”

“Are you sure about that?”

Ethan looked at his brother.  “She was Denny’s kid sister.”

Logan stood up.  “You’re never going to know if she’s ready to hear the truth until you tell her.”  Logan started to walk out of the garage, but he stopped and turned back.  “Oh, and in case you haven’t noticed, Maddie’s not a kid anymore.”

That was just it.  He had noticed.  From the curves of her slender body, to the way she put her hand on her cheek when she was thinking, to the slow smile that played on her lips.  He’d even heard her laughing that day at the Wounded Veterans Center.  She didn’t know he was watching her or that every time she talked, he could pick her voice out of the crowd.

He’d noticed too much.  And he liked it.   

# # #

 


Chapter Six

 

He was still in his police uniform when he stepped into the house.  Her parents had invited him for dinner and insisted she come, with a warning to be polite.  This was Denny’s childhood friend after all.

Yeah, and he was the one responsible for the death of your son.  Why was it that she was the only one who remembered that?

Maddie set the dining room table as Ethan greeted her parents in the hallway.  

“You look very handsome and official in that uniform,” her mother said.

Ethan seemed to blush.  Maddie rolled her eyes and dropped a fork on a napkin by the plates she’d just set down.

“Dinner smells wonderful,” Ethan said.

“I’ll be serving it in just a few minutes.  Why don’t you sit down?  Dave will be downstairs in a few minutes.  He’s upstairs going through some old pictures he wanted to show you.”

Her mother walked into the kitchen and left her alone with Ethan.

“How are you?” he asked.

“Couldn’t be better,” she said dryly.

Ethan chuckled.  “Don’t hurt yourself with your enthusiasm.”

She glared at him.

Her mother came into the dining room with a platter of roast beef and scalloped potatoes, handing it to Ethan. “Can you put that in the center of the table?  I need to get the serving spoons and salad.”

Ethan did as he was asked just as her father came into the dining room.  He held a stack of pictures in his hand, but placed them on the buffet before seating himself at the head of the table.

A few minutes later, the food was served and they fell into quiet conversation about general stuff that Maddie found safe to talk about.

“Don insists I call him by his first name.”

“Well, he’s your boss now,” Julie said.  “If he asked you to call him Don, then it’s not a problem.”

She made a face.  “Yeah, but it still feels weird.  He’s been Mr. McKinnon to me my whole life.”

“What do you think, Ethan?” Dave asked.  “Now that you’re a police officer in the town you grew up in, you must have to go on calls occasionally with people you knew. How do you deal with that?”

“Protocol,” Maddie said.

She lifted her gaze from her plate to Ethan, who was sitting across from her.  Amusement played in his dark eyes.

Her mother looked confused.  “Protocol?”

Ethan put his fork down and wiped his lips with his napkin before speaking.  “It would be weird going up to Mr. Stein and calling him Rufus.”

“Mr. Stein.  Wasn’t he your English teacher in high school?” Julie asked.

“Yeah, and he’s like a hundred years old by now.  I didn’t know his first name was Rufus.”

Ethan shrugged.  “It’s easier to just be polite and use formalities.”

Her father chuckled. “That’s quite a change for you. I’d forgotten just how wild you and Denny were in your younger days.”

“We weren’t that wild.”

Her parents both sat back in the chair and laughed harder.

Her mother said, “Didn’t you blow up your mother’s kitchen once?”

Ethan’s eyes grew wide.  “That one wasn’t me.  That was Sam and Ian.”

“Well, there were plenty of other experiments that ended in broken bones and destruction.  And I have the evidence to prove it.”

Ethan made a face.  “Oh, no.”

“Remember this one?”  Her father handed Ethan a picture he’d pulled from the pile he’d retrieved from the buffet. 

Her mother shook her head and chuckled, taking his empty plate and stacking it on top of hers.  “You can’t escape your past, Ethan.  Not here.  We were too much a part of your shenanigans.”

Ethan stared at the picture, his expression wistful before he chuckled.  “Denny thought he could float down from the roof.”

“He was determined to do it.  He used my best sheets to prove it,” her mother said.  “That trip to the ER was interesting, trying to explain how he broke both of his legs.”

“But even with that he was trying to convince the doctor that he would have jumped to get a better view over the trees.  Remember that, Julie?” 

Her mother nodded.  “I thought they were going to commit him right then and there.”

“We used to go up on the roof all the time,” Ethan said.  “Denny loved it up there.”

“Why?” Maddie asked.

“He said it helped him think, dream.  He was a big dreamer.  He always had all these ideas,” Ethan said.

“I thought you were the one with all the wild ideas.”

“No, Denny had them.  I was just stupid enough to follow along most of the time.”

Her father looked down at a picture and his eyes grew sad.  “He did have ideas.  That’s for sure.  I don’t know why he insisted on trying to drive The Mammoth that day.”

“He was upset,” Ethan said quietly.

Her mother got up from the table.  “Because you were leaving?” 

“Partly.  I suppose that had something to do with it.  We were always joined at the hip back then.  But Denny, for all his wild ideas, was a pretty complicated guy.”

Maddie shifted uncomfortably in her seat and then got up from the table.  “I’m done eating, Ma.  I’ll take the dishes.”

She grabbed the dishes from mother’s hands and walked into the kitchen.  Dropping the dishes into the sink, she turned around and felt the swell of tears in her eyes.  No one knew how much Denny suffered with depression more than she did.

She heard laughter from the other room and wanted to just run.  Did they even understand how difficult it was for Denny when he heard Ethan was leaving for the Navy?  She’d never seen her brother so lost.  And Ethan just left him to play the hero.  Always the hero.

Wiping her face of moisture, she pasted a smile on her face and grabbed the double chocolate cake her mother had made earlier from the counter and brought it into the dining room.

“I hope you have room for cake, Ethan.”

He patted his stomach.  “Always for your cake, Mrs. Newton.”

Maddie made a face at her mother.  “See?  Old habits die hard.  He can’t even call you by your first name.”

“He doesn’t do it here out of protocol.  We have no protocol in this house,” her mother argued.

“Even when he was so young, Denny loved bikes.”  Her father handed Ethan another picture.

“I remember that bike.  We bent the frame after making a jump out back on that big tree stump.  I think I was the one who had the hospital visit that day.”  Ethan lifted his arm to reveal a scar on his elbow.  “Twelve stitches.”

“The only time I saw Denny truly inspired was when he was talking about that motorcycle.  He worked for hours on those sketches and brought so many greasy parts into the garage.”  Her father laughed, but it was bittersweet.

“The motorcycle rally in Sturgis is a few weeks away, isn’t it?” her father asked.

“Yeah, but the building of the motorcycle is slow going.  I don’t know if I have enough time to do it justice, especially without the artwork Denny wanted on the bike.”

“I’d love seeing Denny’s unfinished business completed.”

“That’s only going to happen if Maddie helps me,” he said, looking directly at her from across the table. 

“What?”

“I can’t finish the bike with just metal parts.  It needs the artwork you and Denny designed.  Otherwise it’s just a shell.  There isn’t anyone who I’d trust to do it right but you.”

“Oh, honey, that would be great!” her mother said.  “You still have all those drawings you did—” 

“I’ll think about it.”  She abruptly got up from the table and made her apologies.  “I’m really tired, Ma.  Do you mind if I don’t help with dishes?  I have to get up early for work tomorrow.”

She kissed both her parents and headed for the door.

“I’ll walk you out,” Ethan said.

A few minutes later, Maddie walked down the driveway with Ethan by her side. 

“I wanted to thank you,” she finally said when she reached her car.

He raised an eyebrow. “Why?” 

“It's just,” she said, pushing a lock of her hair behind her ear. “I've never been able to make my parents laugh like that.  It’s been a long time since I’ve seen them that happy.  At first, I didn’t agree with my father’s suggestion to finish the motorcycle that Denny started.  But…I think it will do some good.  It’ll give them closure.” 

“Having everyone around the table like that.... everything seemed like the old days, when Denny was still with us. You even managed a few laughs yourself.”

She shook her head.  “Don’t make this more than it is. We've probably done that hundreds of times when we were kids. Just all of us at the table.  It didn’t matter if we were having grilled cheese and tomato soup or a full course dinner like tonight,” she said. Maddie stopped speaking for a moment and took in a gulp of air. “Seeing them laugh like that was... amazing really.  I really miss it.”

“Me, too.”

“For that reason, I’ll do it.  I’ll work on the artwork for the motorcycle.”

If Ethan had expected Maddie would put up more of a fight, he didn’t show it.

“That’s great.”

“On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“I’m not going to Sturgis.  You’ll have to do that alone.”

“Why?

“I saw my father’s face at the dinner table.  He wants to see this thing through and he’s really happy that you’re the one doing it.  So I want to give him closure on that.  I’ll paint the fuel tank cap, like Denny wanted me to. I’ll even help you put it together.  But you can take the bike to Sturgis and be wild with all the other motorcyclists.”

“Don’t you want to see his bike compete with all the other bikes?  People will be looking at your artwork, too.  Your creation.”

“This bike is your creation, Ethan.  Not mine and…it’s not even Denny’s. Not really. He had a bunch of metal pieces and a few little sketches that didn’t look like much of anything.  You’re the one who is making this.”

“With your sketches.”

She shrugged.  “I only want to do this so my father can finally move on completely.”

“What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Nothing.”

“No, finish what you were going to say.”

He hesitated a moment.  This wasn’t the time.  “The old fuel tank cover Denny had in the box is shot.  I can’t use it.  There’s a motorcycle junk yard in Rapid City.  It most likely will have what I need.  I went there years ago with Denny.  I’m sure this is the place where he got most of his pieces.  But after looking at everything in those boxes, I’m missing a few pieces, including a big enough fuel tank cap.”

“Can’t we order the right one?”

Ethan made a comical face that had her laughing.  He’d missed that sound.  

“It might not be delivered in time for you to work on it.  Besides, this bike was about rebuilding something from nothing.  Making something old new again.”

“Like you wanted to do with the Nolan house?”

He looked at her with interest.  “Who’ve you been talking to?”

“Hawk told me you were going to buy the old Nolan farmhouse before the flood destroyed the house.”

“He did, huh?”  Ethan sighed, clearly disappointed the flood had caused him to lose his opportunity to do what he’d planned there.  “It would have been a beautiful place.”

Maddie leaned back against her car.  “Why do you need me to go with you for this?” 

“Because you’re the one who has the design.  Only you know how to execute it.  You need to pick it out.  Would Picasso allow someone else to pick out his canvas?”

She sputtered.  “So now you’re comparing me to Picasso?”

He leaned in closer to her.  She could feel the heat of his body and the scent of the coffee he’d just had with his dessert.  

“I want you to be a part of this.  Will you go?”

She sighed.  “Pick me up at my place on Saturday.”

She got into her car and could still feel the energy of standing so close to Ethan. Before she’d arrived at her parents’ house tonight, she thought she’d never make it through dinner for fear of how she’d feel.  

She’d felt so much anger toward Ethan for so long that it was hard to imagine anything else.  Now she was realizing her biggest fear.

She was still very much in love with Ethan McKinnon.   

 

# # #

 


Chapter Seven

 

They’d spent the afternoon searching the junk yard for the right fuel tank cap until they’d found the perfect one that would be easy to clean up so Maddie could paint it.  She hadn’t been paying attention to where they were going until one sign caught her eye.  Maddie tilted her head, and then twisted in her seat as she looked back at the sign.  “Where are we going, Ethan?”

“Taking a little detour,” Ethan replied, not looking at her.

“Isn't this the way…  You’re not taking me up to the trail where Denny’s truck crashed?” 

Ethan said nothing.

Panic filled her.  “No, Ethan.  I don’t want to go there.”

“I have to tell you something,” he said. Ethan's fingers tightened on the steering wheel.  “It’s really important.  There are things you don’t know about what happened the day Denny died.”

“Don’t do this to me.  I don’t want to see the place where my brother died!”

“Why not?” he said, taking his eyes off the road for just a second.  

“Because it was awful.”

“Yes, it was.  I know because I was there.  But you weren’t.  You don’t know what went down that day.  For ten years you’ve been blaming me as if I held a gun to Denny’s head.”

“It was your idea!”

Ethan turned off the main road to a dirt road.  He gunned the engine.

“Who the hell gave you a badge?  You drive like a maniac!”

“I’m not the one who plowed into a tree.”

“I was trying to avoid hitting a deer.”

The tree-lined dirt road they were driving on was filled with ruts that caused the SUV to bounce up and down.  Maddie held on to the door and her seat as Ethan drove.  They drove until the road opened to a clearing that led to huge rock formations that were weathered smooth from years of erosion. Maddie had never been here, but she knew plenty about it.  Lots of the kids from school would come out here with their 4-wheel drive vehicles and take turns driving down the rock wall.  Some even talked about trying to drive down The Mammoth, the rock formation where Denny had died. 

Maddie wanted no part of it.  Most of the rocks were steep, but still safe enough to drive down safely if you were careful.  But Denny had to push it further.  He had to drive The Mammoth just to prove something to Ethan.  And it killed him.

“I don’t want to do this Ethan.  I’m not crazy like you and Denny were.  I don’t need to live my life on the edge.”

He stopped the SUV on the top of the rock formation and got out.  Walking over to the passenger side door, he yanked the door open and extended his hand.

“I don’t expect you to do any driving.  But I do expect you to at least live.  That’s only going to happen if you get past this.”

She sat still in the seat, seething with anger.

“Just come with me for a minute.  I want to show you something.  I promise I’ll take you home right after.”

“I hate you,” she said, pushing his hand away and getting out of the car and slamming the door.

“Tell me something I don’t already know.  You made that more than clear at Denny’s funeral and every day since. You wear your anger for me like it’s some accessory.  I get that you have every reason to be angry with me.  Even hate me.  For a while after Denny died, I had enough anger and hatred for both of us.  But I learned to channel that anger.  Look what it’s still doing to you.”

Old anger resurfaced with a fierceness she couldn’t control.  She’d felt it the day they’d buried Denny.  She’d walked right up to Ethan after the service and slapped him across the face, screaming that she never wanted to see him again.  She’d caused a scene that day and people talked about it for weeks.  But what stuck with her was the way Ethan stood and just took it from her.  Stone cold and emotionless.  

Then he left.  It would be   years before she saw him again from a distance standing outside of the diner in town.

Ethan took her by the hand and led her toward the edge of the cliff.  Rain and erosion had smoothed out most of the rocks, making it possible to drive down the side of the rock slowly and reach the bottom.

“Denny and I used to come here a lot.  We got used to taking turns driving his truck down this rock trail.”  He pointed to a rock formation with a gradual decline.  “Denny and I mastered that slope the first day we were here.  It got so easy that we didn’t even get nervous when we couldn’t see the bottom of the rocks below.

“Why the hell did you take him here that day?  One last hurrah before you left for the Navy?  You knew how depressed he was.”

“Yes, I did.  That’s just the point.  I didn’t want him to come here. I came with him because I was scared for him to come here alone.”

“You expect me to believe that?” She took in a breath of air to keep her anger from becoming a sob.  “I was fine before you came back, Ethan.  Why couldn’t you have just stayed in the military?”

He swung around and looked at her straight on.  “Better yet, why didn’t I just die there?”

His words left her cold.  “I didn’t say that.”

“You wanted me dead.”

Tears stung her eyes.  “I never wanted you dead, Ethan.  Why would I want that?  I didn’t want either of you dead.  But the two of you had this death wish anyway.  And when he died you just left him here alone.  He died alone, Ethan.”

“He did. He was alive when I left to get help and by the time I got back, he was gone.  But he wanted to die that day, Maddie.  That’s what I’m trying to tell you.”

She was sure her heart stopped beating.  “What?”

Tears filled Ethan’s eyes and his expression was shattered.  She’d never seen Ethan cry, not even at Denny’s funeral.  But then she was too wrapped up in her own fragile emotions to remember.

“Look out there,” he said, his voice low against the whistle  of the wind blowing past them.  “Denny used to look out there at the view and say this was the closest to heaven he was ever going to get here on earth.”

Ethan took a few steps closer to the edge of the cliff.

“I came here with him that day because he was talking crazy. It only got worse the closer it got to the time I was supposed to leave for boot camp.  He kept telling me I was going to be someone.  I was going to be a hero.  People were going to respect me.  But he couldn’t be that way.  He always built me up to be more than I was.”  He looked back at Maddie and she saw the tears rolling down Ethan’s cheeks.  “He believed in me when I didn’t believe in myself.  I never thought I’d be any of that.  Not back then.  I was just as lost as he was.  Or so I thought.”

He swiped his face with his hand.  “You remember what we were like.  My father used to say me and Denny were two bullets just waiting for the right gun.  But it was more than being wild at heart for Denny.  He…wanted to die, Maddie.”

She couldn’t talk.  All her emotions were lodged in her throat, choking her.  Her brother wanted to die?  She knew he was depressed.  But he always put on a brave face for her.  Could it be that he’d confided his darkest feelings to Ethan?

“I don’t believe you,” she finally said.  “Denny never would have done that.”

Ethan cleared his throat and pointed to the steepest decline on the rock formation they were standing on.  “He told me he was going to try driving down The Mammoth.  I didn’t want him to.  He’d been drinking.  He had this wild look in his eyes and it terrified me.  So I stayed in the truck and told him to just give me the keys.  But he wouldn’t.”

“You weren’t driving?  They told my parents you jumped out of the truck before it went over.  They found Denny on the passenger side.”

“He didn’t have his seat belt on.  I took mine off just as he started down the incline.  I was afraid the brakes were going to lock.  But as soon as I jumped out of the truck, he hit the gas.  He disappeared over the side.  I couldn’t see him.  By the time I got to my feet, I heard the crash.”

Ethan’s whole body looked depleted.  His shoulders shook and Maddie knew he was sobbing.  

Consumed with emotion, Ethan bent down and snatched a handful of rocks from the ground and starting throwing them out into the direction where Denny’s truck plunged off the cliff with all his strength.

“You stupid idiot!” he yelled at the top of his lungs.  “I was your friend, Denny!  You didn’t have to do this!  I wouldn’t have left you if I thought you’d go through with it!”

She couldn’t hold back the tears.  “Why didn’t you tell my parents this?”

Ethan turned to look at her, unashamed of the outburst that had left him raw.  “How could I tell your parents something like this?  What parent wants to think their kid wanted to die?  It’s horrible.”

She started to sob.  “But you left anyway, Ethan.  All these years you were gone.  You never came back.  I hated you for it.”

She walked over to him and she started beating Ethan against the chest with her fists.  But he grabbed her hands and held her back as she sobbed.  “You left him to die alone and then you never came back.”

Ethan pulled Maddie close to his chest, feeling her tiny body quaking against his.  Every bit of him was raw and aching, but not from the lashing Maddie tried to give him.  It was because he finally had some clarity that eight years as a Navy SEAL had never given him.

“You don’t hate me because I left Denny alone, Maddie.  You hate me because I left you alone.  I’m sorry.  I’m so sorry I did that to you.  I couldn’t save Denny.  But I should have been there for you.”

Her sobs grew louder and mingled in with his own. 

She pulled away from Ethan and wiped her face.  “After all this time, why are you telling me this now?”

“Because I see the way Denny’s death is still eating you up inside.  You’re existing.  You’re not living, Maddie.  You’re just as angry with Denny as you were with me.  Maybe it was easier to hate me than hate him for what he did.  I don’t know.”

“His death didn’t seem to hold you back at all.  And you have all the military accommodations to prove it.”

He shook his head, trying to make her understand what had been driving him all these years since Denny died.  “Denny believed in me.  Don’t you see, I thought if I didn’t achieve all those things Denny thought I could be that it would somehow mean his death was meaningless.  It drove me every single day to be the man he saw through his eyes.”

Her tears returned anew.  “How could Denny want to die?  Didn’t he know how special he was?  How much he was loved?”  

Ethan shook his head.  “He was in a lot of pain.  I never knew just how much until that day.”

“Why did you let me believe all these years it was your fault, Ethan?  That wasn’t your burden to carry.”

“He was my friend.”

Her bottom lip trembled.  With a shake of her head, she said, “Take me home.”

Ethan pulled her closer and walked with her back to the SUV. When she climbed inside, he said, “I’m sorry, Maddie.”

“I am, too.”

# # #

 


Chapter Eight

 

The ride home brought silence.  Maddie held the fuel tank cap in her lap and kept her eyes glued to the scenery out the window, watching their surroundings accelerate alongside the SUV's movements. The sun was already sinking low, just touching the tree line. In a few minutes it would be dark and she wouldn’t have to hide her face by turning away.

Ethan had tried to save Denny.  All these years, why had no one told her?  Of course, he would try to save Denny.  Not because he was a hero.  Because he loved Denny.  They were like brothers.

It had never occurred to her that Ethan had been suffering over Denny’s death as much as her family had.  He’d stayed away to spare her and to make himself into the man Denny insisted he could be.  And Ethan had achieved all those goals and more by earning his place as a Navy SEAL and then becoming a police officer.

She’d been so wrong about Ethan.  And for what?  

As the car rolled up in front of her condo, she placed the fuel tank cap on the seat and released her seat belt.

“Do you mind taking this into the house?  It’s a little heavy,” she said.

Ethan nodded.

Maddie rummaged through her purse for her house key as they walked to the front door of her condo.  The key slipped easily into the lock and the door opened.  A cool rush of air, from keeping her air conditioning on during the day, bathed her face as she stepped inside.

Maddie led Ethan through the hallway to the kitchen.  

“You can put the fuel tank cap on the kitchen table for now.  That’s probably where I’ll work on it.”

Ethan carefully placed the metal piece on the table and awkwardly turned around.  She moved in close to him.

“Maddie, I…” he started to say, but she stopped him by placing her finger over his lips.  

She looked up into his eyes feeling a swell of emotion so strong it consumed her. Ethan held her gaze, giving her strength to take her feelings one step more.  Lifting up on her toes, she brushed her lips against his and waited.  She felt his hesitation, felt the heat of his body against the cool air inside the room and wanted his heat.  She wanted it like it was a drug she had to have to survive.

After only a brief hesitation, Maddie felt Ethan surrender to the kiss.  In one quick movement, his arm was around her waist, pulling her against the rock hard wall of his chest.  His mouth devoured hers, teasing her lips with his tongue until she opened up to him and let him taste her.

Reaching up, she placed her hand behind his head, pulling him closer with an urgency she’d never felt before.  He followed her lead.  His hands roamed her body, caressing her back and shoulder.  Then his fingers were in her hair as he deepened their kiss.  And Maddie wanted more.  So much more.

But before she knew what was happening, Ethan abruptly pulled away and took a wide step back.  Her mouth still moist and swollen from their kiss, she looked at him, confused by his sudden retreat.

“What’s wrong?”

He shook his head as if to shake something clear of himself.  “I’m sorry.”

“For what?”

“For this.  For kissing you.”

She smiled shyly.  “In case you didn’t notice, I was the one that started it.  I was kissing you.  And then you kissed me back.”

“But…”

“But what?”

“I can’t do this to you.”

“Do what?”

“You’re my best friend’s kid sister.  What happened today out at the cliffs, that’s enough to send anyone over the edge.  I’m not going to treat you this way.”

A chill raced through her and Maddie longed for the warmth of Ethan’s arms. It had been years since she’d dreamed of being in them, having him hold her and kiss her the way he had just seconds ago.  And now he was telling her it was a mistake.

Crossing her arms over her chest, she said, “I don’t understand.”

“I can’t…I won’t do that to you, Maddie.  You’re vulnerable right now.  Only a bastard would take advantage of that. You deserve more.”

As Ethan turned to leave, Maddie thought she’d die.  All the times she’d dreamed of kissing Ethan, she never thought it would turn out like this, with him leaving her standing there alone. It was eerily reminiscent of the day he left the Navy.

He reached the door, but before he could leave, she stopped him.

“You’re a hypocrite, Ethan.”

He stopped with his hand on the doorknob.

“You told me I had some feelings to get over so I could move on and have a full life.  You need to open your eyes to a few things.”

He gave her a sidelong glance.  “What’s that?”

“How about the fact that I’m a woman, not a kid?”

Ethan stared at her from down the hallway.  All the heat she’d felt moments ago was there in his eyes.  “I know,” he said, his voice low.  “That’s why I’m leaving.” 

* * *

The walk back to his SUV left Ethan empty.  He’d just kissed Denny’s kid sister.

Except…

Maddie didn’t feel like Denny’s kid sister when she’d been in his arms.  And he wasn’t thinking of Denny when her body was pressed against the length of his.  Every bit of her was woman, soft, sexy and desirable.  And all Ethan knew was he wanted her.  All of her.

He climbed into the SUV and looked back at her condo door, pulling in a deep breath to steady himself.  His quickened pulse was like a timpani in his ear, pulsing through him at rapid speed.

He’d wanted Maddie.  And what startled him more was it wasn’t the first time.

He thrust the key in the ignition with more force than needed and fired up the SUV's engine.  It was still early enough that he could do some work on the motorcycle when he got home.  But something told him he’d only sit and stare at metal parts all night.

He pulled out of the parking space and drove to the entrance of the Wingate Condominium complex.  Hitting the directional for a left turn that would take him home, Ethan glanced in the opposite direction.  The Nolan property was to the right.  

He recalled the day he’d walked the property and saw the farmhouse in disrepair.  The Realtor had long since left, but Ethan walked down to the river’s edge and sat on a boulder for at least an hour, listening to the frigid water of January breaking through chunks of ice and snow to make it down river.  He remembered thinking about Logan’s farm being just a half mile further down that same stream and how nice it would be to build a life someday with someone special.

The ice storm and floods had destroyed his vision for rebuilding the property.  But there was still something that drew him there.  Clarity.  Contentment.  He’d felt those that day even though he felt frozen by the time he went back to his SUV and headed home.

The tick, tick, tick of the blinker pulled him from his thoughts.  He turned the wheel and headed in the opposite direction of home, toward the Nolan property.   

* * *

Ethan hadn’t seen Maddie in a few days.  He’d called her house but got no answer.  He’d driven by MW Oil and seen her car in the parking lot.  He’d even asked his father how she was doing.  But she hadn’t shown up at the house to help him with the motorcycle.

He wanted to kick himself from one end of the garage to the other.  He’d kissed her.  The way she felt in his arms had been so wonderful.  And he knew without a doubt that if he hadn’t left Maddie right at that moment, he would have made love to her.

Frustration, he put too much force behind tightening a bolt on the motorcycle.  His hand slipped and brushed up against a sharp piece of metal that was protruding too far out.

“Damn!”

Ethan looked down at the blood and grease on his hand.

“Now you’ve done it.”  

Deep in his thoughts, he hadn’t heard footsteps or even a car pulling into the driveway.  But Maddie stood just outside the garage door, peering in with a wide smile that took his breath away.  

“Did you break it?” she asked.

He looked down at his hand and moved his fingers.  “No, but I have a gash.  I’m getting blood all over the floor.”

“I was talking about the motorcycle.  It’d be a shame if you did, especially after all the work I’ve done on the fuel tank cap.”

“Gee, thanks.”  He stood up and walked over to her until they were both standing outside the garage.  In her hands, she held two soda bottles.  Both were unopened.

“What’s that?”

“One’s for you,” she said, handing one of the bottles to him and then unscrewing the top of hers.  Looking at his hand she said.  “You need to wash that out first.”

She placed her thumb over the mouth of soda bottle and shook it.  For a second, it caught Ethan off guard.  But then he saw her mischievous grin and he started laughing.

“What do you think you’re going to do?”

“You need to cool off.”

She released her thumb from the mouth of the bottle just a little to allow a stream of soda pop to spray and directed the spray at Ethan.  He quickly did the same and started spraying her.  The two of them laughed as they chased each other around the front lawn, spraying until there was no soda left.  Then Ethan ran over to the hose on the side of the house and turned it on full blast.  The surprised look on Maddie’s face when she rounded the corner and he blasted her with water was priceless.

“No fair!” she screamed, laughing.  “You have the advantage.  I don’t have a hose.”

“You started it.”  That alone was enough of a surprise for Ethan.  She ran to the faucet and quickly turned the water off.  The hose slowly drained of water until it was just a trickle.  Ethan used the remaining water to clean out the cut on his hand.

Still chuckling, and drenched to the bone, Maddie came over to him and pulled his hand towards her to inspect it.  The feel of her hands on his left him lightheaded.

She glanced up at him and smiled.  “You’ll live.”  

“Yeah.”

Her hair was soaking wet, and the white T-shirt she wore clung to her skin.  And every bit of him wanted her as much as he had the other day when he’d kissed her in the kitchen.

“You haven’t been around.”

“I’ve been busy.  I finished the artwork on the fuel tank cap.”

“You did?  But you left the sketches here.  How did you do it?”

“I was inspired by something else.  Something more beautiful.  I think you’ll like it.”

“Great.  Where is it so I can see it?”

“It’s still at my condo.  It needed to dry a little more before I put the final coat on it.  Now I need to dry off.  Thanks for the shower.”

“You’re welcome.”

She turned and started walking down the driveway to where her car was parked.  “Stop by later.”

“You’re leaving already?”

“I need to take another shower to get all this sticky soda off me.”

He watched her walk away and heard her musical laugh and he was suddenly a teenager again.  His heart swelled with emotion that bubbled up in his throat and threatened to choke him.  The Maddie he’d always known and loved was back.

And with that thought, his heart stopped.  Loved?  Well, sure, he loved her.  Ethan had known Maddie since she was just a little girl and he used to visit Denny at the house after school.  But the love he felt now was different.  And he did love her.  What else could this be?

Ethan had done so many wild things in his life. He’d been on black op missions that still made him nervous to think about.  He and Denny had done countless pranks throughout their childhood that had left him trembling with fear along with the excitement.  

But none of that compared to this feeling.  This love he felt for Maddie terrified him to the core.

  

# # #

  


Chapter Nine

 

As far as bad ideas went, going over to Maddie’s condo was as bad as it got.  He hadn’t been able to shake off the feelings he’d had earlier when they playfully ran around the front yard like kids.  That kind of playfulness was something he’d forgotten about.  He’d been so absorbed with becoming the man Denny thought he was that he’d forgotten.

He walked up to the door, anticipation coursing through him like one of the freight trains he and Denny stupidly decided to jump on when they were thirteen.  By the time they’d been able to jump off, they were already in Wyoming and they had to call their parents to pick them up.  That long ride home felt like the walk to Maddie’s door.

He’d known her practically his whole life and yet…it felt like he was meeting her for the first time.  

He rang the doorbell.  After a few seconds, she opened the door.  Her hair was tied up in the back of her head in a clip.  She’d put on a light coating of lipstick that made her skin glow.  She’d changed out of her wet shorts into a fresh pair of cutoff jeans and a coral tank top. 

“Come in.  I'm making dinner.”

“I can come back.”

She turned and gave him a look.  “Don’t be silly.  I was expecting you.”

He walked behind her, taking in the sway of her hips and the lightness of her step that was almost like a skip.  She did that when she was happy.  He’d forgotten.

“The fuel tank cap is on the coffee table in the living room.  I’ll meet you there in a second.  I just want to turn off the stove so dinner doesn’t burn.”

It wasn’t the first time Ethan had been to Maddie’s condo.  But last time he’d only gotten as far as the kitchen where he’d kissed her.  The living room was decorated much like he’d expected it would be.  Light, minimal and homey.  There were pictures of her family on the fireplace mantel.  The one of her and Denny in high school had Ethan walking right to the fireplace to take a closer look.  He picked up the picture and studied it.  

Maddie came into the room.  “That one was taken about a month before Denny died.  Dad just gave it to me the other night.  I think that one is my favorite.”

“It’s beautiful.”

Her mouth seemed to tremble as she spoke.  “There’s one of you and Denny, too.”

She walked to the fireplace and pulled a smaller frame out from the crowded mantel and handed it to him. Tears stung his eyes as Ethan looked at the picture of his best friend with his arm wrapped around his shoulder.

“He loved you,” she said.  “I had a hard time admitting that for a long time.  You know, I really hated you taking me to the cliffs.  But I’m glad you told me what really happened.  I wasn’t fair to you.”  She placed her hands on her cheeks as they flamed with color.  “The way I treated you at the funeral.  I hit you.  I’m so ashamed of the way I behaved.”

He put the picture back in its place.  “You were grieving.  People grieve different,” he said, recalling the words Logan had said to him in the garage.

“I…just never once thought that you were grieving as deeply for him as I was.  I should have known.  That kind of grief never really goes away.”

“It’s okay.”

She sniffed back a few tears and then smiled.  “Come see?”

Maddie led him to the table near the window where she’d worked on the fuel tank cap.  Ethan knew she’d put everything into her artwork.  But he didn’t expect to see the amazing picture she’d created.  Instead of painting the picture that she’d originally done in the sketch, she’d surprised him.

“You changed it.”

Maddie shrugged.  “You said Denny thought the cliffs were the closest thing to heaven he’d ever seen.  I admit I cried a lot of tears while painting this, thinking of what he saw when he looked out at that view.  But I think he would have liked this better.  Don’t you think?”

“He would have been blown away by what you created. I know I am.”

Ethan crouched down to get a closer look at all the detail Maddie had put into the project.  She’d put every bit of her heart and soul into this project.

“Ethan?”

He stood up with the sound of her voice.  “Thank you for pushing me.  I feel…so light, like this huge weight has been lifted from me.”

He smiled.  “I’m glad.”  He bent his head to kiss her on the cheek but she turned at the last minute and their lips met, igniting a fire so strong deep inside him, he thought he’d explode.

Maddie leaned into the kiss, holding nothing back, much as she had done when creating her masterpiece.  She wrapped her arms around him, and he could have easily pulled himself away.   But he didn’t want to.  Something about being in Maddie’s arms felt like coming home.

She pulled away just long enough to gaze into his eyes.  

“You are so beautiful.”

Her smile was so radiant, it took his breath away.

“I thought you’d never notice.”

“You weren’t paying attention.  I always noticed everything about you.”

“Like?”

“You have a scar on your eyebrow from when you fell and hit your head on the coffee table.”

Her hand went to her head.  She ran her fingers over the spot he was talking about.  “How did you know that?  You didn’t even know Denny then.”

“Denny told me he pushed you because you were taking too long jumping off the couch.  He felt guilty.”

“I don’t want to talk about Denny right now.”

“You don’t?”

“I want to talk about you.”

“What about me?”

She gazed up at him, running her hands slowly up his chest and over his shoulders until she laced her fingers at the base of his neck.

“Do I really have to spell this out?  Because I will.”

“We don’t have to talk at all.”

She smiled, reaching up on her toes and kissing him softly.  “I like that idea.  I like it a lot.”

She stepped back and reached out her arm to take his hand and his body kicked into overdrive.  In all his life he’d never wanted anything as much as he wanted Maddie right now.

* * *

Maddie’s heart pounded in her chest as Ethan followed her upstairs to her bedroom.  She’d dreamed of making love to Ethan a thousand times in her youth.  That dream had faded , never to be replaced with anyone else who came close to how she felt about Ethan.

She stopped by the bed and turned to him.  If she lived to be a hundred she’d never forget seeing that smoldering flame burning in his eyes.  The fire he felt for her.  

She slowly lifted her arms and waited.  Not missing a beat, Ethan grasped her shirt from the bottom and pulled it over her head, leaving her wearing her bra.  She reached back and unclasped it, watching his face as her breasts spilled out of the fabric and her bra fell to the floor.  She heard his sharp intake of breath and along with the pounding of her pulse in her ear.  Still, she held his gaze and went the final step, unzipping her cutoff jeans and dropping them to the floor, showing him she wasn’t wearing any underwear.

He smiled with the discovery.  

“I’m afraid you’re overdressed for the occasion.”

“Something I’m going to rectify right now.”

Ethan quickly rid himself of his clothes and joined her on the bed.  Their hot bodies melted together and moved in rhythm, stroking, tasting, caressing, loving each other like there’d be no tomorrow.

And when he finally entered her, Maddie cried out with a pleasure she’d never known.  In all her dreams, she never imagined how amazing and loved she’d feel being in Ethan’s arms.  And when she couldn’t take it anymore, he slowed his rhythm, waiting for her to catch her breath again.

He rolled her over so that she was laying on top of him.  She moved her hips and began her own rhythmic dance of pleasure, watching his face with every move.  His hands were all over her body, caressing her breasts, playing with her nipples, sending wave after wave of pleasure through her body until she could take no more.  

Arching her back, he used his fingers to send her over the edge, bringing on an orgasm so strong that she thought she’d split in two.  She was only vaguely aware of what was happening when moments later she felt the tension in Ethan’s body grow stronger and he, too, joined her.

They silently laid in each other arms for a long time.  Maddie wasn’t sure exactly how long.  But the room gradually began to grow darker and the shadows from the summer moon created lines on the walls around them.  Then they made love again, giving in to a wild hunger they’d denied for so long. 

* * *

“You don’t really have to go so soon, do you?” Maddie said, resting her chin on Ethan’s chest.  He didn’t want to leave her arms.  His choice would be to stay in bed all day and make love until hunger for the dinner Maddie had left on the stove pulled them downstairs.

“I have to work and then finish putting the motorcycle together.”

“Want me to help?”

He smiled down at her.  “You’ll be too much of a distraction.”

She chuckled sleepily.  “I see.  My competition was never my brother.  It was this motorcycle.”

“Not even in the same ballpark.  I’d much rather stay here with you.  But…”  He climbed out of bed and searched the floor for his clothes.

“I know.  I’ll leave you alone.  You’re not hiding anything else from me, are you?”

“Now that you’ve seen me naked, it’s hard to hide anything.”

She laughed.

“I want to finish he motorcycle and bring it by your parents’ house.”

“The Sturgis rally is starting in a few days.”

He sighed.  “I’m not going.”

She sat up in bed, unabashedly exposing her naked breasts to him.  “Why?”

“I’ve changed my mind.  It just doesn’t feel right going alone.”  He pulled on his jeans and zipped them quickly.  “But the motorcycle will be finished and your parents can do whatever it is that they want to do with it.  Hopefully it will be enough to help give them closure about Denny’s death.”

Maddie pulled the sheet up to cover herself.  “Are you ever going to tell them what you told me?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe someday.  I just don’t see how it will help.  Like you, I think they already knew Denny was on the edge.  They don’t need me to tell them the details.”

He got dressed quickly and gave Maddie a kiss before leaving.  As he drove back to the house, his head felt heavy with thoughts and turmoil.  Denny was gone.  He couldn’t think about what his friend would feel about Ethan and Maddie.  Life had to go on.

In his heart he believed that.  It was what had driven him for so many years while he served in the military.  But something had changed and he couldn’t quite figure out what was holding him back.  He thought that telling Maddie the truth about what happened the day Denny died would be liberating for both of them.  And for Maddie, it seemed it had.

They’d shared the most amazing night together.  He wouldn’t change it for anything in the world.  He just couldn’t shake the aching feeling of dread that settled deep in his gut as he drove back home that when this motorcycle was finally finished, it would all end.  Maddie wouldn’t see him as a hero like Denny had.  She’d see that he was just a flawed man who loved her.  And he was terrified that it wasn’t enough.

# # #

 


Chapter Ten

 

“It looks good,” Kate McKinnon said, standing just inside the garage.

“I didn’t hear you come in.”

“I didn’t think you did.  You were so engrossed on your task.”

Ethan looked up as his mother came closer. She was dressed for work.  In her hand was a folder, the same one he’d seen her take to work every morning since he was a kid, and most likely contained orders for the next week's inventory, details she’d poured over before going to sleep every night.

“You did a beautiful job putting that motorcycle together.”  

He smiled at the compliment.

"So when are you leaving for Sturgis?" 

“I’m not going.”

She looked at him surprised.  “What?  I thought that’s what you were working so hard for.”

“It doesn’t seem right.  I’m going to bring the bike over to the Newton’s later. Maddie is going to meet me there so she can see it. But I’m just going to take it for a spin first.”

“You didn’t come home last night.”

Ethan lifted his eyes to his mother.  “Let’s not go there.”

Kate smiled and then shrugged.  “A mother notices.”

He leaned back on the bench next to where he was working.  "You ever wonder why you married Dad?" 

She gave him a strange look. "That’s an odd question for a man who just said he didn’t want to go there." 

"No, really, tell me." 

She placed her free hand on her hips. "You already know why." 

“His money, right?”

She made a disgusted face.  "Please.  That’s why I opened a diner in town.  No, I loved his confidence and determination.  It made me want more and push for more.  You have a lot of that in you, you know," she said, stopping for a moment to sigh. "There was something about your father that I couldn't forget." 

"Like what?" 

She gave him an odd look. "I don’t know exactly.  Some things you just can’t define.  They just are. There starts to be a point when you can't imagine yourself with anyone else." 

"Yeah?" 

She sighed. "So I married him.  All things considered I think it worked out pretty well, don’t you?”

His mother bent over and took a closer look at the motorcycle.  “Maddie’s artwork is exquisite."

Exquisite.  He remember thinking that was exactly what Maddie had grown up to become.  An exquisite woman.  She had a love so strong it was hard to ignore. 

Kate placed a hand onto his shoulder. "You grew up with a strong woman as you mother.  I’ll never understand how my boys became so stupid when it comes to women.”

He chuckled.  “Thanks a lot.”

“You’re welcome.  You know what you have to do.  So go do it.  I don’t want to have to give you the boot.” 

Ethan looked at his mother. "I may have ruined a good friendship." 

“Or…laid the foundation for a good marriage.  It’s all in the way you look at it, dear.”  She smiled, then added, “I have to get to the diner.  I think I’ve left Skylar on her own long enough.”

“What would you do without Skylar,” he teased, mimicking the words Kate McKinnon said on a daily basis regarding the woman who helped her at the diner.

“Don’t be fresh.  Skylar is like the daughter I never had.  She’s a breath of fresh air after dealing with all you McKinnon men.”

As she walked away, his mother added, “Remember what I said.  Life is just too short not to grasp every bit of happiness you can get.”

* * *

It was a good thing Maddie had stopped by the diner on the way to her parents’ house.  Kate McKinnon was always pleasant to Maddie, but today Ethan’s mom took it upon herself to pull her aside when she’d ordered a cup of coffee to go.  After their brief conversation, Maddie knew exactly where to find Ethan.

The drive out to the Nolan farm wasn’t all that far.  Maddie knew that Logan’s place was a few miles down from the Nolan farm, but his property didn’t sustain nearly as much damage as the Nolan property did in the ice storms over the winter.  As she drove, the road showed signs of new repair.  The flooding was heavier at this end of town, but the views of the river were spectacular, especially at sunset.  Maddie was sure this was the reason why Ethan had wanted to buy the Nolan property so badly.

She pulled into what was once the driveway.  Then she saw it.  Ethan had parked the motorcycle right next to what was left of the concrete foundation. Debris was still scattered all over the yard from the river depositing everything it took with it wherever it landed.  There was a large boulder right on the river’s edge and that’s where she spotted Ethan.

She parked the car and a few minutes later she was dodging rocks and pieces of plywood and insulation that had been pulled from the house when the river claimed it.  Ethan sat on the rock, looking out at the water and banks on the other side, unaware of her approach. 

“I didn’t realize the house was completely washed away,” she said, startling Ethan.  He quickly turned to the sound of Maddie’s voice.

She smiled at him, cocking her head to one side as she walked down the slight embankment towards him. “Something told me I’d find you here.”

“Yeah, there’s something about this place that always felt like…”

“Gives you peace?”

He shrugged.  “Helps me think.  The world doesn’t seem so crazy here.”

“Is this the closest to heaven that you feel?”

He looked at her for a lingering moment.

“When I’m with you I feel that way.”

She couldn’t help but smile.  When Ethan had left her condo the other morning, she’d actually thought he was having reservations about making love with her.  How he could think that what they’d shared was anything but right was beyond her thinking.

“The For Sale sign is still out front.”

“The house is gone, but it’s still a great place to make a home.”

“Then you should do it.”

Ethan shook his head. “Maybe I’ll work on a house someday. But right now…”

“What?”

“This could be a great home for someone,” he said, looking around the property.  He jumped off the boulder and walked over to her.  “I had big plans to fix what had been broken. But this is unfixable.”

“Some things are.  You can’t go back and make everything right.  But you can start over, make it brand-new.”

“It’s not the same.”

“It’s never going to be the same.”

“Are we talking about the house?”

She shrugged, then took his hand.  “Ethan, you didn’t kill Denny.  His illness did.  I shouldn’t have blamed you for it all those years.  But you shouldn’t blame yourself or think that you need to live up to his expectations of you.  There’s no reason you shouldn’t be happy living your life.  Whatever it is you choose.  I made that mistake myself.  No more.”

He took in a deep breath and looked around.  “A house isn’t a home unless you have someone to share it with, Maddie.”

“Is that a proposal?”

He chuckled.  “You don’t exactly move slow, do you?”

“I’ve waited to live my dream for a long time. I can wait longer if I have to.  I just know I want to be with you.”

“I don’t want to cause you any more pain, Maddie.  I don’t want every time you look at me to be a reminder of what happened to Denny.”

“When I look at you, Ethan, I see you.  I always have. You said yourself that you can’t change the past.  As much as I want Denny back in our lives, it wouldn’t change what I felt for you then…or what I feel for you now.  So let’s start brand new.  Let’s build this home from scratch and make new memories for us.”

Ethan’s heart hammered in his chest.  He was almost afraid of hoping for something that she didn’t mean.  It amazed him how much clarity he’d had in the last few weeks.  And the one thing he knew for sure is that he couldn’t live without Maddie Newton. 

She came impossibly close to him. He could smell the fresh scent of the soap she’d used from her morning shower. Her hair shined in the afternoon sun and her eyes sparkled with amusement as she looked up at him. 

She reached up and brushed her fingers against his cheek. He leaned into her touch wanting so much more than the simple connection. He wanted to kiss her and hold her in his arms. He wanted that every day of his life and couldn’t believe it had taken them this long to see it.

“You know I love you,” she whispered. “I’ve always loved you, Ethan.”

He scooped her up in his arms and held her tight against his body. Bending his head, he claimed her mouth with his, kissing her fiercely with every bit of emotion he had in his soul.

He recalled the words his mother used when talking about his father.  There starts to be a point when you can't imagine yourself with anyone else.

“I love you,” he whispered against her ear.  “I don’t know how I’ll live another moment if you’re not with me, Maddie.”

“You know, I’ve always heard that the right woman could tame a wild man’s heart.”

He laughed and spun her around.  “Well, you certainly did that to me.  Marry me, Maddie.  I never want to know what it’s like to not have you with me.”  

“I guess we’re going to have to finish the Wounded Veterans Center real soon,” she said, looking at him directly.

“Why?”

“Because there are a lot of McKinnon weddings lined up waiting to happen there.”

“Does that mean I can take your answer as being yes?”

“You bet,” she said, wrapping her arms around him.  “On one condition.”

“What’s that?”

“We go to Sturgis.”

Confused, he said, “I thought you wanted nothing to do with Sturgis?”

“I didn’t.  But that motorcycle is too beautiful not to show off.  Look at it, it’s incredible.  We have to go show it off.  We’ll just drive up there and ride down Main Street once, just to say we did it.”

“Denny would have liked that.”

She kissed him.  “I think he would have liked us being together, too.  But let’s not do it for him. Let’s do it for us.”

Minutes later they climbed on the motorcycle and headed up the highway toward Sturgis.  Maddie sat on the back of the bike with her arms wrapped around Ethan.  Along the way, other motorcyclists passed them and stared.  But Maddie didn’t stare back.  She knew she had the best of the bunch. 

 

The End

 


Dear Reader:

 

Thank you so much for reading WILD DAKOTA HEARTS.  So many of you have written me telling me how much you love the McKinnon brothers and want their stories to continue.  When I first decided to write this series, I only envisioned writing 5 novellas.  But so many people have asked me if I am going to write a story about Ian, cousin to the McKinnon brothers, that I feel like he needs a lady love.  So I will be writing and releasing  DAKOTA WEDDING this fall, where at least one McKinnon finally ties the knot and Ian has a life changing experience finding love.  In the meantime, the McKinnons are going to get the surprise you’ve all been waiting for.  The oldest brother, Wade, who was presumed dead, comes back to Rudolph, South Dakota to reclaim his life and the love he left behind. The love of his life is none other than Skylar Barnett who you first  met in HER DAKOTA MAN. I’ve included a blurb of HIS DAKOTA BRIDE below. 

Many thanks to all my readers who’ve emailed me to tell me they love the series.   Look for DAKOTA WEDDING this fall. 

Please also check out my other series TEXAS HEARTS, featuring the Gentry brothers of Texas.

All my best,
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HIS DAKOTA BRIDE by Lisa Mondello

 

Coming March 17!

Her heart had always belonged to Wade McKinnon. . . 

When single mother, Skylar Barnett, came to South Dakota, she thought her life was just beginning.  Newly pregnant, she waited for the love of her life, Wade McKinnon, to join her so they could start their life near his family.  But her joy quickly shattered after learning Wade was presumed killed during a tsunami that hit the small Asian island they'd both worked on in the Peace Corp.  She'd spent the last four years making peace with her decision to marry a man she didn't love so her baby would have a father.  But marrying the wrong man when her heart belonged to Wade was the biggest mistake of her life. 

Secrets and circumstance kept them apart. . . 

No one in Wade McKinnon's life knew that his work with the Peace Corp.  was just a cover for his real job in a secret military agency.  Not even Skylar, the woman he'd fallen hard for the moment he'd laid eyes on her.  But when his mission in Asia suddenly became too dangerous and all agents in the field were ordered to disappear, using the tragic events of the tsunami on the island where they'd met seemed like the only way to keep Skylar and their unborn baby safe until the situation cooled down.  As much as it killed him, Wade stepped aside when he learned Skylar had moved on with another man.  But now that she's free, he's determined to do everything he can to win back her love and claim the life they'd dreamed of sharing.   
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