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      Lucy kept her eyes on the kayak in front of her, her attention barely wavering as her sister—along with her beloved dog, Diesel, perched on the front—guided them through the creek with a confidence that spoke of practice.

      “You and Sam must do this often,” Lucy muttered, irritated with how graceful Taylor looked as she barely made a ripple with her oar.

      “We’re taking a much narrower way through here,” Taylor called out. “You may have to reach up and pull yourself through with the branches of the trees. Be careful what you grab, though.”

      Lucy looked up, praying nothing would fall in her hair. She loved the idea of the lake but wasn’t much for immersing herself into nature, preferring to keep away from the wildlife she didn’t know. But Taylor had recently decided that they needed to spend more time together. Lucy knew it had to do with her not hanging out at the farm as much as she had before. She was able to do the social media for the business from her own home on the boat. And, yes, she had her reasons why she was laying low lately.

      Taylor now knew them, and it was another reason her big sister was trying to keep her close.

      “I’d better not get bitten or stung by any exotic tree critters,” Lucy yelled back to Taylor. She would never admit that the serenity of moving across the water, away from noise and people—and even Johnny’s constant need for attention—was somewhat soothing.

      “Don’t look down now then,” Jarret said from behind her.

      Of course, that meant Lucy had to look down. When she did, she pulled both her arms back into the kayak, clutching the paddle like a weapon.

      Directly beneath them was a long, reddish-brown snake with dark crossbands on its neck and alternating dark blotches on its back and sides. It swam alongside her kayak for a moment; then—in a burst of energy—it shot away.

      “Taylor, I’m ready to turn back,” she called out, feeling a wave of nausea.

      Taylor stopped and did a half turn, enough to see her sister.  “What’s wrong? I told Anna we’d be out all afternoon. I still have a few spots I want to show you.”

      “I don’t care what you told Anna. I’m ready to go back.”

      Behind her she heard Jarret snort.

      “What’s your problem, kid?” Lucy asked, not even bothering to turn around.

      “You’re being a baby,” Jarret answered. “Taylor told me stories about you. She said you were fearless, but that’s not what I’m seeing today.”

      Lucy fumed. She didn’t know how she’d let a kid get under her skin, but, the truth was, she found it infuriating that he’d inserted himself so easily into their family.

      Also, he was a teenager, and what teenager wanted to hang out with adults all day?

      Supposedly, he’d started there to work for the summer, cleaning out kennels and doing other grunt work. Then, after he’d wormed his way into being Levi’s hero, he’d started on Taylor.

      Lucy just found it suspicious. Didn’t he have his own family?

      “Can we just go back?” she called out.

      Somehow Taylor backed her kayak up until she was just a few inches from Lucy. “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      Lucy shrugged.

      “I guess I shouldn’t have brought you so far,” Taylor said, her face pinched with worry. “Have you pulled a muscle?”

      “No, I haven’t pulled a muscle,” Lucy snapped. “Johnny is probably getting cranky. I need to get back.”

      “There was a harmless northern water snake next to her kayak,” Jarret said from behind them. “She freaked out.”

      Realization flooded her sister’s face and Lucy felt her own cheeks turn red.

      “For real? That’s what you’re worried about?” Taylor said. “The northern snakes are harmless, but, if you’re ready to go, we can back out of this creek easier than moving forward. Then we’ll follow the river out to deep water and go back to the dock.”

      Lucy shook her head. “Forget it. Let’s just get through and get back to the farm. I need time for a shower. I don’t want to look all sweaty and sunburned when Shane gets there.”

      Taylor nodded and turned back around, then began paddling furiously.

      Lucy wouldn’t let her sister show her up. She found another gear.

      “Way to go, Hercules Lucy,” Jarret muttered behind her, easily keeping up.
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        * * *

      

      After a long, hot shower and a fresh change of clothes, Lucy was feeling more human, and she regretted being so hard to get along with. She looked at her reflection in the mirror and twisted her hair into a tight bun. Anna had loaned her everything she needed to look presentable, keeping her from having to run home to change.

      When she opened the bathroom door, Anna’s newly adopted dogs Mutt and Jeff were both sitting there staring up at her.

      “Go away, weirdos,” she said. “Why are y’all the bathroom police?”

      Johnny was napping when they arrived, and still hadn’t woken up.

      Despite the break from Johnny that should’ve refreshed her, Lucy was on edge. She was worried that her long-ago troubles from Atlanta had followed her to Hart’s Ridge. The last few months had been full of fear and a feeling of entrapment—of being watched and followed.

      No, she hadn’t seen anyone. But she could feel them, breathing just over her shoulder as she tried to live her life.

      But it wasn’t as though Lucy didn’t know who it was. Johnny’s sperm donor, her ex-boyfriend, was more than likely the one who was wreaking all the havoc on her life.

      She knew it had to be Maxwell.

      Maxwell Row of the Mirah Hotels, one of the Southeast’s top-ten luxury hotel chains.

      Lucy had gone to work there, first as a housekeeper and then promoted to the front desk where Maxwell had eventually spotted her and moved her on up with an offer of an all-expenses-paid life in exchange for her favors. The suite he’d put her in was amazing, with a gorgeous view of a pretty park below where Lucy spent hours people-watching. Complete with a small living room, a flat-screen television, kitchenette, and a private bedroom with the only king-sized bed Lucy had ever slept on.

      Now it made her sick to think about it.

      More than two years had gone by since she’d left the hotel suite with nothing but what she’d come in with. Well, that and a baby in her belly.

      On the very evening she was going to tell Maxwell she was pregnant, he hadn’t shown up—after promising he’d be there. She’d waited up for him most of the night, but he’d ignored her, with no thought of giving her a call or text, as if she meant nothing.

      By morning, she’d had an epiphany.

      With it came the deepest shame she’d ever felt.

      Maxwell was married and lived in his own fine house in a neighborhood with gates and security—influential neighbors who he invited to his home for dinner parties and events she could only dream of attending.

      She wasn’t like them, though, and at the time had been happy that he put her in a deluxe suite in his hotel, with a credit card with no limit for anything else she needed or wanted.

      He came to her every other Tuesday and Thursday evenings, when he was supposed to be hanging out with his buddies at the cigar salon. He never gave her weekends. Those were for his real life. For his wife and kids who knew nothing of her or his philandering.

      Eight months of living a pampered existence that at first felt like she’d hit the lottery, but soon wore on her, reminding her that, if not for her pretty face and youthful body, she’d be back on the street.

      But at least there she would still have her dignity.

      After his no show, he’d come two nights later, and Lucy had worked herself into a frenzy that had launched a full confrontation that ended with an ultimatum.

      He’d refused and came back with what he thought was a fair compromise.

      The penthouse room and one more night a week.

      She realized then that she was no better than a prostitute to him.

      Lucy had lost it, her fury making quick work of tearing up the suite and then starting on him before he’d held her down and threatened to have her arrested for property damage and assault. Then he told her if she even thought about leaving him, she’d come to regret it.

      When she regained her head, she realized that what was really bothering her the most was that she knew what they’d done was so unfair to his wife, and especially to his children. It was shame that had fueled her rage. She’d left while he was in the shower.

      She’d hit the streets again. Penniless and hungry. Got arrested. Bailed out by someone she used to know, then put herself on a bus back to Hart’s Ridge. That had only lasted a minute before she’d jumped on another bus to New York City, with all intentions of getting rid of the last remaining part of Maxwell Row.

      The part that now was the best thing that had ever happened to her.

      Johnny was her everything.

      Just because Maxwell had swept their incident under the rug to keep it from breaking up his marriage and soiling his sterling reputation didn’t mean he wasn’t going to make her pay for her mistake. Just because he’d let her leave didn’t mean he was done with her. He always was one to lay back and watch, waiting to make the perfect move. It was why he was so successful in business.

      “Lucy, are you almost ready? Shane’s here,” Taylor called from the other side of the bathroom door.

      “Five minutes,” Lucy said, then heard Taylor’s footsteps retreating.

      She’d shrugged off Maxwell’s threats and put his memory behind her for a time, pretending that was in the past and would stay there.

      Now she had to admit she was having trouble sleeping, eating, and even thinking.

      Everywhere she went—and whatever she did—she felt like she had a ghost on her shoulder. Watching her.

      Waiting.

      If she had to dissect her feelings, she’d say it was the fear of what would happen next that was really the biggest problem. She didn’t know if he’d seen Johnny, or still knew nothing about him, but she would never let him have her son.

      She opened the door and took a deep breath.

      When she walked into the kitchen, she was awash with new feelings of resentment, but kept them hidden. Taylor was there, a dog in her arms as she held court right in the middle of all the action, with not one but now two handsome men watching her tell the story about the snake.

      Jarret was nowhere to be seen.

      It was a bit surreal seeing her usually serious sister laughing and talking, feeling comfortable around the male species for once in her life. Shane looked like he was finally over pining for Taylor, and was acting cozy with Sam.

      “Lucy,” she said, finally seeing her in the doorway. “I was just telling them about the little snake you saw. Sam doesn’t believe–”

      Sam held a hand up to stop her from going on. “Oh, I have no doubt you’re telling the truth, Taylor. I just can’t believe your sister was afraid. From the way you talk, she’s not afraid of anything. Why would a little, harmless snake scare her?”

      “I don’t know, Sam,” Lucy said, putting a hand on her hip. His tone was teasing—even intimating respect—but the whole incident still grated on her nerves. “Maybe because it could bite me, and we were at least thirty miles from the nearest clinic.”

      Shane grinned at her, nodding his approval.

      “I totally agree with Lucy,” he said. “Seems to me she’s got quite the logical mind.”

      “Oh, I can see you are already trying to play good cop,” Taylor said to Shane. “On that note, why don’t we sit down, and Lucy can tell you what’s going on.”

      Lucy went to the table and took the chair facing the back door. She’d learned in the last few months to always keep an exit route in view. Of course, that left her back to the door that led to the front rooms in the house, but she couldn’t have it both ways.

      “Where’s Jarret?” Lucy asked, not wanting to talk about what was going on in front of a child, as well as not relishing the way Jarret always challenged her verbally. The kid was too smart for his own good.

      “He’s washing down the kennels,” Sam said, pulling out a chair.

      Taylor and Shane followed, and they all sat down, staring at one another.

      Shane took over and his face turned serious. “Taylor’s concerned about your situation and wanted me to pipe in to give an unbiased opinion. She said something about an ex-boyfriend stalking you?”

      Lucy nodded.

      “Do you know it’s him for sure?” Sam asked.

      “It has to be him,” Lucy said, shivering once from remembering the last time she’d seen him. “He threatened that, if I left him, he’d make me pay. I’m afraid he might be watching and planning to take my son. Our son.”

      “I thought he didn’t know about Johnny?” Taylor asked.

      “I mean, I didn’t tell him. But if he’s watching me, he knows.”

      Shane put his hands in the air. “Whoa. Wait a minute here. No one told me your son was from this guy. That changes everything. Does he have partial custody? Visitation rights? Maybe he’s trying to see his kid.”

      “I’m sorry,” Taylor said. “I didn’t think you’d come if you knew all the details. I wanted Lucy to tell it in her own way.”

      Sam sighed. “This sounds really complicated, but there’s something else you don’t know, Shane.”

      Shane looked from him to Taylor, then back to Lucy, waiting.

      Lucy crossed her arms over her chest. Her chin reflexively raised a few notches. She’d done nothing wrong. Well, at least not as much wrong as her ex had. “He’s Maxwell Row, of the Mirah Hotel chain.”
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      Taylor closely cradled the new little dog, Abby, and waited to see what would come next. The small Shih Tzu, a breeder surrender that, because she’d spent her entire six years in a cage giving birth to litter after litter of puppies, was frightened of everything around her and trembled when Lucy’s words brought about a moment of tense silence in the room.

      “It’s okay, Abby,” Taylor whispered, her lips against the dog’s soft, white ears.

      Taylor could see the instant the wall of defense went up over her sister’s face. Lucy always thought someone was judging her, even when they weren’t. But this time she was going to have to grovel a little. Lucy had finally caved and explained what was going on with her, and everything that went with it was mind-blowing. Of all the people she would’ve guessed to be Johnny’s father, a wealthy, married man wasn’t one of them.

      Shane dropped his chin and sighed.

      When he looked up, Taylor felt like she’d lost a lot of ground.

      “Shane, I know what you’re thinking, but Lucy didn’t start this thing with Row. It’s the old cliché—she worked in his hotel, and he pursued her. Tell him, Lucy.”

      Lucy nodded, but Taylor could see she felt ashamed.

      “We come from nothing, and he preyed on that,” Taylor continued, taking up where her sister wouldn’t. “He courted her with new clothes, jewelry, and showed her a lifestyle she’d never known. But at least he doesn’t know about Johnny, Lucy’s son.”

      “Have you filed a stalking report?” Shane asked.

      Lucy shook her head. “No. I don’t want the police involved. That would only make him angrier.”

      Shane held his palms out. “And what are we?”

      “You know what I mean,” Lucy said.

      “Please tell me he wasn’t married when you met him,” Shane mumbled.

      “Yep. Married, picket fence, and two perfectly designed children,” Lucy said, bitterness making her sound older.

      “Perfectly designed?” Shane asked.

      “She just means that unlike the childhood we lived, his kids are a glossed-up version of the average American kid.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Lucy said. “They’re held to a higher standard, and you can tell it. Along with the best orthodontics and fancy haircuts, they want for nothing in the latest clothes and toys—and are tutored in musical instruments and even speak a second language.”

      Taylor interjected. “But Lucy isn’t saying they are bad. Just their father. And she takes responsibility for her part in this.”

      Lucy nodded. “I know what I did was wrong. I’ll admit that. And several months in, when I realized he was yanking my chain and that he never planned on getting divorced, I told him I didn’t want to see him anymore. Then I lost it and did some damage to my room at his hotel, as well as took out some skin from his face with my fingernails. That’s when he threatened me.”

      “If that’s so, how are you not sitting underneath the jailhouse?” Shane asked. “Sounds like he has the power to put you there for a myriad of charges.”

      “I’ll tell you how,” Taylor said. “Mister Maxwell Row, the third, is a prominent member of society, including being an elder in his church. If Lucy had been accused and arrested, then the story of his infidelity would have come out. He’s spent too many years climbing that ladder for it all to come crashing down, even if my sister did assault him.”

      “I just want him to leave me alone so I can get on with my life,” Lucy said.

      Taylor could see the tic in Shane’s jaw working while he thought.

      “Intimidation. He’s using his position and authority to frighten you, just like he used it before to manipulate you. Since he’s lost control of you, it most likely took his obsession up another notch,” Shane said.

      “But it’s been over two years,” Lucy said. “Why now?”

      He shrugged. “Probably just caught up to you again. In the United States, more than seven million people are stalked a year, but not usually by someone in Row’s position. Your ex’s elevator must not go all the way to the top.”

      “Why do you say that?” Sam asked.

      “Because if he gets caught stalking someone, he could lose everything,” Shane said.

      “He’s so obsessed, maybe he doesn’t care,” Taylor said, rocking Abby back and forth. It was important for the dog to be socialized as much as possible so that she could find her forever home.

      “Or he is so pompous he doesn’t think he can get caught,” Shane said.

      Taylor looked at Lucy and saw that her sister looked pale. “Lucy, you need to stay on with us. You aren’t safe living out there on the boat, even if Ellis is there a lot.”

      “I don’t want to leave my home, Taylor.”

      “Then think about Johnny,” Taylor said.

      “Do you think Row knows where you went when you left him?” Shane asked.

      Lucy shook her head. “No. He only knows I’m from a small town a few hours from Atlanta.”

      Taylor felt a wave of relief. Of course, she’d already questioned her sister and been told the same thing, but knowing she still maintained that he couldn’t know made her feel a little better.

      “Good,” Shane said. “You need to be very cautious. Usually, a stalker ups his game when his or her victim ends the relationship.”

      “Yeah, I get that,” Lucy said. “Tell me something I don’t know. But, like I said, it’s been over two years and I thought he’d moved on.”

      Shane ignored her sarcasm. “Also, if you ever feel you’re in immediate danger, do not hesitate to call 911. Don’t downplay the danger. If your gut is telling you something is up, it probably is.”

      “I don’t want her to ever be alone,” Taylor said. Below the table, Diesel heard the stress in her voice and whined. She reached down and gave him an assuring pat on the head.

      “Good,” Shane agreed. “It’s important to formulate a safety plan. If you are going to stay here long term, that’s probably best.”

      “She is—” Taylor started to say.

      “—not,” Lucy interrupted.

      “What do you mean, not?” Taylor turned, confronting Lucy. She didn’t know why her sister wanted to be so difficult in everything. Her life was in danger, but she couldn’t stop playing like she was too tough to care.

      “I mean, I’m not living here at the farm. I have my own place.”

      Shane waved a hand in the air. “You guys can talk that out later. You asked for my advice, so let me finish. The safety plan—whether you stay here or go back to where you were—you need to have one. “

      “Can you be more specific?” Lucy asked.

      “Always have someone with you. Arrange a different place to stay if things don’t feel right where you are. Change up your routine so no one can plan anything based on your daily schedule,” Shane said.

      “And don’t communicate with him, Lucy,” Taylor said. “That will only feed his obsession if he thinks he’s still pulling you in.”

      “I haven’t,” Lucy said.

      “Good. Your sister is right.” Shane nodded. “If he tries to contact you, ignore him. A restraining order is sometimes effective for that, but, if you don’t want to get into legalities, then that’s not going to happen.”

      “Nope. I do prefer to live a few more years,” Lucy said.

      “If he really has found you again, you may change your mind,” Sam said. “About the restraining order, I mean.”

      “Sam’s got a point,” Shane agreed. “Make sure you keep all evidence that can be used against him later. Phone records, text messages, letters, or anything he uses to terrorize you. Pictures, too. Keep everything. And even if you don’t use it against him in court, you may have to let him know you have it if you need it. He probably knows how it works.”

      “Which is why he probably won’t leave any evidence leading back to him,” Lucy said. “He’s way too smart for that.”

      “Right now, you need to worry about staying out of his line of sight, and keeping yourself safe,” Shane said. “Are you working?”

      She nodded. “I work here or from my boat. I’m also down at Ms. Tinsley’s house quite a bit, getting her work ready for an exhibition.”

      “I suggest you stick closer to family,” Shane said. “At least until we can find out if you really are being followed.”

      “Ellis is out there a lot when he’s not staying here with Cate,” Lucy said. “He looks out for me.”

      Taylor thought of something. “Lucy, remember at our last Monday meeting, I told y’all about the sheriff’s hunting buddy who had called asking if one of us could come out and watch his dogs for a few days? We told him we didn’t do that, but it might be a good place for you to go for a while. Supposedly, its way out there in the boonies, and, if Row really is watching you, he’d never think to look there.”

      “What does it pay?” Lucy said.

      Taylor shrugged. “I don’t know, but I’ll send you his number. If you’re interested, you could work it out with him.”

      “I think I need to go check out his property first. Make sure everything looks legit,” Sam said, making Lucy roll her eyes to the ceiling.

      “Agreed,” Taylor said. “Once you do, then I’ll give her the number.”

      Lucy grunted her disapproval.

      Shane glanced at his phone before he looked up again. “Good. Well, I’m gonna head out if you guys don’t have any more questions. I’m sorry that you’re going through all this, Lucy. If you need to talk to me, feel free to call.”

      Sam shook Shane’s hand, thanking him as he walked him out of the kitchen and to the front door. Taylor left Lucy sitting at the table and followed the guys.

      “Thank you so much for coming, Shane. Maybe hearing you talk about the seriousness of the situation and what can happen will make Lucy come to her senses.”

      “You bet. Call me if you need anything else.”

      The dogs outside circled him, gave a few barks, then decided he was friend and not foe, following him to the gate.

      Taylor closed the door and turned to Sam. “I don’t know what we’re going to do. Obviously, Lucy isn’t going to cooperate. I’m on third shift tonight and I’m going to be a nervous wreck wondering if she’s okay.”

      He touched her chin, turning her face up toward his, then gave her a soft kiss.

      “Stop worrying so much. Things will work out.”

      She loved that Sam was always so optimistic, but he had also lived a different sort of life than she had. His had been sheltered, under the protection of his parents where bad things couldn’t happen to him.

      Things didn’t always work out for people like the Gray sisters. History proved it, and the heaviness in her gut warned her that something was coming and—whatever it was—it wasn’t good.
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      At just after midnight, Taylor had already made several swings around the marina, making sure all was quiet around Lucy’s place, when she found herself downtown, doing a quick check on the local businesses. She happened to be at the right place at the right time and saw what appeared to be the beam of a small flashlight through the window of Vickery’s Hardware Store. The sheriff would scold her for not calling for backup first, but there was no time for that. She knew she lived her life dangerously, but she preferred that over routine, which in her eyes was lethal.

      She was waiting at the back door when the first suspect emerged.

      The rickety shopping cart was first, and the scared kid behind it jumped a foot when she asked if he needed help loading it up.

      He tried to run but she was behind him too fast, one foot out to trip him facedown to the ground, then handcuffs on both wrists before he knew it.

      To say her small-time burglar was surprised was putting it mildly, but the shock boomeranged right back to her when she realized who she had.

      “Jarret. What in the —”

      He groaned.

      Behind them she heard a shout, then shuffle of feet as others made a quick exit out the front door. She’d already called in for backup, but they were going to be too late.

      She jerked Jarret to his feet and pushed him against the doorframe.

      “You’d better start talking,” she said.

      “I know—it looks bad.” He looked to the left, to the right, and anywhere but straight into her face. At least he had the good sense to look ashamed.

      “Looks bad? It is bad. What were you thinking?” She looked at the shopping cart, noticing the high-ticket items like electric drills and other tools. “This might be enough for a felony charge. Have you lost your mind?”

      He looked like he was going to be sick. Taylor felt like she might even join him. Jarret was a good one. At least she’d thought so. He’d been working out at the farm for months now and was great with not only the animals but the kids. Especially with Levi, who he’d built a solid bond with. Jo was going to be devastated. She’d thought that Jarret was a good influence on Levi. Turns out, maybe not.

      “When I get back, you’d better be ready to talk and give up some names,” she said, leading him to her car.

      She opened the back door and pushed him in, then slammed the door.

      Quickly, she went back into the hardware store, clearing it for suspects before turning on the lights and taking a walk through every aisle. She shook her head, sighing heavily.

      The bell on the door rang out and Deputy Grimes and Deputy Kuno came in.

      “What we got here?” Kuno asked.

      “Teenagers,” Taylor said. “Only caught one. The others took off.”

      As they walked through the hardware store, her heart sank with every step. The familiar scent of sawdust and aging wood teased her senses. The store was one of the few places in town that had weathered the test of time, surviving the onslaught of big box stores that had swallowed up smaller businesses. The shop was more than just a place to buy tools and supplies; it was a symbol of resilience, a testament to the town's spirit.

      “Damn shame,” Grimes said. “Maurice is going to be so upset.”

      “Good thing Wassie isn’t with us any longer,” Taylor said. “She’d hunt down every one of those boys and give them a hickory stick.”

      “Rest her soul,” Grimes said. “Maurice hasn’t been the same since she left us.”

      Taylor paused for a moment, her hand resting on the now cool antique pot-bellied stove that had warmed many cold hands. She’d hung out there herself a bit on the rare after-school moments that she walked home with Shane, or her sisters. The memories of conversations and laughter that had echoed through these walls flooded her mind. The store had been a gathering place, a hub of shared knowledge and camaraderie.

      Its violation felt personal, like an attack on the heart of the community itself.

      “Should we call Weaver?” Kuno asked.

      “No. This can wait until morning for him,” Taylor replied. “I’ll call Maurice. But I hate to give him this news.”

      “I’ll get started on fingerprint duty,” Grimes said. “Weaver may not have to come at all. Pretty simple stuff.”

      “Sounds good,” Taylor said. “I’ll go through and get photos.”

      Vickery’s Hardware Store was an integral part of the community, passed down through generations, and now it had fallen victim to a crime that would leave scars both financial and emotional. The absence of an alarm system had made it an easy target for Jarret and his friends. The once orderly shelves were now in disarray, as if a tornado had torn through the store. Tools and equipment were strewn across the floor, their worth diminished by the thoughtless act of theft.

      Taylor carefully stepped over a fallen display shelf, its contents spilled out in a chaotic mess. She surveyed the damage as she snapped photos from her phone, her eyes landing on the shattered knife case. The glint of broken glass brought a pang of disappointment mixed with disbelief as she thought about Jarret's involvement in this crime spree. It was hard to reconcile the image of the responsible, hardworking young man she had come to know with the shattered remains of the store.

      She couldn't help but wonder what had driven him to do something so stupid. As she continued her inspection, Taylor couldn't shake off the weight of the situation.

      “I’m going out to talk to the kid,” she said. Determined, she made her way outside and back to her patrol car and opened the back door.

      Jarret’s face was etched with guilt and uncertainty.

      “How could you put me in this position?” she asked softly.

      “I’m sorry. I don’t know what I was thinking.” He didn’t lift his gaze from his sneakers.

      “Who was with you? I know they grabbed as they ran.”

      He shook his head.

      “Fine. Just know that I must take you in for this, Jarret. I have no choice. And whatever value is gone from the store, without someone to share the blame, it’s all going on you. So, think about that while you’re saving your friends from trouble.”

      It looked like he at least had the courtesy to wince under the curtain of long bangs.

      “Get comfortable. It’ll take some time to button up the scene, then get you down to the department. You can call your mom when you get there.”

      She slammed the door.

      When she picked up her phone to call dispatch, she couldn't help but feel a pang of compassion for the boy trying so hard to be a man, now fallen from grace. She knew that when she got him to the department more tough questions would need to be asked, and the truth would have to be unraveled. At least she’d finally meet the seemingly elusive mom who had let her son practically live out at the farm with them.
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      Anything worth having takes time. Taylor took a sip of her sweet tea and watched Cecil smile through his story, telling her the wonderful news that he’d had a call from his son, the first words with anyone in his family in over a decade. It was a short conversation, and they’d both been tentative, but it was a huge step in possibly recovering a relationship.

      She couldn’t be happier for him.

      “It’s a start,” Cecil said. “But I’m not going to get my hopes up.”

      “Think positive. It will work out,” Taylor encouraged. “As you always tell me, be careful, because your body hears everything your mind says.”

      She could say the same thing about her own situation. In finally opening to Sam and sharing her deepest shame and the thing that haunted her most, she felt she was moving just a bit closer to healing. It wasn’t getting easier, but she was getting stronger. And she was determined to find who her assailant was. Quietly and under wraps, but somehow and some way she would make him pay. That would be the final key to putting it all behind her.

      Now that the sheriff had given her leeway to investigate, she was waiting for Brandon to tell her the next steps.

      In the meantime, she had to worry about Lucy, and now Jarret. It was a lot, but she didn’t want to lay it all on Cecil and dampen his good news.

      Mabel stopped at the table, the tea pitcher in one hand and water in the other.

      “Refill?” she asked.

      “No. I’m sugared up enough for now, but thank you.” Taylor said.

      Mabel topped off Cecil’s water without asking him.

      “You sure you don’t want anything to eat, Taylor?” Mabel asked.

      She shook her head. “Thank you, but no. Sam said he’d have dinner ready for me when I get home, but I wanted to stop and see Cecil.”

      “Gotcha. Tell Lucy hi for me. I sure miss having her here,” Mabel said, setting both pitchers on the table and then scooting in beside Taylor. “I’ve put out some feelers, trying to find some new wait staff. It’s hard getting anyone who really wants to work. Lucy was a go-getter.”

      “Yeah, she’s been keeping busy keeping up our social network for the boarding and rescue, as well as chasing after Johnny,” Taylor said. She didn’t mention that she missed Lucy, too, and that her little sister was working on another endeavor.

      “I heard she’s putting together an art show for Faire Tinsley,” Mabel said.

      So much for keeping things on the down low until an official announcement.

      “Yes, she is. Seems that Ms. Tinsley has been keeping a secret from the town and is quite accomplished. Lucy did some work with an art director in the past, and she thinks that Faire is immensely talented,” Taylor said.

      “Couldn’t happen to a better person,” Mabel said. “I’m excited to see some of it.”

      Cecil nodded. “I’m hoping it takes off and she can keep her home.”

      “Oh, she’s not worried about that anymore,” Taylor said. “They’re in the works of turning it into the Hart’s Ridge Art Center, and plan on having it available for events and to host local artists’ exhibitions. The top floor is being redesigned into multiple rooms that can be used for renting, but, thankfully, a property manager is taking charge of the screening process. Oh, and Ms. Tinsley and Della Ray are enjoying being roommates and have talked about making it permanent.”

      Mabel laughed. “Um … I’m thinking it’s already permanent! I’ve seen the two of them bee boppin’ around town. They stopped in and told me they are creating their own camp to have for a week this summer, too. Makes my heart happy to see them acting like schoolgirls again. And to see Faire out and about, and no longer being a shut in, that’s just a miracle.”

      “I agree. I really think that Della Ray needed her, too. Of course, she’s got her daughters and grandkids, but she’s enjoying just being Della Ray, without the title of Mama or Nana, and without feeling like she’s an afterthought.”

      “I hear that,” Mabel said. “That’s a common problem with getting old. They expect you to just sit around and wait until they have time for you. Good for those two for getting after it. And, on that note, that’s my cue. If I don’t get back in that kitchen, I’ll have a mutiny in here at dinnertime when my pulled pork isn’t ready.”

      She scooted back out and disappeared behind the bar.

      “Is she ever going to retire?” Taylor asked Cecil, shaking her head, and smiling.

      “Oh, heck no. She’ll be running this place until she’s got one foot in the ground. The whole darn town loves her, and she knows it. Without The Den, she’d be too lonely.”

      “I did notice that she doesn’t mention Sissy at all.”

      He nodded solemnly. “Still too painful for all of us. But we’ll get there. One day we’ll be able to talk about her and smile fondly. Right now, the injustice of what Payton did to her, and the fact that her little girl must grow up without a mama, is just too fresh.”

      Taylor agreed. “Even opening the rescue in Sissy’s name hasn’t been enough to get me over the pain when I think of her.”

      “It’s wonderful, though, what we’ve been able to do for the community with the rescue. I know I’m enjoying being a part of it.”

      “And we love having you, Cecil. Oh, I checked in on Margaret last week, and she’s doing her best to put on a good front for Hayley, but she’s hurting.”

      “I’ve been doing her yard for her,” Cecil said. “Sissy always took care of that.”

      They sat there for a moment, both looking down at the table. Taylor wasn’t sure that Margaret’s health would hold up long enough to get Hayley grown, but she was going to do the best she could. And Patricia Howe didn’t seem to even want to try to help with her own granddaughter. She was too worried about her precious son rotting away behind bars, doing life for murder. Taylor had heard a rumor that she might be putting the farm up for sale and moving to the beach. That would be the best thing. No one in town could even look at Patricia without thinking about what a monster she’d raised.

      Taylor’s contemplation was broken when she felt a hand on her shoulder and looked up to find Faire Tinsley standing over her, as though their conversation had conjured her out of thin air.

      “Faire, how are you?” Taylor asked.

      “Absolutely wonderful. Scoot over.”

      Taylor moved over and Faire sat down beside her. The bird on her shoulder didn’t move and could’ve passed for a feathered statue.

      “We were just talking about you a few minutes ago. You have a lot going on,” Cecil said.

      She nodded. “I sure do, and I’m loving every minute of it. I can’t believe I hid myself away for so many years and could’ve been having this much fun, but I’m making up for it now.”

      “What is the camp you’re doing?” Taylor asked.

      “Well, it was Della Ray’s idea, but we’re using my house because I’ve got that big kitchen and all that room. It’s going to be called How To Do Important Stuff Camp, and basically it will be teaching age-appropriate and easy, everyday tasks to children. Things like how to scramble an egg and make toast, or to braid hair, and how to pack a lunch.”

      “Wow, you mean all the things that Della Ray was teaching her foster kids for so many years,” Taylor said, smiling.

      “Right. But we’re adding to it with things like how to order politely at a restaurant, wrap a gift, or how to write a thank you note. And would you believe how many children don’t know how to write out an envelope to be mailed? Some don’t know where to put the stamp or anything like that. With all the email and private messages these days, the old school way of doing things is falling to the wayside. We plan to bring some of it back. The older ones will be taught to count money, make change, and even how to properly keep up a bathroom, or wash and cut produce.”

      “I love that, Faire,” Taylor said. “Do you think it will be popular?”

      “We’ve already got forty-two kids signed up! I’m looking for a camp counselor or two to help. It seems that we seniors have a little thing or two to pass on and people want their kids to know about it.”

      Taylor’s mouth dropped. What a great idea. She was going to have to mention to Cate that they needed to do their own camp of some sort. They needed the funds and, judging by Faire’s numbers, Hart’s Ridge parents liked sending their kids to camp!

      “In the meantime, I’m also trying to get all my art ready. Lucy said they all must have names, and that’s not easy to do. My brain is going to mush trying to think of creative ways to title the messages I painted in each one.”

      “You’ll get there,” Cecil said. “When it’s all ready and you open the doors, I know I’ll be there. From what I hear, you’ve been hiding quite the talent.”

      That put a huge smile on her face.

      “Same,” Taylor added. “The whole town is just waiting to see what you’ve been doing in that house for years. I guarantee they won’t be disappointed.”

      “Well, I hope it goes well. Not so much for me, but for your sister. Lucy is really taking this seriously,” Faire said. “I’m finding she’s quite talented for the organizing part of getting everything ready. We agree which pieces are the best and need to be at the front, and she has a good eye for art, overall.”

      “That’s good to hear,” Taylor said. “Not sure how that came about, but I’m proud of her.”

      Cecil nodded, smiling.

      “On that note, I need to get going. It was my turn to pick up lunch for Della Ray and I, and she’ll be pining for these chicken livers. Before I go, though, I have a question for you, Taylor. Is there any news on the investigation into Alexander Merrick’s death?”

      Alexander Merrick was the son of Bradley Merrick, a senator who went to prison for his wife’s murder, only discovered after a reading with Faire. It was mind-boggling that his son’s college roommate was none other than Brian Robertson, Faire’s recent psycho renter. Faire’s intuition told her that Brian was involved in the supposed accidental death of Alex. Proving it was another story, but at least they’d planted the seed and gotten the agency to open the case again.

      Taylor shook her head. “Not yet. They’ve been looking into it—after I called with the tip. The detective in charge said it’s going to be hard to pin it on anyone, considering the lack of evidence. Seems crazy to me that, as many college kids were there, it wasn’t on video from someone.”

      “It probably was,” Faire said. “They just need to get the right person to come forward.”

      “True. And stranger things have happened. I’ve heard of cases being reopened and solved decades later, so don’t give up hope,” Cecil said.

      “Oh, I haven’t. Karma has its way of working on its own. And, again—on that note—I need to run or there’ll be no hope of avoiding Della fussing at me if I’m late. “See you two later!”

      The energy changed instantly when Faire left the table and headed for the door.

      Cecil was suddenly serious again.

      “Taylor, back to the meeting with my son,” he said. “I guess I should admit to you, I’m scared to death.”

      Taylor felt his anxiety instantly in her gut. “Oh, Cecil. You are always so strong and so great with your advice to me about my problems. What can I do to help?”

      “Tell me what to say, Taylor. If I ask about his children, he might tell me it’s none of my business. Same thing about his mother. I mean, do we just talk about the weather?”

      “I think you let him lead. If it gets too quiet, or awkward, tell him that you are ready and willing to discuss anything, but you don’t want to pry into his private life uninvited, and ask if he has any questions for you.”

      “That’s great advice.”

      “I learned from you,” she said. “When is the meeting?”

      “He’s going to let me know next week. I need to go buy some new clothes and shoes, too.”

      “I don’t think so,” Taylor said. “Just look like the normal you. I promise, you are enough without going overboard, and you’ll be more comfortable. Don’t worry so much. This is a good thing.”

      He hesitated, and she saw his eyes tear up. “Thank you, Taylor. I wouldn’t know what to do without you in my life.”

      “Ditto,” she smiled.
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      Soft candlelight danced across the room, casting a warm and intimate glow over the table. The lingering aroma of the artichoke spaghetti and garlic bread Sam had made filled the air. He was really putting effort into his cooking lately, and it had tasted delicious.

      Diesel lay under the table, sprawling between them, unwilling to choose one or the other. Always the best boy, and Taylor used her foot to stroke his back.

      Sam reached across the table, his hand gently clasping Taylor's.

      “Taylor,” he spoke softly, his gaze unwavering, “I’m worried about you. You seem so tense.”

      “I’m sorry. Just a lot going on. Not only with Lucy, but other stuff.” She dove in and told him about Jarret and, as expected, Sam was just as disappointed and shocked as she was.

      “Wow. I can’t believe it,” he said, shaking his head. “What got into him?”

      “I think it’s more about who got into him. From my experience, when a good kid goes bad, it’s usually due to who they are hanging around. Peer pressure is real.  Hard to resist.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right, though I was always too scared of what my dad would do to me if I ever got in trouble like that.”

      They were quiet for a minute before Sam spoke again.

      “What about your case, Taylor? Since you told me what happened to you, I haven’t been able to get it out of my mind. I’d like to understand more about what you've been doing to investigate it. Do you want to talk about it?”

      Taylor took a deep breath, the warmth of his presence giving her the strength to talk about it with him again. She’d found that finally sharing what had happened with someone else had at least made it feel less catastrophic in her memory. It felt like Sam was unconsciously helping her carry the burden.

      She regarded him with appreciation, grateful for his support.

      “So,” she began, “as you know, with my job comes access to resources that can aid in identifying the person who assaulted me. I can tell you in general how it works, and that will give you an idea of what processes I’ve applied to my own case.”

      A momentary pause filled the room as Taylor gathered her thoughts, her gaze drifting to the flickering candlelight. “Studies indicate that the majority of rapes occur indoors, often involving some sort of relationship between the victim and the perpetrator,” she continued, her words carefully chosen. She was talking about the case as if it wasn’t her own, but that was the only way she could do it.

      Sam listened intently, his eyes focused on Taylor, his understanding evident.

      “It's crucial to treat the rape location as one crime scene and my body as another. To gather evidence,” Taylor said, her voice steady, “investigators meticulously document any signs of a struggle at the scene. Broken furniture, objects in disarray—they all become pieces of a puzzle that can speak volumes. They also photograph any injuries I sustained during the assault, capturing the evidence that may help build a case.”

      “Did you take photographs of your scene?” Sam asked. A gentle squeeze from his hand provided reassurance, a silent reminder that she was not alone.

      “Yes,” Taylor added, her voice tinged with a touch of bitterness, “but it's not just the scene itself. It's also the preservation of any items that were involved—a bedsheet, for example. These items are sent to the crime lab for analysis. The contact between the perpetrator and me might have left behind physical evidence: semen, blood, hairs, or fibers. They are all crucial elements in identifying the assailant and seeking justice.”

      “And what about your clothing?” he asked, his voice filled with a mixture of curiosity and concern.

      Taylor appreciated his interest and willingness to understand. “All clothing and undergarments worn during the assault are meticulously collected as evidence. Forensic technicians employ various techniques, such as oblique and ultraviolet light, to identify hairs and fibers. Blue light is used to detect the presence of semen, a crucial clue in the investigation.”

      “I came across something that mentioned victims disrobing over a clean cloth for evidence collection,” Sam mentioned, his words cautious. “Is that how it works?”

      “In an ideal world, perhaps,” she replied, a hint of bitterness seeping into her tone. “But real-life rape scenes rarely conform to the sterile environments depicted in books. They can occur anywhere—a stairway in an apartment building, a dimly lit bathroom of a nightclub, or even inside a vehicle. It …

      She paused, her gaze distant for a moment as she recollected the harsh reality she had encountered in her line of work. “It's not always feasible to have a clean cloth or bed sheet for evidence collection. Rapes usually happen in unpredictable settings, far from the controlled environments ideal for evidence gathering.”

      Sam leaned forward, “So, what happens in those situations?” he inquired, his voice gentle yet eager for knowledge.

      Taylor met Sam's gaze. “In those cases, we rely on other methods to secure any possible evidence,” she explained. “We still collect clothing and undergarments, but the meticulousness lies in the laboratory analysis. Technicians employ advanced techniques to detect even the slightest trace of physical evidence—hairs, fibers, or any other material that can connect the assailant to the crime. At the hospital, the victim's clothing is carefully searched for any evidence,” she began, her voice steady and composed. “It's a crucial step in the investigative process. Each article of clothing is photographed, and then placed in separate containers to preserve the chain of custody for later lab analysis.”

      Sam listened intently, his expression a mix of concern and curiosity.

      “But why at the hospital?” he asked, his voice laced with genuine curiosity.

      Taylor paused, gathering her thoughts before continuing. “The hospital provides a controlled environment where specialized medical personnel can conduct the necessary examinations,” she explained. “In larger cities, they often have staff with specialized training in these examinations and even rape counselors to offer support to the victims.”

      A flicker of concern crossed Sam's face. “But what if the hospital isn't equipped to handle such cases?” he inquired.

      Taylor nodded, understanding his apprehension.

      “You're right. Not all hospitals are equal in their capabilities,” she acknowledged. “In smaller communities, there may only be one hospital, which might not have the same level of resources and expertise. That's where the police department must establish a strong liaison with the hospital staff, ensuring they understand the importance of evidence collection and the chain of custody.”

      Sam leaned forward. “And what about the evidence collected during the medical examination?”

      Taylor's gaze turned slightly distant as she delved deeper into the subject. “The associative evidence collected during the examination becomes particularly valuable in cases where the victim doesn't know the perpetrator,” she explained. “Even if an arrest is made based on probable cause, following all evidence protocols is crucial for conviction in court. Our justice system relies heavily on tangible evidence, providing a solid foundation for logical conclusions.”

      She took a moment, her voice softening as she continued, “Like I said, photographing any physical injuries, bruises, or bleeding is vital. It serves as corroborative evidence of violence, especially when the suspect claims consensual sex.” Sam nodded, absorbing the weight of the information, his respect for Taylor growing with each passing moment.

      “I can't even imagine the complexity of gathering and preserving all that evidence,” he murmured. “Or how hard it was for you. It kills me that you were alone during all that. But now I'm here for you, Taylor. Whatever you need, whatever support you require, I'm by your side.”

      A wave of gratitude washed over Taylor. It still amazed her that she’d found someone who truly wanted to stand by her side. All their lives, her sisters were the ones who snagged the best guys. They were prettier. Better with doing their hair and makeup. With flirting.

      Taylor was always too busy trying to make sure they could all eat, or that the girls did their homework, or had something decent to wear. Even when she was interested in someone, they always overlooked her when her sisters were there.

      Except Shane—but he was an outcast, too, and just her friend.

      Her eyes glistened with gratitude as she reached across the table, her hand seeking Sam's, their fingers intertwining.

      “Thank you, Sam,” she whispered, her voice filled with a mixture of vulnerability and strength. “Having you in my life, standing beside me through all of this, means more to me than words can express.”

      “I don’t want us to have any secrets. You can share anything with me.”

      “What about you? Any secrets you want to tell me?” Taylor asked, her tone teasing. “Something you’re hiding? You can’t really be this perfect, can you?”

      He shrugged and smiled. “I wouldn’t say I’m perfect, but I sure don’t have any secrets. Anyway, that’s enough talking.”

      “Oh, okay. But—you said—” She stood.

      He came to her and smoothly pushed her back until she was against the wall. With one hand on the wall over her head to support his weight, he used the other one to softly put a finger to her lips, shushing her as his chest met hers.

      “If we keep talking, then we can’t do this,” he said, closing his eyes, lowering his lips to hers, kissing her with the unhurried, gentle touch that she craved—so different from the frantic groping she’d only ever known from other guys. Then the tender touch turned more insistent, and the gradual pressure of his hands made her body flush with sudden heat.

      She was becoming intoxicated.

      Spicy. Clean. Delicious. The smell of Sam and the sweet taste of his lips made her so weak she thought she’d collapse at his feet. Somehow, he knew it because he brought his arms around her, supporting her weight as he continued the kiss.

      When he pulled away, Taylor felt unanchored and had the urge to reach for him again. Instead, she tried to disguise how breathless she was while she pulled herself together to look less frazzled.

      Anna would know with one look what she’d been up to.

      Sam winked at her. “You’re cute, you know that? How about we put a few more of these conferences in our schedule,” he said, leaving her with the sideways grin that put yet another spin in her gut.

      They sat there, hands entwined, the candlelight casting a warm and comforting glow around them. Taylor knew she had found not only a partner but a pillar of strength to navigate the challenges that lay ahead. She only hoped that she wasn’t being too trusting, and that Sam really was as transparent as he seemed.
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      Lucy readjusted, stretching her back for a moment before crossing her legs the opposite way. She’d been sitting on top of Ginger’s doghouse for at least an hour, talking to her as she tried to coax her nearer. Billy’s place was indeed out in the boonies, and, despite her usual reservations of getting too close to animals, she was somewhat enjoying her temporary job. The only hard thing was missing Johnny, who was staying with Anna and Cate for the week.

      Lucy missed him desperately, though she talked to him several times a day and he sounded like he was having fun. He enjoyed being the star of the show as the baby of all the kids. They all doted on him, and he knew it. She hadn’t wanted to leave him, but Taylor had convinced her it was best.

      Now it was just her and the dogs.

      They were interesting, to say the least.

      Dogs kept for strictly hunting were so different from those treated as part of a family. Ginger didn’t seem to fit the mold, though. Even from afar, Lucy could see the dog had some of the deepest brown eyes she’d ever seen. Her coat needed brushing, and a few quarter-sized brown crusty sores were evident on her legs.

      Billy had called them hounds, and the other three dogs fit the description. But, unlike the rowdy trio that made up the rest of her pack, Ginger was of a smaller build and obviously a beagle. Lucy hadn’t known that beagles were bred for hunting rabbits until Billy had said she was a failure because she didn’t want to hurt the rabbits.

      He’d called her timid, but that was an understatement. Each dog was chained to a stake outside their individual wooden doghouses and all of them except Ginger greeted her first with barking, then with tails wagging at the arrival of a visitor.

      Yet when Lucy came close to feed them in the morning and again in the evening, Ginger moved as far from Lucy as the chain would allow. That in itself was sad, but looking at the terror in her eyes had brought out something in Lucy that she didn’t even know she had for anything or anyone other than her son.

      Compassion.

      Over the last few days, she’d felt her usually tough exterior breaking off, bit by bit, as she tried to coax Ginger to trust her. While the other dogs frolicked around, jumping toward one another to wrestle or interact in some way, Ginger remained aloof.

      That reminded Lucy of herself in so many ways. Growing up, she’d never trusted anyone. Well, no one except Taylor. Looking back on memories of their childhood, Lucy could almost see the girl she was, sullen and aloof, being led to different foster homes. Guarded, unable to trust, and unwilling to allow her hopes to take over.

      Ginger watched her warily for another moment, then sighed and sunk to the ground, her muzzle coming to rest on her paws in an exhausted gesture.

      She slowly slid off the doghouse and gingerly took a step toward Ginger. The dog immediately jumped to her feet and lowered her head, watching warily as she backed away as far as the chain would allow.

      When Lucy took one more step, Ginger started to tremble. Lucy would’ve loved to take her off the heavy chain, but Billy had forbidden her to do that, telling her, if let go, the other dogs would just play and return to their kennels eventually, but Ginger would run and never return if let loose for even a moment.

      She crouched down, staying a good fifteen feet from the dog. She spoke softly, soothing even. “It’s okay, Ginger, I’m not going to hurt you. I promise.”

      But Ginger wasn’t ready to give up her fear.

      When Lucy stood, she thought she saw a slight movement in the trees behind the dog houses. She kept completely still for a moment, watching carefully. When she saw nothing else, she decided it must be her overwrought imagination, seeing how she’d spent the night before tossing and turning, fighting off nightmares involving Maxwell.

      She turned and went back to the house.

      Inside, she went to the refrigerator and pulled out the tea pitcher. She poured herself a glass and took it to the couch.

      She flipped open the computer and worked for a few minutes, signing into her checking account, and cringing at the balance. She forgot she had an automatic draft for the gym she was so eager to join but had only visited twice in four months. They’d taken the bulk of what little funds she had left. Good thing Billy was paying her well to watch his dogs.

      When she was bored with researching dog events for inspiration for their rescue, she opened their Facebook business account. She wanted to see if anyone had commented on the photo of Abby that she’d uploaded. No one had, but, when she switched into her personal account, she saw she had a message from someone—or something—called Watching Lucy.

      What was that supposed to mean?

      She clicked to open it.

      So you like keeping secrets, do you? You can run but you can’t hide. Should’ve known you’d use your sister’s first name with your middle name as a password, it read.

      Lucy’s eyes widened as she read, and a prickle of unease began in her neck. They were right; the combination of Taylor’s name with hers was her password to almost everything.

      She clicked onto their page.

      It was obviously a new profile, as it had no posts, no photos, and she was the only friend listed. The person had sent a friend request to Lucy, then they must’ve logged in as her and accepted it.

      She immediately deleted the message, then hurriedly blocked them.

      Next, she went through the steps to change her password. As she worked, she tried to think of why, if they’d gotten into her account, they had bothered to tell her. They should’ve known she’d change the password.

      Damn, I wish I would’ve reported the message to Facebook before I deleted it! She thought of Shane and knew she also should’ve taken screen shots.

      Could it be Maxwell? She thought of the restraining order that Shane had suggested. But she couldn’t prove anything. And was contact through the internet even considered harassment?

      Then she remembered how technically challenged Maxwell was, always asking her for help to download this app or that one, then not even being able to use them. And Maxwell wouldn’t be cryptic. He felt too untouchable to have to hide behind a fake profile.

      It couldn’t be him. It had to be random.

      Her next thought was that if someone had gone to the trouble of hacking her personal information, then it wasn’t a stretch to believe they’d gone through her other messages and probably seen and maybe saved copies of the photos she’d sent to Maxwell when their relationship had first bloomed.

      Photos that I sure didn’t want shared with anyone else.

      She slammed down the laptop, suddenly feeling as though it was alive and watching her. When she’d first taken the pics with her phone, she’d known she was taking a chance by sending them across the internet, but Maxwell had assured her that he was the only one who’d ever see them. He had bought her the laptop, and back then she’d trusted him. But now—she wished that she’d have listened to her instinct and not sent them.

      Who knows where they could end up?

      She breathed slowly, trying to convince herself to stop acting irrationally.

      Then she wondered how much of a mess it would make to bring one of Billy’s dogs into the house. But they weren’t housetrained, she remembered, shooting that idea down. She could feed and water all day long—but cleaning up dog droppings wasn’t something she was prepared to do. Bringing her legs up, she wrapped her arms around them and considered calling Taylor. But her sister would most likely overreact. And just because someone had hacked into her Facebook page didn’t mean they knew where Lucy was.

      She took a deep breath, trying to calm herself. She wouldn’t let one sick moron turn her into a sniveling coward. He was the coward. He told her he loved her, yet he didn’t have the courage to leave his perfect little life for her. He promised her she’d soon be living a different kind of existence—one that would make her forget the troubled childhood she’d led.

      Lucy couldn’t believe what an idiot she’d been, believing his lies for so long, allowing him into her head.

      Never again, she vowed. Lucy was done letting men decide her fate. All the way back from the judges who sat so high and mighty, looking down on her and her sisters, deciding their fate, to the slew of man-boys she’d dated who only wanted one thing, then full circle to once again being at the mercy of a man in power.

      Jorge’s face came to mind, and she wondered what he was doing. She’d blocked him on social media and now could kick herself. She would’ve liked to know if he was still in New York or had gone home to Uruguay.

      Did he even think of her?

      She’d been tempted to reach out to him but had stopped herself every time. So far, she’d heard nothing from Suki—and she wanted it to stay that way—so that meant cutting any connection she’d made in New York. It was still surreal to think that Ian was dead, from a random home invasion, no less, though Lucy was willing to bet that Suki had something to do with it. Not that she cared; Ian deserved everything he got for stealing Suki’s life from her. Lucy had no hard feelings against Suki and a few internet searches told her that Suki had stepped right into Ian’s shoes in the art world and was having no problems making her own life. Whether she’d continued the illegal part of the position or not meant nothing to Lucy.

      They were her past, and, for Johnny’s sake, needed to stay that way.

      She set the laptop aside and stood, stretching her arms above her head. She’d been sitting there much too long, allowing herself to get caught up in the chaos of her mind. Time to get moving.

      Surprisingly, gruff old Billy had some dusty bottles of wine stashed on top of his fridge and Lucy was going to relieve him of at least a glass out of one. She needed a liquid hug and a hot bath—a combination that would surely relax her and help her sleep.

      She hadn’t known much about wine when she was with Maxwell. When they went out, or he treated her to a fancy night in a hotel, he did the wine pairing for their dinner or midnight room service. At first, she’d hated it, but she didn’t want him to think her even less cultured than she was, so she’d faked it. Over time, she grew to like the taste, but especially appreciated the feeling of warmth and easiness it granted her.

      Ian had done the same thing, though he had tried to teach her about it. Wishing she’d have paid more attention to which labels were her favorite, she examined the bottles, then picked a California red. She looked for but didn’t find a real wine glass, so instead chose a Mason jar and filled it half full, then left the wine bottle on the table.

      She opened the cupboards under the bar, then the ones under the sink, looking for a candle.

      Old Billy didn’t light candles? Didn’t he ever bring a date home?

      When she stood, giving up the search, she thought she heard a sound and jerked around, looking behind her.

      Nothing.

      The blinds were already down on the window, she’d made sure of that earlier. Now she walked over and double-checked the deadbolt, then shook her head at how absurd she was being. She was so far out in the country it would take a search party to find her. So why did she still feel like she was being watched?

      Feeling silly, she carried her Mason jar down the hall to the master bedroom. Billy had said for her to use the guest room, but why should she be crammed up in there next to a stack of boxes when there was a perfectly fine—and much bigger—room with its own bathroom that was even outfitted with one of those clawfoot tubs she’d always wanted?

      She would make sure to leave the room as she’d found it and muss up the other one as though she’d used it all along, but she was staying where she could go from bath to bed and have a big screen television to flip through and soothe her to sleep.

      Lucy turned down the covers as she went by, then grabbed a clean T-shirt and pair of underwear from her bag in the corner.

      She thought of music, picked up the remote and turned the TV on, then flipped it to a tunes station. Sugar by Maroon 5 was on, and she turned the volume up; then with her wine in one hand and her clothes in the other, she went into the bathroom and, by habit, or maybe something else, locked the door behind her.

      The bathroom had a window, and after she set her Mason jar on the tiny table next to the tub and dropped her clean clothes onto the rattan hamper, she reached over and pulled the blind down as far as it would go.

      Confident she was now closed off from any outside view, she turned on the water, holding one hand under it until it was right, then let it go. She dumped some of Billy’s shampoo in, letting the bubbles gather. While the tub filled, she quickly undressed, leaving her clothes in a pile on the floor, then went to the mirror and twisted her hair up in a messy bun before securing it with an elastic.

      She was ready.

      The water was warm and inviting.

      Finally, Lucy started to relax.

      The big clawfoot tub and the bubbles reminded her of a night when Maxwell had taken her to an upscale Italian restaurant, then to a boutique hotel for a night of first-class indulgence. They’d settled together in a tub of bubbles, champagne, and caviar eaten with tiny golden spoons and caked on Pringles. But that was back when Maxwell treated her like a princess, not when things started falling apart.

      Toward the end he’d taken her on a surprise weekend trip and expected her to fall to her knees in gratitude when they’d arrived at a remote cabin he’d bought in Tallulah Falls. He told her that no one knew he’d bought it—it was for them alone and could be their secret getaway.

      Far up a winding dirt road and surrounded by thick groves of trees, the cabin was beautiful and rustic, a luxuriously decorated retreat, but his goal to keep her and their relationship clandestine was so obvious that she’d found no peace there in the quiet woods. The next morning, even with the peaceful sounds of nature all around them, she’d only felt a sense of remorse for what she’d settled for.

      It had been a slow fade, but, while looking out the kitchen window at the expanse of trees and a red robin balancing on a precariously thin branch, she’d realized that she’d given herself away.

      For nothing.

      That might’ve been the beginning of the end. The real end. For she’d gone that entire day unable to look at herself in the mirror, finally ashamed for her behavior with a married man, for the fact that his children deserved more.

      What had she become?

      In one of their final spats, Maxwell had told her she was nothing before he’d groomed her. Lucy had swallowed back tears, not letting him know how much those words hurt, how badly she’d always wanted to leave her past behind. That even when dressed in the fine clothes and makeup he bought her, the girl in the mirror was still the same one he’d pulled from the front desk, the one who wanted nothing more than to belong to someone.

      But Maxwell was so ignorant and judgmental. For the position he held, she couldn’t believe how much he didn’t know about real life and how good people struggled to pull themselves into better circumstances.

      “Not everyone who wasn’t born with a silver spoon up their ass is white trash, Maxwell. Some poor and middle-class families are the best people you’ll ever meet,” she’d answered, pushing back her own insecurities so that he wouldn’t feel triumphant that he’d succeeded in shaming her.

      She wanted to remind him that it was the working class who held up the country. The policemen, firemen, and blue-collar workers who kept things going so the upper class could continue living in their glass houses. The roughnecks who built the bridges and kept the roads up. What about the electricians who worked tirelessly after each natural disaster to make sure people had lights, heat, and precious central air running through their McMansions? Or the teachers who poured their hearts and souls into teaching his children? Those in civil service who rescued people in distress?

      For that matter, what would his spoiled wife do without her on-call list of plumbers, gardeners, and even their Latino pool boy? Did she think her squeaky-clean husband knew how to even change a light bulb?

      None of them were white trash. She’d bet on it.

      But Maxwell thought anyone not in his tax bracket was from one cesspool of poverty.

      Even the way he treated her, wooing her yet always reminding her that she came from nothing and would be nothing if not for him, it wreaked of a superiority complex. But the gifts, fine dining, and attention had clouded her judgement and made her think he really wanted to give her the dream life she’d always yearned for.

      “I can’t leave my wife, Lucy,” he’d said that last night, a half grin on his face as though he’d gotten one over on her. And he had. But not anymore.

      She sighed heavily, trying to expel the memory of him.

      Watching Lucy. Was it Maxwell who had sent her the message?

      She took a long sip of wine, then leaned back and closed her eyes, putting first one foot under the spigot, then the other. The rush of water felt good pelting her skin, but—with the level now up to her breasts—she reluctantly reached up and turned it off, then settled back again.

      Just as she felt her heart rate settling into a relaxing rhythm, Adele came on in the other room, singing soulfully and with a voice so deep it was hypnotic.

      Lucy listened, humming along until she realized something. The song was somewhat stalkerish. A woman talking to a man who had gone on and married someone else, telling him she was sorry she’d turned up uninvited but wanted him to see her face again? That for her it wasn’t over?

      So much for being lulled into a relaxed state. She stood, grabbing a towel from the shelf over the tub. She couldn’t listen any longer and wished she’d brought the remote into the bathroom with her so she could open the door and mute it from there.

      It was late anyway, and the wine was already making her woozy, so Lucy dried off, then quickly pulled her underwear on and the T-shirt over her head. Adele’s song thankfully finished, and Bruno Mars took over, drowning out the sound of the dogs barking outside and lifting the mood with his lyrics about loving someone so much he’d take a grenade for them.

      Could she ever love anyone that much?

      Too much thinking. She was sick of her own company and missed her boy. Johnny’s incessant babbling always filled up the white noise that now threatened to take over Lucy’s head.

      She brushed her teeth and pulled the elastic from her hair, letting the curls fall around her shoulders in a comforting wave of softness. She peered into the mirror, and, with her hair loose, her face clear of all makeup, the wine relaxing her expression, she reminded herself of Taylor.

      Grabbing the Mason jar from next to the tub, she turned it up and finished it in one drink. She’d fill it up one more time and sip it while she watched a movie.

      Two glasses would surely put her in sleepy land.

      She opened the door, putting her head out and looking around the bedroom before going out. Everything was just as she’d left it. Baby-faced Charlie Puth had just come on the television, pounding at the piano as he crooned about his long day. The covers on the bed were still turned down, the door closed—everything just as she’d left it.

      She felt foolish. Nothing was there.

      Quickly, she moved into the room, going around the bed to the door. She opened it and went down the hall into the kitchen. She’d get her wine, then go to bed early.

      She froze when she looked at the table.

      The wine bottle was gone.

      Her eyes moved around the kitchen, and she saw the top of the bottle protruding from the kitchen sink.

      Had she put it in the sink?

      She thought she’d left it on the table.

      She must be losing her mind. She moved over to the sink, sighing at her forgetfulness. When she lifted the bottle to pour herself another glass, she felt her stomach drop.

      It was empty.

      She turned it up, sure she was wrong. But, no, only one lone drop came forth, dropping onto the stainless steel like a splash of blood.

      But where was the rest of it? There was no possible way for it to be empty. She’d only poured one glass. Lucy knew that for sure.

      Or did she?

      She looked around the kitchen, peering into the adjoining living room. There was nothing else out of place. The dogs weren’t barking so that meant—

      Wait. They had barked. Lucy remembered now that the dogs had barked while Bruno was singing about his grenade kind of love, but she’d let the sound of the running water and Bruno’s hypnotizing voice make her ignore what should have been a warning.

      The realization made her feel suddenly queasy.

      She went to the door and, even though she could see it was engaged, she checked the deadbolt again. Taking it off, then putting it back on. She was being dramatic, this she knew, and she wished she could shoot Maxwell for turning her into a neurotic, paranoid freak.

      Everything’s fine, Lucy.

      No one is out there.

      She set the Mason jar down at the sink and opened cabinets until she found one filled with prescription bottles and over-the-counter medications. She thought about checking to see what sort of meds old Billy was taking, but then felt embarrassed at her almost-lack of respect. Taylor would slap her hand if she even thought to touch someone else’s medications or even snoop through their things.

      She found a bottle of oxycodone and picked it up, cradling it in her hand as she checked the date. It wasn’t too far out.

      It was tempting.

      Almost too tempting. She used to really like the way they made her feel. Or not feel, to be more accurate. Back when she was slumming out on the streets.

      She put it back and pushed the prescription bottles aside, and, finding a sleep aid, opened the top and looked inside. Just before she shook some out into her hand, she hesitated.

      I don’t want to start this again, either.

      She put the lid back on and returned the bottle to the cabinet. After a few seconds of hesitation, she got it again and clutched it in her hand.

      Next, she pulled the biggest knife from the butcher block.

      Despite the warmth of the bath and the wine, a chill had come over her and she quickly made her way back down the hall to the bedroom, stumbling the last few feet. She locked the door behind her and jumped into the bed, frantically pulling the covers up to her neck.

      She was being ridiculous. But she couldn’t help it. She closed her eyes and waited for the wine to take affect and put her out of her miserable state of paranoia.
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      Sometimes good people make bad choices, but that doesn’t have to define them for the rest of their lives. Taylor looked around the courtroom and was pleased to see that Jarret was sitting in the front row and it appeared had taken an effort with his appearance. He wore a button-down shirt with long sleeves and, though his khaki pants were wrinkled, at least he’d done his best.

      Some teenagers showed up to court in tank tops and jeans with holes, a sure sign of disrespect that got them a quick smackdown when Judge Crawford was presiding over their day’s docket. If it was a female, and she showed too much skin, he really got his nose out of joint.

      Sometimes Taylor felt sorry for them being called out for their fashion choices and lack of respect. Other times, in the most extreme bad outfit choices, she could only shake her head at their stupidity.

      Crawford was up there today, and judging by his thunderous expression he wasn’t in a good mood.

      Taylor felt nervous for Jarret, and she wondered where his mother was. Hopefully just outside the courtroom making a call, or in the restroom.

      Judge Crawford was known to be a kind-hearted hard ass. It was an oxymoron, but, in his case, it fit. While he was always quick to show mercy on those who showed for evictions, disputes between neighbors and other misdemeanor charges, and to those who had little money and no access to a lawyer, if he felt someone was purposely breaking the law or causing harm to another, he had no qualms about serious jail time.

      She’d seen often when a young parent was standing before him answering to a charge of their child not being in a compliant child’s seat, and the judge let them go with a continuance for the next week for them to have a chance to get one. Then she’d seen when some of the same parents stood there and said they’d gotten the seat, and Judge Crawford had sent them out to their car to get it and bring in to show him.

      Those who had to admit they’d lied sometimes got an escort to a holding cell for a day, maybe more.

      To the judge’s right sat Courtney Baler, acting as clerk of court but wearing her Hart County Sheriff’s Department shirt to signify her dual role as their clerk at the department.

      As the cases were called, she listened closely. As was common practice in small courts, those with hired representation were seen first. Crawford was good about trying to get the lawyers back to their offices before afternoon, if possible.

      Taylor wasn’t sure if Jarret and his mother had already met with Mike Davis, the solicitor—otherwise known as the court’s prosecutor— but she hoped so. Mike was usually good about negotiating plea agreements with defendants or their lawyers.

      She hoped he had realized that Jarret wasn’t a hard-nosed criminal; he’d just made a bad choice. She looked around and didn’t see their usual court-appointed public defender, and that made her nervous.

      When she looked around again, she saw that John Bradford was looking straight at her.

      He nodded, and she did the same.

      John was the president and primary probation deputy of Second Chance Probation Management, a private company paid for by the county to supervise all city and county probation.

      “Carter Joseph Anderson,” the clerk called.

      Rachel Gilbert, the public defender, came through the doors and joined Anderson in the front of the room. They stood in front of Judge Crawford for five minutes at the most. Carter pleaded guilty or no contest on all five of his charges, and the judge sentenced him to the maximum probation term, twelve months, on each traffic offense—a broken taillight, an improper tag, a failure to change his address within sixty days of moving, an insurance lapse, and driving with a suspended license. Some of his offenses dated back three years or more.

      “Wait, that’s not fair,” Carter said. He had paled and looked like he was going to choke.

      Rachel put her arm on his and shushed him before she addressed the judge.

      “Your honor, Mr. Anderson comes from poverty and did not have the means to fix his broken taillight or pay the taxes to keep his tags up to date.” Rachel said.

      “Then he shouldn’t be driving,” Judge Crawford said, glaring down at them.

      Georgia was one of only twelve states that treats all traffic tickets as criminal misdemeanors. And while speeding tickets were mostly universal, broken taillights and expired tags are offenses deeply linked with poverty, and Rachel never failed to use that as part of her defense when she could.

      Taylor had been to the Anderson’s home—a single wide trailer that had seen better days—when she’d gone to serve a warrant a year or so before. Carter was in the lowest income backet, but that shouldn’t excuse his continued efforts to break the law.

      “I’m assuming these sentences will run concurrently,” Rachel asked the judge. “And are under probation.”

      “Then you just made an ass out of you and me. The answer is no. Mr. Carter will serve these five sentences back-to-back and not concurrently. Not under probation. Behind bars, where he can learn a lesson in being a responsible citizen. We could only hope he’d come out as a productive one, too, but that might be asking too much.”

      Taylor cringed. That meant that Carter was looking at five years in jail, unless he somehow got it reduced or was released on good behavior, which she couldn’t see happening.

      Jarret turned and they locked gazes. The scared look in his eyes pulled at Taylor’s heart. She still couldn’t believe he’d willingly participated in the crime. It was so unlike him.

      He looked at her like he wanted her to rescue him, but it was out of her hands.

      Jarret’s name was called next, and, as he and Rachel approached the podium together, the weight of the situation bore down heavily on Taylor.

      Judge Crawford kept his stern expression as he examined the paperwork that Taylor herself had drafted. His gaze shifted from the documents to Jarret himself, piercing through the air with a mix of disappointment and disapproval.

      “Mr. Sanders, do you realize that theft over $500 in the state of Georgia is a felony?” Judge Crawford's voice rang out, his tone laced with a tinge of reprimand.

      Jarret shook his head, his eyes wide with genuine surprise. “No, Your Honor, I didn't know that,” he replied softly, his tone sufficiently remorseful.

      Rachel spoke, her voice filled with a hint of desperation as she pleaded with the judge.

      “Your Honor, Jarret Sanders until now has been a responsible young man with no record of any trouble.”

      “But, alas, here he is,” Judge Crawford said, glaring down at Jarret.

      Rachel continued. “I’d like to propose that if the defendant agrees to make restitution for the properties lost and the state is agreeable, may we try him as a minor and waive the trial? Let him take responsibility for his actions without subjecting him to the harshness of an adult trial.”

      Taylor's intuition gnawed at her, warning her of the impending doom that was about to unfold. She watched Rachel's plea, hoping for a glimmer of leniency, but her hopes were shattered when Judge Crawford delivered his verdict.

      “No,” the judge declared firmly, his voice resonating through the courtroom. “I will be trying him as an adult. A trial will be held. I will not allow these small-town rabble rousers to become certified thugs and rob the community of their livelihood. It’s my job to make examples of the ones we can.”

      Taylor felt a surge of frustration well up within her. She wanted to throttle Rachel for not putting up a stronger fight, but she could see the exhaustion etched on the public defender's face, remnants of the failure in Carter Anderson's case.

      Gathering her resolve, Taylor rose to her feet and requested permission to address the court.

      With all eyes on her, Taylor spoke with a mix of determination and empathy. “Your Honor, I was the first deputy on the scene and it’s my name on the report. I have known Jarret for quite some time. He has been working on our farm, showing responsibility and respect. This incident has shocked me just as much as it has everyone else. I believe that sending him to jail won't solve the problem. Instead, let us focus on cleaning up the mess, saving the court's time, and preserving the taxpayers' money.”

      Judge Crawford turned his attention to Taylor, his curiosity piqued. “Tell me more about what Jarret does on the farm,” he requested, his eyes fixed intently on her.

      Taylor described the various tasks Jarret had been responsible for at the farm, emphasizing his commitment and positive influence on others, especially the younger children.

      However, when the judge turned to Jarret's mother, seated in the first pew, and inquired about her ability to supervise him 24/7 for the next six months, her downcast expression spoke volumes.

      “Mrs. Sanders,” he said. “What do you think about your ability to keep your son on a short leash for the next few months?”

      “It’s Ms., Your Honor. Jarret’s father isn’t in the picture, and I work two jobs just to make ends meet,” she said. “I’ll do what I can but …”

      Just as hope seemed to fade away, along with Jarret’s mother’s voice, Rachel stepped forward once again, her voice filled with a touch of desperation. “Judge Crawford, perhaps Deputy Gray could take on a greater supervisory role,” she suggested. “We don't have a hardened criminal here, and if we put him in jail, we might be making one.”

      A back-and-forth dialogue ensued, with Taylor joining the discussion, advocating for a chance at rehabilitation rather than harsh punishment. But Judge Crawford remained resolute. “I will not reduce the charge from burglary to nighttime breaking and entering. But I will try him as a juvenile,” he declared firmly.

      For a fleeting moment, relief washed over Taylor as she thought the worst had been averted. However, the judge's next words shattered that momentary solace.

      “I will grant the defendant provisionary probation for two months,” Judge Crawford announced, his voice resonating through the courtroom. “During this period, Jarret will be supervised by a deputy of the court who will serve as a co-guardian with his mother. Deputy Gray, that will be you.”

      Taylor's initial relief dissipated, replaced by a sense of disbelief. She opened her mouth to protest, realizing the additional burden this would place on her already demanding schedule. But before she could utter a word, Judge Crawford raised his hand, silencing any objections.

      Jarret's body seemed to relax, relief washing over him like a tidal wave. He turned and his eyes met Taylor's, gratitude shining through the remnants of anxiety. A glimmer of hope had been rekindled within him, a chance at redemption that hadn't seemed possible moments ago.

      Taylor felt her resolve dissolving.

      “Deputy Gray, you went to bat for him,” the judge stated, his gaze steady. “Now, I'm giving you an opportunity to really make a difference. Rehabilitation does not have to be accomplished within the confines of a jail cell. You, of all people, should understand that.”

      Was he referring to Cate?

      Taylor didn’t know, but she didn’t like it if he was. Cate had never needed rehabilitation. She’d been falsely accused and was one of the most responsible and law-abiding people Taylor had ever met.

      The unorthodox decision left her momentarily speechless, but she quickly regained her composure. She swallowed her frustration and nodded, acknowledging the judge's ruling.

      Moving to the back of the courtroom, she motioned for Jarret and his mother to follow.

      As they stepped out of the courtroom, Taylor turned to Jarret. “I'll do my best to help you through this, but it won't be easy. You need to understand the gravity of the situation and make every effort to turn your life around.”

      Jarret nodded. “I appreciate everything you've done for me, Taylor. I never wanted any of this to happen, and I'm determined to make things right. I’ll work longer hours to make up the money for restitution, too.”

      “You’re welcome, I guess.” Taylor’s stern expression softened. “I believe in you, Jarret. But you’re going to have to prove that you're committed to change. I'll be watching closely, not just as a supervising deputy but as someone who genuinely wants to see you succeed. I know you have it in you.”

      Jarret's mother placed a hand on her son's shoulder. The weight of the situation was evident in her weary eyes, but a glimmer of hope flickered within her as well.

      “Thank you, Deputy Gray,” she whispered, her voice filled with a mix of gratitude and desperation. “I can't express how grateful I am for your support. I promise, Jarret is mostly a good boy. This is his first time ever being in trouble.”

      Taylor nodded, offering a small smile of reassurance. “We'll get through this together, Ms. Sanders.”

      “Please, call me Debbie.”

      As they left the courthouse, the weight of responsibility settled upon Taylor's shoulders. Once again, she was spreading herself too thin. She just hoped she could carry everything without buckling.

      Fifteen minutes later, she pulled into the Shell station and up to the pump. She was tired, but she had a streak of excitement running through her. After she left the courthouse, her friend, Brandon, from the lab called. She told him she’d call him back as soon as she got back to the office and in front of her computer. She was done for the day and wasn’t going back there, but she planned to call him when she got home.

      She stepped out, put her card in, then began pumping gas into her car.

      “Excuse me,” a young woman said, coming around from the other side.

      Taylor tensed. She really wanted to get home and hoped the girl didn’t want something that was going to need time or paperwork.

      The girl looked at Taylor’s badge and nodded. “Deputy Gray, do you remember me?”

      Taylor searched her face but couldn’t place it.

      “It’s okay. I just wanted to thank you for what you did for me,” she said.

      “What did I do?” Now Taylor was really embarrassed that she couldn’t recollect. She finished pumping the gas and replaced the nozzle.

      “Two years ago, you arrested me for shoplifting.”

      Taylor raised her eyebrows. “And that helped you?”

      “Yes, it did. On the way to book me in, you asked me if I’d had anything to eat, and when I said no you stopped at McDonald’s and went through the drive thru. We parked, and as I ate my food you talked to me. I was angry. At you and at basically the whole world. What you didn’t know was that I was seven months pregnant. When I blurted it out, you told me about all kinds of resources I could go to for help. You urged me not to give up on life, and to change my attitude. You said sometimes seeing things different could pave a new road that wasn’t visible before.”

      It dawned on Taylor now who the girl was, but she looked totally different than when she’d seen her before. “Last name Pearson?”

      The girl nodded and smiled huge. “Yep, that’s me. April Pearson. You changed my life. Before your talk, I didn’t believe in myself, and I let others’ negative words stop me from thinking I could do better or be better. After I got bonded out, I reconciled with my parents, had a beautiful little boy, and started taking undergraduate classes. I plan to be a teacher one day and I wouldn’t be where I am now without your talk, so thank you. I mean, I think you should get some kind of award from your supervisor, or something. I’ll tell them if you want me to.”

      Taylor felt tears spring to her eyes. She tried to have talks like that with most of her arrestees if they were open to listening. It was frustrating because most of them weren’t. She remembered that, at the time, April hadn’t seemed to want to hear her, either. Knowing she’d helped one person out of the trenches of bad decisions was worth more than any accolades the department could give her.

      “I am so proud of you, April,” Taylor said quietly. “You’ve just given me all the reward I need.”

      “Thank you, again. Can I give you a hug?” April asked.

      Taylor opened her arms and April walked into them.

      Before they went their separate ways, they exchanged phone numbers and Taylor told her to reach out if she needed anything, then Taylor headed home.
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        * * *

      

      Taylor's heart raced as she listened to Brandon's voice on the other end of the phone. Now that she’d opened up to Sam about the intruder and the sexual assault that had followed, she was hopeful that a breakthrough in the case was near. It had hung over her head unsolved long enough.

      She glanced at Sam.

      His eyes reflected the same mix of hope and anticipation.

      “I might have something,” Brandon said, his voice coming out on the speaker filled with cautious excitement.

      Taylor leaned forward, her voice barely containing her anticipation. “What did you find?”

      “It's called genetic genealogy,” Brandon explained. “We can trace a person's ancestry through their DNA. I uploaded a sample from your rape kit to a genealogy site and ran an analysis on it.”

      A surge of hope coursed through Taylor's veins.

      Could this be the key to finding her attacker?

      Sam nodded in encouragement. He looked as excited as she felt.

      “You found a match?” Taylor asked, her voice breathless.

      Brandon's voice was tinged with optimism. “Not exactly. I found a fourth cousin. But, with some help, I think I can build the family tree backward to their grandparents and great-grandparents, then go forward to construct a present-day tree of living descendants. It’s complicated, but it’s a possibility. If we can track down more relatives, that is.”

      Taylor’s thoughts were pure chaos, tumbling over in her brain. “I don’t even know what to say, Brandon. I can’t believe I haven’t thought of this protocol before.”

      “That’s because it’s too close to home and not a stranger case. But listen, we do have the potential to trace an entire family tree from this person to get to the assailant. But we need their permission to access their information, and, even then, there's no guarantee it will lead us to him.”

      Taylor's heart sank, and doubt crept into her mind. “I've heard about genetic genealogy and the privacy concerns it raises. People may not be willing to help arrest a relative based on us using their own DNA sample. All that ‘blood is thicker’ stuff, you know?”

      “True,” Brandon acknowledged. “It's a complex situation. Many agencies are using this process since the Golden State Killer case, but there are challenges in tying people to crimes using their family's genetic information.”

      Sam interjected, his voice firm. “I believe it depends on the person's morals and what they would do if presented with the option. If someone in my family committed a sexual assault, I would help. They need to face justice, regardless of our blood ties.”

      “Okay,” said Taylor. “Let's cross that bridge when we get there. First, let's discuss who you found.”

      Sam gently squeezed her hands, offering reassurance.

      “I have a name but not a location,” Brandon said. “If we can gain access to their family tree, it could provide the crucial information we need to put this person away for good.”

      A surge of doubt swept through Taylor. “A fourth cousin could be scattered across different countries. Even if we find them, there's no guarantee their DNA will be useful or that they’ll give permission.”

      Sam touched her arm. “It won't be easy, but we won’t know unless we try. I think you should involve your team.”

      Taylor hesitated for a moment, weighing her options, and then took a deep breath. She nodded, a glimmer of hope illuminating her eyes. “No. I can’t. But I will get permission to pursue this from the sheriff. I don’t want to lose my job.”

      “There you go,” Brandon said.

      “Thank you, Brandon. I appreciate your support more than words can express.”

      Sam interjected; his voice filled with purpose. “Now that we have a potential lead, we need to proceed carefully. The first step is locating this fourth cousin. We'll need to delve into genealogy records, public databases, and any other resources available to narrow down the search.”

      Taylor's mind whirled with questions and possibilities. “But how do we even begin? It could be hundreds of people spread across different countries, as I mentioned earlier. Where do we start?”

      Sam took a moment to gather his thoughts before responding. “We'll need to utilize online platforms and search for any public records that can help us identify potential relatives.”

      Taylor's eyes focused on Sam, her trust in him unwavering. “What's the next step, Brandon?”

      “Once we identify the most likely fourth cousin, we'll need to approach them. We'll explain the situation and our intentions. It's crucial to gain their trust and consent for further DNA testing, as well as access to their family tree. That’s where your badge will come in handy, Taylor. You can’t force them, but hopefully you can make a good case to convince them.”

      Taylor's voice trembled with a mix of anticipation and anxiety. “And if they refuse? What if they're not willing to help us?”

      Sam's gaze met hers over the phone, filled with unwavering determination.

      Brandon continued. “Then we'll have to respect their decision and try to solve this another way. Privacy concerns are valid, and not everyone may be willing to assist. But we'll exhaust every possible avenue, exploring alternative methods and searching for other potential relatives who might be more open to helping.”

      Taylor nodded. “I agree. And I want to do everything we can to bring closure to this chapter of my life.”

      There was a sudden silence on the other end of the phone before Brandon spoke again. Taylor already realized she’d messed up.

      “You’re the victim, aren’t you?” Brandon asked softly, his voice barely audible on the speaker.

      Sam reached over and took her hand, nodding at her.

      “Yes, I am,” Taylor said, the words nearly choking her. “But I prefer to think of myself as the survivor. Not the victim.”
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      Taylor leaned against the sink, drinking her mug of tea as she watched Jo and Anna at the kitchen table, engaged in a passionate discussion about Levi and Teague’s upcoming birthday party. She often found herself caught in the middle of their conflicting ideas and opinions.

      Today was no exception.

      She really didn’t have time for it, either. She needed to hit the road. She wished Cate were there, instead of on her short weekend away with Ellis. They were headed to Gatlinburg for a night, then on to see his kids. Cate was nervous about it, not having ever spent any real time with them. Too bad she hadn’t helped them figure out the birthday stuff before she’d left.

      “We could rent out the entire water park, and not have to deal with trying to keep up with which kids are with us, and which are strangers,” Anna said.

      “That’s crazy, Anna. We don’t have that kind of money to throw around, and you know it. For that matter, we could set up a water slide here, back on the hill. Have water balloons and water guns. The boys would love that.”

      Anna shrugged. When she spoke, her tone was snippy and in that voice that was once familiar and all of them despised. “Fine. Sounds like you don’t want my input. Why don’t you do your party and I’ll do mine.”

      “But they wanted to have the party together,” Jo said, frowning. “Why does it have to be your way or the highway?”

      Taylor observed Jo, always practical and level-headed, trying to reason with Anna, who was known for her extravagant taste and flair for the dramatic. Finding a middle ground between their two perspectives would be a delicate task. For her, with so much going on in the investigation of Lucy’s problem and her own case, planning a birthday party was the last thing on her mind, but family was family and things didn’t just stop because of her job.

      “You aren’t Miss Money Bags anymore, Anna,” Jo said.

      Anna glared back at her.

      Taylor contemplated her role in the discussion, then cleared her throat, capturing their attention.

      “Hey, guys, can I offer a suggestion?” she asked, trying to sound calm and diplomatic.

      Jo and Anna turned to Taylor.

      Taylor took a deep breath, her mind racing to find the right words. “I understand both of your perspectives,” she began, “Jo, you want a simple and budget-friendly celebration, while Anna, you envision something grander.”

      Jo nodded, appreciating Taylor's ability to see things from both sides.

      Anna crossed her arms over her gut.

      She had improved in so many ways since coming to live on the farm with the kids, but she still tried to overreach sometimes when it came to her children. What she overlooked at times was the fact that Teague and Bronwyn didn’t need or care about how grand things were. Same with Levi.  They were still in the kid-stage of just wanting to have fun.

      Taylor took a moment to gather her thoughts before continuing. If she wasn’t careful, one of them would accuse her of taking sides and then a whole new spark would ignite, and everything would blow up in her face.

      “Since the boys are turning twelve, and they love the animals here, maybe we can have a western-themed party on the farm. It would be a unique and exciting experience for them.”

      Jo seemed to light up at the idea.

      Anna’s eyebrows furrowed as she considered the suggestion. “Hmm … maybe, but how would we make it special instead of something that turns into a petting zoo experience? They’re not five years old.”

      “We can set up different activity stations around the farm. For example, we can organize a lassoing contest, give horseback rides, and even a mini-rodeo game where the boys can practice their lasso skills. Corbin has been teaching the boys, and they’re getting good. I’m sure they’d like to show off for their friends,” Taylor said.

      Anna uncrossed her arms. “That might work. We could make it more festive with hay bales, bandanas, and cowboy hats.”

      Taylor nodded, glad that her idea was gaining traction.

      Jo shot her hand up like she was asking permission to speak. “I know! Eldon and I can transform one of the sheds into a makeshift saloon where we set up a portable snack bar with treats like s’mores, popcorn, and homemade lemonade. We’ll even dress the part of saloon owners. It will be a hit with the boys. Plus, it saves us from spending a fortune on an expensive venue.”

      Anna’s initial reservations seemed to fade as she contemplated the practicality of Taylor's plan. “Well, I do like the idea of giving the boys an authentic experience.”

      Taylor could sense the tension dissipating. “Remember, we made a pact last year to focus on family more, and the outside world less. Having a party here will be another step toward that oath.”

      Jo and Anna exchanged glances, their expressions softening.

      Anna spoke up first, breaking the silence. “You're right, Taylor. We should focus on making this about Levi and Teague, and the rest of the family. The western theme will be a fantastic way to celebrate them and our farm.”

      “Ooh … what about setting up a section called Survival Camp? Corbin can teach them basic knot-tying, how to build a fire, or even to navigate in the woods.”

      “Maybe not how to build a fire, though,” Anna said, and they both laughed.

      Taylor's shoulders sagged with relief, glad that she had diffused the potential argument. It reminded her of when they were all just kids themselves, and she had to step between her sisters during spats and help guide them toward a compromise.

      Now, she needed to get her butt to the department before she had to clock in late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Taylor took a deep breath as she entered Sheriff Dawkins’ office. It was a place she had visited numerous times, seeking guidance and reassurance as she learned to do her job, then later as she excelled at it. Today, however, she carried a glimmer of hope, a possibility that there might finally be a breakthrough with her own case.

      Sheriff looked up from his desk, his tired eyes meeting Taylor's with a mix of concern and curiosity. “Hey, kid, have a seat,” he gestured toward the chair in front of his desk. “You look like you have something on your mind. What’s up?”

      She sat, her hands trembling slightly with a mixture of nervousness and anticipation. “Sheriff, I wanted to discuss something that came up recently. The lab technician who has been working on my case informed me that he might have found a potential match through genetic genealogy.”

      Sheriff Dawkins leaned back in his chair, his expression shifting to one of cautious interest. “Your case?”

      “Yes, mine.”

      He crossed his arms over his chest. “Oh, really. That’s interesting.”

      Taylor nodded, grateful for the opportunity to share her newfound knowledge. “Yes, he thinks he found a distant relative.”

      Sheriff stroked his chin thoughtfully. “I've heard of these advancements in genetic genealogy, especially since the Golden State Killer case. But it's important to understand the challenges associated with using the public's private information to solve crimes.”

      Taylor nodded. “Yes, I know. Sam and I did some research late into the night. There’ve been concerns raised regarding privacy and the ethical implications of using these databases for law enforcement purposes. Most commonly is the fact that people upload their information expecting to trace their heritage, not to let it be used to solve crime.”

      “Then did you see that after so many cases were being solved using the public databases many of the creators pulled back and put up more barriers for law enforcement to go through?”

      “Yes, I did. But it’s not totally shut down to us. They call it ‘target testing.’” She bit her lip, praying that he wasn’t going to shut her down. “Unless we can find the cousin on social network and go directly there.”

      Sheriff Dawkins sighed and ran his hands through his unruly hair. “I don’t know, Taylor. It's a delicate balance. On one hand, of course I want to solve these crimes and bring justice to the victims. To you. On the other hand, we must respect individuals' privacy and their right to control how their genetic information is used. From what I understand, that led to more complicated safeguards and levels of permissions. We may not be able to have access to the family tree you need to investigate.”

      Taylor leaned forward, her eyes filled with determination. “I understand the challenges, Sheriff, but we can't deny the potential breakthrough this might offer. I know we’ll have to pursue a lot of empty leads, too. And, yes, we might have to ask more distant relatives to undergo DNA testing until we start narrowing down. But this might be my only chance to nail the son of a bitch who did it.”

      “You're right, Taylor. We owe it to you to explore every avenue. It won't be easy, and you know we work with a skeleton crew as it is. I can’t just take you off everything else to work this. But I’ll leave it up to you to decide when you can squeeze in the time to switch lanes.”

      Taylor's voice trembled. “Thank you, Sheriff. I appreciate your support. I just have one other request. I’d appreciate it if we still keep this between us.”

      His brow wrinkled with worry. “You sure you don’t want Weaver’s help?”

      She shook her head.

      “I’d rather work it alone.” She hoped her eyes conveyed the words she didn’t want to say, that she was still ashamed of what had happened to her and wasn’t ready for it to be public knowledge. Nor department knowledge.

      Sheriff Dawkins rose from his chair. “You got it. You have my full support, but I want you to tread carefully. Remember, I have to answer to higher ups, and I don’t need them coming down on me for overstepping our boundaries when it comes to the ethics of using genetic genealogy.”

      She stood, too. “Thank you. I’ll be careful.”

      He nodded. “That being said, your case matters just as much as anyone else’s, and we won't rest until we've exhausted every possible avenue to solve it.”

      His words brought a lump to her throat and Taylor nearly crossed a line and went to hug him. The Sheriff felt more like a father to her than her own dad, most of the time. If not for him, there was no telling where she’d be in life.

      “Okay, get to work,” he said gruffly, then sat down behind his desk again and started moving paperwork around.

      Taylor knew him well enough to know he was getting emotional, too. Thankfully, her phone rang, giving her a reason to turn away and slip out of the office.

      In the hallway, she looked at the screen of her phone and saw an unfamiliar number.

      “Hello?” she said.

      “Is this Taylor?” a woman asked.

      “It is.”

      “Hi, Taylor. This is Debbie. Jarret’s mom. Have you seen him? He didn’t come home last night.”

      Taylor felt like throwing the phone. If Jarret had gotten himself into more trouble, Judge Crawford would have her hide.
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      Lucy woke with a throbbing headache. She knew it wasn’t from the one glass—albeit a deep Mason jar—of wine, so she could only guess it was the constant tossing, turning, and lack of sleep. A thunderstorm had moved through the area, and she’d sat up half the night, anxious the house would lose power, as though it mattered in the middle of the night. The television had flickered on and off for hours and the worrying compounded, making her feel as grouchy as a bear.

      She rolled over, putting a pillow over her head to block the light, then groaning as she sat up, rubbing her eyes.

      So tired. Still, she had a job to do and, unlike some of the people she’d served over the years in her many low-paying jobs, the dogs weren’t egotistical asses. They wouldn’t pelt her with orders of tall cups of sugar-filled coffee-wannabes or extra gravy on too-fattening biscuits. As long as she wasn’t too far past their internal clocks that signaled breakfast time, the dogs waited for her patiently—if somewhat anxiously—then looked upon her like she was their savior when she finally graced them with her presence.

      Okay, they were starting to grow on her. Especially Ginger.

      She threw on her jeans and a top, pulled Billy’s mud boots over her feet, and headed out. The rain had come down hard and she was glad to have the boots as she slid her way down the hill to the shed where the food was stored.

      When she opened the door, she stopped, shocked at the scene before her.

      Billy had left half a dozen tall bags of dog food and every single one of them was ripped open, the kibble strewn from one side of the small building to the other.

      Lucy groaned. It was going to take her a lot longer to get the dogs their breakfast.

      Looking around, she finally saw a large, empty paint bucket turned over beneath Billy’s workbench. She crossed the room, skating recklessly over the kibble, and grabbed it. Then she looked for the scoop that she’d left inside the open bag of food the afternoon before.

      It was nowhere to be seen so instead she pulled a flower spade from a hook on the wall and used it, along with her left hand, to try to put enough food in the bucket to at least cover the morning meal.

      A half hour later she stood, rubbing at her sore knees. She had enough, hopefully, though now the dogs were barking and whining, alerting her she was late, and their stomachs were empty. Good thing I’m not working for tips, she thought, as she carried the bucket out of the shed.

      “I’m coming, I’m coming,” she called out, moving as fast as she could.

      She could see the three hound dogs jumping around, hopping on their kennels, then off again, in their excitement. But she didn’t see Ginger.

      “Ginger,” she called out, feeling the first pang of worry. She hoped the dog was behind the kennel, quietly waiting on her breakfast.

      Because the hound dogs were closest, one by one she poured a fourth of the kibble into their bowls. When Ginger still hadn’t produced herself, Lucy set the bucket down and worked her way around to the back of the kennel, feeling breathless and afraid of what she might find.

      But Ginger was there.

      She huddled against the back of the kennel, shaking violently, her muzzle and back legs bound tightly with gray duct tape.

      “Ginger!” Lucy called out, dropping to her knees near the dog.

      The dog’s eyes widened even more, and she whimpered through the tape, and tried to get further from Lucy, dragging herself with her front legs.

      “What have they done to you?” Lucy could barely see now through the tears that flooded down her face. Someone had picked the most bashful—and the most frightened—dog to abuse. Lucy’s blood boiled and she wanted to find who’d done it, but, first, she needed to help Ginger. She couldn’t believe the dog had survived the night without suffocating.

      “Let me get it off,” she said, trying to keep the sobs down and make her voice soothing. “Then you’ll be able to breathe.”

      When Ginger ran out of chain, and energy, she stopped crawling and huddled next to the ground as though she hoped it would open and swallow her up to keep her from being hurt again.

      “Oh, no, please let me—” Lucy whispered, then got close enough to reach her. She tried to find the end of the tape, but it wasn’t to be seen. Whoever had done it had wanted to make sure Ginger wouldn’t be able to get it off.

      Now that she was close, Lucy could hear Ginger breathing hard. Poor thing sounded like she was about to suffocate. Lucy pulled at the whole piece, trying to slide it down Ginger’s muzzle, but it wouldn’t budge.

      Ginger whined.

      “I’ll be right back,” Lucy said, standing up. She had to get a knife or scissors, something to cut the tape.

      Ginger stared up at her, eyes full of fear.

      “W—wait here. I promise, I’ll help you,” Lucy stuttered, then took off at a run toward the house.

      Billy’s boots were enormous on her, and three paces later Lucy was face first in a mud puddle. She struggled to her feet, took off again. Her palms smarted from the rocks they’d landed on, but she didn’t care. Ginger was going to die, she just knew it, and she couldn’t let that happen.

      No one had ever tried to help her and Taylor, but, damn it, Ginger didn’t deserve to be treated that way. The dog had never hurt another living soul, and she deserved more. The tears and sobs came fast now, and Lucy wasn’t sure who she was crying for, Ginger or the two little girls who were her and Taylor, hiding in strange closets in house after house, wishing for nothing but the miracle of being transported to safety, to the home that was no more. Why did Ginger remind her of herself so much?

      At the house she threw open the door and catapulted herself into the foyer. She didn’t care about the mud she tracked in. Flying across the living room she went into the kitchen and fumbled through the drawers until she found scissors. When she had them in her hands she fled back through the house, out the door, and down the porch steps.

      “I’m coming, Ginger,” she yelled through her tears.

      This time she didn’t fall, miracle that it was, and she made her way quickly to the back of the kennel where Ginger had crawled back again for some semblance of protection. She lay there, her body pressed against the wood as she struggled for breath.

      “Ginger,” Lucy said softly, moving closer. “I won’t hurt you. I’m going to help you, little girl. Please—trust me.”

      She hated those words. Usually if someone had to ask you to trust them, that was your first clue to run as far and fast as you could.

      Ginger was still shaking, her small frame trembling all the way from her tail to her nose. Lucy crawled closer, grabbing hold of the chain in case the dog started to try to get away again, though hobbled like she was it wasn’t likely she’d go too fast.

      Carefully, she started to snip through the tape.

      Ginger jerked backward at the feel of the blade against her snout, and Lucy waited a moment for her to calm down again. When Ginger’s body relaxed just a bit, Lucy reached out and gently rubbed her head, cooing at her with words that were unrecognizable even to Lucy, just mumblings of anything to try to calm the dog.

      She brought the scissors up to her face again, and this time Ginger didn’t pull away. Her breaths were coming harder, and perhaps she knew it was either relent or die because she allowed Lucy to finish cutting through the tape. When it was cut, Lucy tried not to see the flinching of pain as she unwound it. She hated hurting Ginger, but this might be the only time the dog allowed her near without having a stroke from fear.

      Finally, it was off.

      Once freed, Ginger opened her mouth wide, panting wildly as she inhaled, her eyes taking on a new panic at the release of her snout, as though she couldn’t believe it.

      Lucy leaned in again, and this time it only took two snips and the duct tape binding the dog’s hind legs was cut all the way through. Ginger felt the release and leapt into the air, taking the opportunity to move away as far as her chain would go.

      Lucy almost collapsed in relief. She’d done it. She herself was a dirty, muddy, wet mess. But Ginger was alive. Now, she needed to call the police and make a report.
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        * * *

      

      With a plate of tuna and crackers for her dinner, Lucy settled herself on the couch and turned on the television. She still smarted from the nonchalance and the officer’s attitude. He’d finally come, and he took a report, but, without evidence to support an investigation, there’d be no justice for what Ginger had gone through. It didn’t help that the officer scolded her about tampering with evidence, as though she was supposed to leave Ginger in a state of terrified misery until the police showed up. Though, she would admit, she probably should’ve taken a photo before cutting her loose.

      She also probably should’ve called Taylor, but the incident wasn’t about Lucy’s troubles. It was about the dogs, and it wasn’t even in Hart County. Lucy didn’t want to get Taylor all riled up when there was nothing she could do about it.

      Still nervous, Lucy made it through the day and, though the carpet was still wet, the two hours on her hands and knees were not too successful in scrubbing most of the mud away. Now Billy’s beige carpet had a bronze runway to the kitchen, but hopefully he’d be like any other guy and not even notice it. For good measure, she took the rug from the guest bathroom and slapped it down on top of the stains.

      After she’d finished that, she put in another hour and a half picking up all the dog kibble in the shed. With all the bags ripped down the side, she’d had to collect it all in a trash bag, but at least whoever was there to vandalize things—and abuse Ginger—didn’t pour anything over it to ruin it. There were a few cans of gasoline and oil in there and Lucy shivered to think what someone could have done with them.

      She looked at her watch.

      It was eight o’clock, already dark, and Johnny was probably winding down or maybe even in bed already. She wished she could be sleeping next to his warm little body, but she wasn’t about to be a coward and run. She’d committed to the week, and she would do it.

      The shotgun she’d lain over the coffee table glinted in the lamp light, as though winking at her to say, together they could handle it. Lucy could see every scar on it, even trace the outline of the pheasant carved onto the stock.

      Tonight, if the dogs barked, she wasn’t going to hide in the house like a scared little kid. She planned to go out there with Billy’s 12-gauge, and she was ready to shoot it, too.

      Billy might be angry at her that she’d found the key and opened his gun cabinet, but Lucy didn’t care. If anyone tried to hurt Ginger—or any of the dogs—tonight, they better be prepared to get pelted with a load of buckshot. She was tired of letting fear cloud the strong personality she knew she had. No more.

      Lucy was back, and, if she needed to, she still remembered how to kick some ass and take names.

      But she still couldn’t get the vision of Ginger all taped up and huddled in fear out of her mind. The dog had stayed in her kennel all day, not even coming out for the evening feed. That was another worry. These dogs lived for eating. They were motivated by food because it was all they had. If Ginger didn’t want to even eat, that was very telling about what she’d gone through.

      Lucy thought maybe she should check on her one more time.

      It was dark, and she really didn’t want to go out there, but, in light of her new proclamation that she was still her badass self and wasn’t afraid of anything, she rose from the couch and pulled Billy’s boots on again.

      She paused, listening.

      It was quiet out there.

      She might as well get it over with before her bath, she thought, as she turned around and pulled the gun off the table, grunting over the heaviness of it. She tucked it under her arm, striving to make it look natural, as though she toted guns all the time, then she unlocked the door, grabbed the flashlight off the table, and stepped out onto the porch.

      Even with the moon out she couldn’t tell if any of the dogs were out. The flashlight beam didn’t go that far, so Lucy moved toward the kennels.

      Again, yep—it was quiet. Too quiet.

      She’d whistle.

      Lucy began a tune that sounded as though she was the happiest-go-lucky twit in the world. If anyone was lurking out there, she damn sure didn’t want them knowing her traitorous knees were knocking.

      Though she was sure the only ones who heard her ridiculous off-tune attempt at whistling were the dogs, and maybe a random coon or possum, but she kept it up. It sounded ridiculous, but it made her feel better.

      As she got closer to the kennels, she could see the dogs coming out to investigate why she was there on an unscheduled visit.

      One, two, then number three. They all wiggled with anticipation of attention, or even a treat. But Lucy looked past them to the end of the row.

      No Ginger.

      She stopped whistling as she approached the last kennel and shined the light inside.

      Ginger was there, huddled as far back into the structure as she could get, the whites of her eyes showing up like saucers in the dark.

      But the dog wasn’t just a little scared. She was a lot scared.

      Lucy gagged, putting a hand over her mouth to block the stench. She assumed with the dark coming, and perhaps with a reminder of what had happened the night before, Ginger was so terrified that she couldn’t even go outside to eliminate. Fear must’ve made her stomach revolt because feces were all over the inside of the kennel, and all over Ginger.

      Beyond that, the dog was once again trembling so violently it appeared almost seizure-like.  “Oh, Ginger,” Lucy whispered. “I’m so sorry, girl.”

      She couldn’t leave her that way. Every inch of the wooden kennel was soiled, and it smelled worse than a chicken farm on a breezy day. A night spent huddled there would probably make the dog have a nervous breakdown.

      Lucy didn’t know what to do. Should she get a bucket and some soap? Wash the dog down and then the kennel? Or the kennel and then the dog?

      But it was getting late. And it was dark.

      She looked at the tree line, noticing how in the dark they appeared to be tall, silent men, swaying in the wind. She looked back at Ginger. So helpless and at the mercy of humans—those who helped her and those who hurt.

      What all had the dog been through in her life to be so timid?

      But questioning her past didn’t solve anything. She kept looking at Ginger, and the kennel. It was quite the disaster. Could it wait until morning? How would the dog fare after another eight hours huddled in the middle of the stench, shaking in the dark?

      Sighing, she tried to think of how Taylor would handle the situation. Then, Lucy knew what to do so she stood and backed away.

      A few minutes later she had the shotgun propped on top of the kennel, and she’d brought over a big bucket of hot, soapy water and a sponge from the kitchen.

      First, she would pull Ginger out of her little house, wash her, then use that water to hopefully clean out the kennel. At least that was the plan.

      But as she tried to get closer to Ginger, the little dog growled.

      “I know you’re just scared, and you don’t mean that,” Lucy replied calmly. She hated to use the chain to pull Ginger out and toward her, but what choice did she have?

      Slowly, an inch at a time, she pulled the dog near, keeping up a litany of soft words to comfort her, mingled with a prayer that Ginger wouldn’t bite her. There was a lot of growling, and a few snarls, but no contact.

      When she finally got her out of the kennel, Lucy held onto the chain and looked down at the dog.

      Ginger looked exhausted, frightened, and broken, as though she had no more energy to fight anyone or anything. She let out a long, raspy sigh and collapsed onto the ground.

      That did it.

      Lucy set the flashlight down, then reached around and unlatched the chain from Ginger’s collar. She bent and carefully, oh so slowly, picked up the dog and cradled her—crap-lined fur and all—against her chest. It wasn’t easy and the weight threatened to topple Lucy over, but finally she found her balance.

      “Ginger, have you ever had a bubble bath?” She whispered to her as she reached for the flashlight, then trudged toward the house.

      You would think that a dog who had only known the outside would be completely overwhelmed inside four walls, but, as soon as Lucy stepped in and kicked the door shut behind them, it felt like Ginger relaxed just a tiny bit in her arms.

      This time she used the heel of each boot to slide the other off, and—once sock-footed again—continued, taking Ginger straight to the guest bathroom. Inside, she gently bumped the door until it closed, then sat Ginger on the floor. She shut the flashlight off and set it on the back of the toilet before turning back to the dog.

      Ginger looked around, bewilderment in her eyes, but she’d stopped resisting and wasn’t growling.

      “We won’t let old Billy know this, but I’m going to give you a bath in here,” she said, pushing the rug out of the way so it wouldn’t be soiled, too.

      She reached over and turned on the water. The rushing noise it made in the small bathroom made Ginger begin trembling again and she backed as far as she could into the corner, watching Lucy warily.

      Lucy let the water run, then searched under the sink for shampoo. The only thing she found was a half empty bottle of Head & Shoulders. It would have to do, and she set it on the tub’s edge.

      After laying a clean towel on the floor, she looked at Ginger again.

      “Please don’t make this difficult,” she said, reaching over and turning the water off. “I really want to clean you up. Then, you can sleep in here until morning. I’ll go out at first light and hose out your kennel, then we’ll get you back where you belong.”

      She couldn’t believe she was having such a long—one-sided—talk with a dog, and was starting to think maybe she really had lost her mind, but, when Ginger let out another ragged sigh, she decided—crazy or not—it was worth the trouble.

      This time, Ginger allowed her to get close. Lucy picked her up and gently put her in the tub. As soon as her paws made contact with the water, the dog panicked, scrambling to get back out. But Lucy held tight and began singing to her, a song she remembered from way before all their trouble started, a song her mother had sang to her and Taylor long ago.

      The words included a baby, a mother, and a message to hush and not cry. By the time Lucy was past the mockingbird, and onto the mama buying the baby a brass ring or a cart and bull—or some such nonsense that Lucy forgot and just started making up stuff—Ginger had settled into the water and stopped trembling.

      Gently, Lucy poured a generous amount of the blue dandruff shampoo over her back, then began massaging it in. When the dog’s fur was blue and the water brown, she pulled the drain plug and let it out, one hand holding Ginger and the other still massaging her behind the ears.

      “I’m going to turn this on again, okay,” she said, hoping the noise of the water flow wouldn’t prompt Ginger into another moment of panic.

      When it didn’t, she used a cup to rinse the dog over and over, until finally, the blue was gone, and the water ran clear.

      With not only the feces but now who-knew-how-many years of dirt and mud gone from Ginger’s coat, she looked like a new dog. Ginger’s coat was made up of soft rust and biscuit colors mingled in with her black markings.

      Now she looked less hound dog and more house dog, and Lucy smiled down at her.

      “No wonder all those boys out there are always panting after you,” she said, rubbing one of her silky ears. “With those deep brown eyes, you’re quite the beauty, even if you are old enough to be their mother.”

      Once all the water was drained, she covered Ginger with a towel and began rubbing her briskly. Ginger suddenly tried to shake the water from her coat, spraying it all over Lucy, the walls, and the floor.

      “Oh, no … don’t do that,” Lucy said, first irritated, but quickly letting it turn to laughter.

      She already smelled like wet dog, so what the hell.

      “Back to how pretty you are. I hope when I’m in my golden years, the boys will still pant after me,” she said, laughing at her own joke. Taylor would’ve told her that was crude, but Lucy thought Ginger might like it.

      Taylor had always hated how when Lucy was faced with a tense situation, she made light of it. Hell, she’d even cracked up laughing at a funeral one time. She hadn’t meant to and had no idea where the rush of humor came from, but all the same it got them in a load of trouble and Taylor had refused to stand next to her later as the coffin was lowered into the grave.

      When she thought she had Ginger as dry as she could get her, Lucy pulled out another towel and straightened out the rug she’d pushed aside, then lay the towel on it.

      “You relax in here. I’ll be back to check on you after I’ve had a shower in the other bathroom.” She stood, rolling her shoulders against the ache in her back from leaning over the tub. She looked down, noting she was going to need to do a load of clothes and would be lucky if the dark stains came free from her shirt.

      When Ginger gingerly stepped over the towel and settled down next to the toilet, hiding her head behind it as though she were crawling into a dark cave, Lucy backed out of the bathroom and closed the door.

      She was exhausted, but she felt good by what she’d done.  Something in her was changing. She realized this and, even more surprisingly, she didn’t totally cringe from the possibility that she was becoming softer, maybe even more human.

      Taylor would be shocked.

      With that thought she went down the hall, through to the living room. When she passed the gun cabinet, she remembered the shotgun she’d left outside on the kennel.

      Damn, the forecast was calling for more rain, too.

      Sighing, but knowing it couldn’t be helped, she pulled the mud boots on again, then opened the door and went back outside. She was halfway across the yard when she remembered she’d forgotten the flashlight. She could either go back or stumble the rest of the way to the kennels.

      The forms of the wood houses were evident in the moonlight, so she kept going. At the sound of her footsteps, the dogs came out and began barking. When she got closer, they saw it was her. The barking stopped and tail-wagging began.

      She called out to each of them but when she got to Ginger’s kennel, she was struck silent.

      The shotgun was gone.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 9

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Arriving at Debbie's house, Taylor was struck by its well-maintained appearance. It was a small place in one of Hart’s Ridge’s more humble neighborhoods, but it was neat. The white picket fence, though weathered, exuded a sense of home and stability.

      She knocked on the front door, and Debbie opened it and greeted her with a weary smile.

      “Come on in, Deputy Gray,” Debbie said, her voice laced with a mixture of gratitude and worry. “I appreciate you taking the time to come over.”

      Taylor stepped inside, her eyes scanning the small living room arranged with worn but comfortable furniture. Family photographs adorned the walls, capturing moments of joy and togetherness, most of them obviously Debbie with Jarret in various ages of his childhood.

      “His truck was still on the campground,” Taylor said. “Nothing looked out of place with it.”

      “Yeah, I heard,” Debbie said.

      As Taylor followed her to the kitchen, the smell of freshly brewed coffee lingered in the air, offering a touch of warmth to the atmosphere.

      “Cream and sugar?” she asked.

      Taylor nodded.

      Sitting at the kitchen table, she listened attentively as Debbie recounted the events leading up to Jarret's disappearance. “I had only been home for an hour and was getting ready to go get a bath last night when Jarret asked to talk to me. He said there was going to be a gathering with some friends at the Whatsadler campground. One of them had a permit,” Debbie explained, her voice tinged with concern. “A few of them were camping for the night, though Jarret didn’t ask to stay over. He said he’d come straight home.”

      “Who was there?” Taylor asked.

      “Several, but no one from his usual crowd.”

      Taylor nodded, scribbling down notes in her pad. That she knew of, Jarret didn’t have a usual crowd. He didn’t seem to have many friends at all.

      “Was there going to be alcohol at the gathering?”

      Debbie shook her head. “Maybe, but Jarret has never given me any trouble with drinking. If he had more than a couple, I’d be surprised.”

      “Okay, then. What happens when you call his phone?”

      “Straight to voicemail,” Debbie said. “He must have it turned off.”

      Taylor had tried to call on the way over. Voicemail for her, too.

      She looked up. “Debbie, you heard the judge. Jarret wasn’t supposed to be going anywhere but to the farm and school. Why did you let him go?”

      Debbie squirmed under the question. “He’s really a good boy. I know he got into this bit of trouble at the hardware store, but it’s not like him. This wasn’t the same group of kids, either, and I was glad he was going to maybe make new friends. He promised he’d come home at midnight, and I believed him. He also said, if I let him go, he’d take me to the matinee today for a movie because I finally have an afternoon off. He even said he’d pay.”

      Her statement hit Taylor where her deepest empathy lurked. Debbie was lonely.

      And she was right. In general, Jarret was a good kid.

      “Do you have any names of the teens he was with?” she asked, her tone gentler but determined.

      Debbie paused for a moment, her brow furrowing as she recalled the names. “I don’t know who all was there, except for a girl named Chelsea Manzo,” she replied, her voice tinged with worry. “I should’ve asked for more detail, but he’s eighteen and thinks that makes him a grown man. He hates when I pry.”

      As the conversation continued, and Debbie talked about how upset Jarret was about what he’d done at the hardware store, Taylor couldn't shake the nagging feeling that his court case might have played a role in his sudden disappearance. To the court, he was a first time criminal and, in her opinion, would never be back for a second appearance. But, to a teenager facing that kind of trouble, it might’ve looked a whole lot scarier, and hopeless. Teenagers ran away for a whole lot less.

      “Can I take a look at his room?” she asked when she’d taken all the notes she could think of and closed her notebook, slipping it back into her pocket.

      Debbie nodded. “Oh, and his dad is there now, looking around.”

      “There where?”

      “At the Whatsadler campground.”

      “I thought his dad wasn’t in the picture?” Taylor asked.

      “For the most part, no. But I called him.”

      Taylor excused herself from the kitchen. She made her way upstairs to Jarret's room. Inside, she scanned the space, taking in the surroundings that spoke of Jarret's personality. The room was nothing fancy, but it was neater than she thought most teenage boys’ rooms would be. His bed, neatly made, stood against one wall, while a desk cluttered with textbooks and drawings occupied another.

      But it was a poster on the wall, advertising the vibrant nightlife of Atlanta, that caught Taylor's attention. She stood there for a moment, the poster serving as a window into Jarret's thoughts and dreams. Was he running away from his troubles, seeking solace in the allure of a bustling city?

      He was quite the country boy, so she wouldn’t think that Atlanta would be a draw to him, but the poster being there told her different. The possibility lingered in her mind, adding another layer of concern to the already complex situation.

      Leaving Jarret's room, Taylor returned downstairs to find Debbie anxiously waiting, her hands clutched around a thick mug as though seeking its warmth.

      Their eyes met, and Taylor took a deep breath before speaking. “Debbie, I'll go out and talk to the Manzo girl you mentioned,” her voice firm yet reassuring. “I’m sure Jarret is around town somewhere, and we'll find him. I promise.”

      Debbie's worried expression softened with a glimmer of hope as she nodded through a sheen of tears. “Thank you, Deputy Gray. Please bring him home safely. He’s all I have.”

      Taylor offered a reassuring smile before stepping out into the fading daylight. The humble house faded from view as she got into her patrol car, her mind focused on the task at hand.
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        * * *

      

      Taylor couldn’t tell if Chelsea Manzo was nervous to be talking to a law enforcement officer, or if she was simply a natural stuck-up personality. She’d found her at her job where she worked the drive-thru window at Hardee’s, and the manager had let her take her break early to talk with Taylor.

      Chelsea acted perturbed at the interruption and had ordered a cheeseburger and fries, saying that she had to eat while she talked.

      So far, the girl had given a very mundane but probably watered-down version of what had happened the night before.

      “So, Jarret was the only one inebriated?” Taylor asked.

      Chelsea nodded and wiped ketchup from her lip. “I mean, we were all drinking but no one else was putting them back like Jarret.”

      Taylor wrote that down, but Debbie’s statement rang in her ears. Still yet, many mothers thought their children were more innocent than they were. At eighteen, it would be stranger if Jarret really didn’t drink socially.

      “Give me the rundown again of who is who that was there,” Taylor said.

      Chelsea sighed dramatically, then examined the ceiling as she named them off.

      “Me and Bruce. His sister, Diane. Joey Wagner and Willis Hoffman.” She popped three fries at once into her mouth.

      “Bruce and Diane’s last name is?”

      “Howard.”

      “Tell me exactly what happened from when you all got there until you say that Jarret left.”

      “We made camp and the boys put up the two tents while we set out the cooler and got snacks ready. Billy made a fire. Once camp was set, we sat around talking and drinking. That’s all we were doing when Jarret got there.”

      “Who invited him?”

      She looked uncomfortable. “I did.”

      “But why? You were there with Bruce, right? You said he’s your boyfriend.”

      Chelsea shrugged. “I don’t know. I felt sorry for him, and he’s always been nice to me at school. He let me cheat off his algebra test once.”

      Taylor could sense the girl wasn’t telling everything, but she’d get to it later when she had a chance to question the rest of the group.

      “Go on.”

      “Then someone from another campsite yelled at us to keep it down and Jarret said he had to get home, that he had a curfew.”

      “And that’s it?”

      “That’s it,” she said, her words ending on an exceptionally high note.

      “Did you see him get into his truck?” Taylor didn’t tell her they’d found it untouched.

      “No. He’d parked where we couldn’t see it. The last I saw him, he was stumbling through a gap in the woods, headed that way through a shortcut.”

      “Did he have cross words with any of the boys?” Taylor asked. “Did they ask him to leave?”

      Chelsea shook her head adamantly. “Nope and nope.”

      “But what did Bruce think about you inviting another boy? Surely, he didn’t like that.”

      “I told him it was for his sister, Diane. I was hoping the two of them would hit it off.”

      Taylor watched her, looking for signs she was lying. It was harder to tell when questioning someone in their own area, rather than in the interview room.

      “Did Jarret tell you about the trouble he got in recently?”

      Chelsea laughed. “Yes, he told us.”

      “Was your group involved in that crime?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      Taylor knew she’d say that, but she had to ask anyway.

      “So where do you think Jarret is right now?”

      She laughed and shrugged. “Probably made up with his ex-girlfriend and doesn’t want to get in trouble for staying out with her, so they’re laying low.”

      “What’s her name?” Taylor asked.

      “Emerson Caldwell,” Chelsea said, her tone sarcastic.

      Taylor sensed some feminine rivalry and was so glad she was an adult now. Girls were brutal.

      “Okay, that’s all for now, but I need you to give me the cell phone numbers to all your friends, and for Emerson, too. I’ll be talking to everyone.” She slid out of the booth and headed for the door.

      When she looked back, Chelsea was texting on her phone as fast as fingers could fly.
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      On Monday, Taylor wasn’t thrilled that she wasn’t at Whatsadler campground and the surrounding woods, involved in the ongoing search for Jarret. However, Brandon had found a name for the fourth cousin and, after sending the man a message, he’d agreed to meet them, and this was something she couldn’t put off. Shane was handling the search but, hopefully, Jarret was vegging on someone’s couch right now and wasn’t lost in the woods, or she was going to really feel guilty.

      She drove, if simply to do something to keep her hands busy and calm her nerves, and after a few hours on the road they arrived in McClellanville, the quaint town where their potential link, Daniel Cooper, resided. It was a picturesque place, with tree-lined streets and well-preserved historic buildings that exuded a laid-back sort of vibe.

      “This town used to have a lot of working plantations,” Sam said. “Now it’s known as a fishing village. And a tourist stopover, of course.”

      “I’ve always heard it was one of the main coastal retreats for the rich rice farmers,” Taylor said, admiring the row of clapboard homes along the street.

      He nodded. “Indigo farmers, too.”

      She really didn’t have time to be galivanting nearly all the way to Charleston, but this was also important to her and, though Sam said he could do it for her, she needed to be there.

      “Turn here,” Sam said, pointing. “The coffee shop is down that alley. We’ll have to park the truck, then walk it.”

      Taylor turned down the street, found an empty spot, and parked.

      They got out and she locked the doors of the truck and met Sam on the sidewalk. The town square bustled with locals going about their day, and a gentle breeze carried the scent of freshly brewed coffee from nearby establishments.

      As they walked down the main street, Taylor couldn't help but admire the town's small-town charm. Colorful flower baskets hung from lampposts, and decorative flags fluttered in the wind, providing a cheerful backdrop to the otherwise quiet surroundings.

      The coffee shop they had chosen for the meeting was nestled down the alley. Its storefront boasted two large windows, allowing the natural light to flood the interior, and hand-painted signs displayed the daily specials. A rustic, wooden sign above the entrance proclaimed it as “Brew & Bean: A Haven for Coffee Lovers.”

      “We’re early,” Taylor said, looking at the time on her phone.

      “Good. We can get settled. I’m thirsty.”

      Pushing open the door, Taylor and Sam were greeted by the comforting aroma of freshly ground coffee beans. The interior was warm and inviting, with exposed brick walls adorned with local artwork. Soft jazz music played in the background, creating a soothing ambiance.

      They approached the counter, where a friendly barista smiled warmly at them. “What can I get for you today?” she asked, her voice as warm as her smile.

      Taylor studied the huge chalk wall, feeling overwhelmed at so many choices.

      “I got this,” Sam said. “You go pick a table.”

      “Okay, but nothing to eat for me. I have butterflies in my stomach.”

      She gladly left him there. He knew what she liked and would choose well. Even if he didn’t, she was too nervous to care. She chose a booth at the back of the place, picking it for the privacy it would allow. She took a seat and then looked around, scrutinizing everyone. She couldn't help but notice the conversations and laughter that filled the air—neighbors catching up, friends engrossed in deep discussions, and students hunched over textbooks, savoring their late morning drinks.

      Two college-aged girls were chatting like mad near the door, their laughter ringing out every few sentences. Taylor always wondered what it would’ve been like to have had that kind of youth. Carefree and fun. Friends and coffee.

      It all seemed so Gilmore Girls to her.

      She’d grown up too fast for that kind of life.

      A man and woman shared another table, their heads leaned in close to talk. They looked very absorbed in each other.

      “She’s going to bring it out to us,” Sam said, jolting Taylor out of her people-watching as he slid into the booth beside her.

      “What did you order?”

      “Strawberry banana smoothie for me,” he said, grinning and looking like a little boy. “For you, something fancy. I can’t remember the name but it’s a frozen latte with white cocoa and Irish cream syrup. She said it’s a best seller.”

      “Mmm, that sounds good.” Taylor took a deep breath, trying to settle her jitters.

      They made small talk until the barista came out with their drinks and set them on the table. She wore a nametag that read Isla. She was a tiny snip of a young woman, her hair cut in a pixie style that matched her size, bright green streaks of color shining from within the blonde base.

      “Strawberry smoothie and a B&B Classic,” she smiled broadly and stood back. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No. Thanks so much,” Taylor said. By then it was past time for their guy to show and she was starting to worry he’d backed out. “Hey—while you’re here—we were supposed to be meeting someone. A man. Have you seen anyone come in looking around?”

      Isla nodded and pointed to a table that was tucked away near the front and Taylor had completely missed.

      “Maybe him?” she asked.

      Taylor and Sam exchanged a quick glance, gratitude flickering in their eyes, before picking up their drinks and making their way through the cozy seating area toward the man.

      His corner table was bathed in gentle sunlight, offering a perfect view of the street outside. The man sat there, fidgeting with his coffee cup, his eyes occasionally darting to the entrance as if searching for familiar faces.

      Approaching him, Taylor offered a friendly smile. “Hi, are you Daniel?”

      When he nodded, they sat down at his table.

      “Thank you for agreeing to meet with us. I'm Deputy Taylor Gray, and this is Sam, my good friend and partner in this endeavor.” She hated the term, boyfriend, and hoped that Sam didn’t mind.

      Daniel's face brightened with a genuine smile as he shook hands with both. “Nice to meet you both. I must admit, I was a bit curious when I received your message.”

      “We’ll get to that, but, first, I love the town. Have you lived here long?” Taylor asked, hoping to disarm him with some chitchat before she brought out the big guns.

      “Yeah, McClellanville is nice. Betty and I moved here after I retired ten years or so ago. I was still good and active back then, and being alongside the national forest this town is perfect for hiking, biking, kayaking—all kinds of good stuff. Kept me moving good for a while, I’ll tell you.”

      “Sounds fun,” Sam said.

      Daniel shrugged. “It was. Now we’re happy to spend a long weekend at the campground, lounging around and making s’mores. Don’t need to be out breaking bones. Takes too long to heal at our age.”

      They all chuckled politely.

      “But, if you don’t mind, I’d like to get to why I’m here,” Daniel said, his expression turning serious. “I have to take my wife to bingo later so I can’t stay long.”

      Taylor leaned forward, her eyes occasionally meeting Daniel's as she began to explain the purpose of their meeting. She carefully chose her words, intending to provide Daniel with an understanding of the investigative technique they were employing.

      “Daniel, thank you for meeting with us today. We're here because we believe there may be a family connection between you and a person of interest in an ongoing investigation that I’m working on in Hart County, Georgia,” Taylor started, her voice steady but tinged with a hint of apprehension.

      Curiosity flickered in Daniel's eyes as he leaned in, eager to grasp the significance of the situation. “A family connection? How so?”

      Taylor took a deep breath, preparing to shed light on the powerful tool they were utilizing. “This case happened several years ago but, until now, we’ve had no leads. Recently though, we decided to try a technique called genetic genealogy to assist us. It involves tracing a person's ancestry through their DNA.”

      Daniel's expression shifted to one of intrigue mixed with a touch of confusion. “DNA? So, you have their DNA, or you don’t? You don’t think I committed a crime, do you?”

      He looked suddenly alarmed.

      “No, of course not,” Taylor said. “You are not a suspect. Genetic genealogy allows us to upload a DNA sample—such as the one obtained from a crime scene—to genealogy databases. If that specific DNA is not in the system, we then analyze it to identify potential relatives. Once one is found, the family tree can be constructed backward, and then back down again, based on shared genetic information.”

      She paused for a moment, giving Daniel time to process the information. He still looked wide-eyed and a bit worried.

      Sam jumped in. “By building these family trees, we can narrow down potential suspects, including individuals who may not be directly connected to the crime but share a familial relationship with the perpetrator. It helps us establish leads and brings us closer to identifying the person responsible.”

      Daniel's brows furrowed, his interest growing. “So, you're saying that by tracing my family tree, you're hoping to uncover information that might help identify the suspect?”

      Taylor nodded, appreciating Daniel's engagement. “Exactly. We're not suggesting that you're involved in any criminal activity. However, your familial connection could provide vital information leading us to the individual who is responsible for the crime. It's a way to gather leads and evidence, ultimately working toward justice for the victim.”

      Daniel stared down at the table, his expression troubled. The weight of the revelation had visibly settled upon him, and a heavy silence hung in the air, interrupted only by the distant laughter of other patrons in the coffee shop.

      After a tense moment, he looked up, his gaze filled with conflict. “I understand your goal, Deputy Gray. Sam. But I can't participate in this. Putting someone in jail … it's too much. There are false convictions all the time, mistakes made. I can't risk being a part of that.”

      Taylor's heart sank as Daniel's words echoed in the air. She had expected resistance, but his resolute stance caught her off guard. She desperately tried to find the right words to persuade him, but she knew better than anyone that he was right about false convictions.

      “Daniel, I understand your concerns. False convictions and mistakes are tragic, and we take them very seriously. Our goal is to conduct a thorough investigation, employing all available resources and evidence, to ensure that the right person is held accountable,” Taylor replied, her voice tinged with empathy.

      Daniel shook his head, his eyes filled with sadness and determination. “No, I can't take that risk. I appreciate what you're trying to do, but I won't be a part of it. You’ll have to find another way. I'm sorry.”

      Sam started to speak but, without another word, Daniel rose from his seat and walked out of the coffee shop.

      The soft jazz music playing in the background seemed to take on a somber tone as Taylor sat there, her heart heavy with disappointment. Following Brandon’s lead with the DNA would be even more challenging without Daniel's cooperation.

      As the coffee shop continued its rhythmic symphony of brewing and murmurs, Taylor couldn't help but question if they had lost a vital piece to the puzzle, and if justice would ever be something she could serve in her case. Her phone buzzed and she looked down to see a text from Shane.

      Come back quick. A body has been recovered from lake.
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      The definition of trepidation is fear or apprehension, and both were filling Taylor up with a hot, burning anxiety that sat deep in her gut. It was nearing sundown by the time she hurried back to Hart’s Ridge, dropped off Sam, and drove like a madwoman over to the crime scene where a body still lay after being carried onto the bank of the lake. She didn’t allow herself to think yet. It was too painful, and she had pushed her emotions away and slid straight into professional mode.

      That was the only way she was going to get through this. Forgotten was her own dismay at the refusal of Daniel to help them build a family tree for her assailant.

      Her own saga could wait. This was about Jarret, and she prayed it wasn’t true.

      Please God, don’t let it be him.

      The coroner’s van was there, along with a few firetrucks and an ambulance. Alex, the fire chief, looked away from her before stepping up into his truck and putting it in reverse.

      She moved out of his way. He probably wished he could run over her. They still weren’t on the best of terms and probably never would be.

      There were people everywhere, but, from what she could see, all were official and allowed to be there. Sheriff Dawkins was busy conferring with the coroner, relaying important information about the case. As she walked by him to approach the tent, he acknowledged her presence with a nod, and they locked eyes.

      His expression said it all.

      It was Jarret’s body. Sheriff looked shaken, though he didn’t know Jarret personally. Like Taylor, he’d thought Jarret would be found, holed up somewhere, probably with a new girlfriend.

      Not lifeless on the bank of their lake.

      A tent was set up, complete with battery-powered lights, and Shane had already cordoned off the area and stood over Jarret, making notes on a clipboard when Taylor walked up. Under the tent, the scene was methodically organized.

      Shane stood by Jarret's body, recording every detail on his clipboard.

      It only took a second to confirm.

      Taylor's heart sank as she took in the bruises on his face, imagining the pain he must have endured before meeting his untimely end. She wondered if the marks were from rocks, or from being dragged along the bottom of the water.

      “Where’s his mother?” she asked, Debbie her first concern.

      “Her ex-husband took her home. Forced her to go, really. A doctor was supposed to meet them there to sedate her. She’s out of her mind with grief.” He shook his head slowly. “Damn. Such a shame.”

      As Taylor stood there, the weight of the tragedy settled heavily on her shoulders. The setting sun cast long shadows over the crime scene, adding an eerie atmosphere to the already somber occasion. She swallowed hard and studied Jarret’s body. He had some bruising on his face already, probably from hitting one of the many rocks in the shallows. He was still dressed, missing one shoe. There were a few twigs and branches tangled into the cuffs of his pant legs.

      “Do we have anything yet? What happened? How did you find him?” She desperately wanted answers. What happened to Jarret? How did he end up in the lake?

      Even as she asked, she knew it was too early for definite answers. They would have to carefully collect the evidence, interview witnesses, and then piece together the puzzle.

      “Someone found a shoe on the bank here and his mother verified that it was his, so Alex’s divers went in and searched a grid in the vicinity. Only took them an hour to find him in about twenty feet of water.”

      Taylor felt sick.

      Jarret. The one who never got tired of answering Levi’s endless questions. Or cleaning out the worst of the dog kennels without complaint and walking the most aggressive without fear. The one who teased her about letting her hair down and wearing a pretty dress for Sam, instead of her uniform all the time. Jarret with the kind eyes and even kinder heart.

      Jarret, the only child to a mom who considered him as her whole world.

      Dead.

      Just like that. On the farm one day, the hero of all the kids, and gone the next.

      Levi was going to be inconsolable. Hell, they all were.

      The judge was going to have her badge. He’d appointed her as Jarret’s co-guardian, and she’d gone and let the kid die.

      Shane sighed. “Coroner says he probably fell in the lake and drowned. Drunk, according to the rumors swirling now. We tried to keep it under wraps, but someone talked. We had to threaten a least a dozen kids with arrest to get them to leave the crime scene. They were trying to set up a candlelight vigil here already. Told them they’d have to come back tomorrow.”

      Taylor studied Jarret’s face, so void of life, and she felt a rush of anger. Where were all those kids when Jarret didn’t have any friends to hang out with and seemed so lonely? Why does it always take someone to die to become popular?

      Kuno walked up to stand with them.

      “I got all the photos. Bagged and tagged the evidence,” he said, and Shane nodded.

      “He took up your slack while you were out galivanting around with your boyfriend,” Shane said.

      So much for the thought that he’d finally gotten over his jealousy.

      She didn’t take the bait. Taylor was glad to see that Kuno was getting to be more interactive with investigations. He was a good one and deserved the chance to show what he could do.

      “I’d like to see all of it,” Taylor said, ignoring Shane’s comment.

      Shane nodded at Kuno to grant permission, and she followed him over to a table.

      Slowly, she took in everything that they’d bagged, then looked at all the photographs on Kuno’s phone, scrutinizing every one of them. Then she went back through the bagged evidence again, which really wasn’t much more than a discarded shoe, some organic matter of twigs and such, and the soggy contents of his wallet. Oh, and one interesting thing that she’d noted silently after examining Jarret’s body again.

      She took her own pictures.

      It might be nothing, and she wasn’t going to voice it yet.

      Along with Shane, they walked the perimeter again, then once more, making sure they hadn’t missed any evidence laying around.

      As the evening wore on, the crime scene gradually cleared out, leaving Taylor and Shane alone with Jarret's lifeless body as the coroner answered a call in his van. It would only be another minute or so before he came to bag Jarret and take him in. Taylor couldn’t stand the thought of his next stop, a cold metal slab in the autopsy room.

      So unthinkable that this had happened to him.

      The sunset's fading glow bathed everything in a melancholic light, mirroring the heaviness in their hearts. She couldn’t take her eyes from Jarret’s still figure.

      “We have to go, Taylor,” Shane said, his glance pitying.

      “Can I have a minute with him? Alone?”

      He nodded and walked away.

      Taylor stared at Jarret a while longer and finally let herself get personal. She didn’t believe he was in that body any longer, but she did feel that his spirit was probably still hanging around it, and that’s what she spoke to.

      “You’re a good kid, Jarret. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you,” she whispered. “But I promise we’ll get to the bottom of this, and, if it wasn’t an accident, someone will pay. You have my word on that.”

      She waited, willing him to sit straight up and laugh at the hoax he’d pulled over all of them, the prank of all time.

      But it didn’t happen.

      Taking one last look at Jarret's still form, Taylor wiped the tears from her face with her sleeve, then straightened up and put her deputy face back on. It wouldn’t do for the coroner to see her crying.

      “Goodbye, Jarret.”

      She walked to her truck where Shane was waiting.

      He saw her face and opened his arms. Against her better judgement, Taylor accepted and went in, letting him comfort her.

      But she didn’t cry anymore. She was too angry to cry.

      Jarret had died on her watch, and she wanted answers.
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      “Billy isn’t coming back here,” Sam said, holding his hat against his chest. He stood against the door of his truck, having declined to come into the house. Lucy had teased him not to worry, that she wouldn’t take advantage of him, and she should’ve known by the way he ignored her jibes that there was something wrong.

      “What do you mean not coming back?” she asked.

      “Your sister sent me to tell you.”

      “Why couldn’t she call me?”

      He looked sympathetic. “I hate to tell you this, but Taylor is busy investigating the death of Jarret Clark. They found him in the lake last night. Drowned.”

      Lucy’s legs felt weak, and she joined him against the side of the truck, trying to hide her faltering.

      “Jarret’s dead?”

      Sam nodded. “Yes. And Taylor is buried in the case. She’s determined to interview everyone who saw him that night, as well as anyone else who knows anything, and do it all in one day. She’s relentless.”

      “Yep, that’s Taylor,” Lucy said. She felt a heavy weight of guilt blended with sadness. She wasn’t a fan of the kid, but she sure didn’t wish him dead. It was surreal. He was so young.

      “Are they sure it’s him?”

      “They’re sure,” Sam said, bowing his head. “His mother positively identified him. Poor woman.”

      “Wow. I—I don’t know what to say. That’s just tragic.”

      “I know. Hard to believe. But, anyway, she wanted me to come tell you about Jarret, and the news about Billy. She wants you back at the farm.”

      “What happened to Billy?”

      “He had some kind of medical incident, and they took him to Jasper for tests. Seems he’s had a series of heart attacks and is going to need open heart surgery. The doctors say he can’t live alone. His son and daughter-in-law are moving him into their condo and his hunting days are over.”

      “How does that affect me?” she asked. She didn’t know Billy, but felt bad about the condo. That would suck to lose your own independence. Her deal was that she wasn’t ready to leave Ginger yet, but she didn’t want to admit that to Sam.

      “Wow—such a bleeding heart you are,” he said, shaking his head at her before continuing. “You’re no longer needed here. Billy sold the dogs and they’ll be gone by the afternoon. Just make sure to leave them water and you can pack up and go.”

      That rocked her out of her stubborn stance.

      “What do you mean, sold the dogs?” she asked, looking around until she spotted Ginger just beyond Sam, taking a leak next to a tree. The morning after the whole bath incident, she’d taken a chance and let the dog outside without the chain. She thought that if Ginger took off running, that she’d let her go and cheer her on toward freedom and away from life on a heavy chain.

      But Ginger had stayed right with her all morning, even as Lucy had hosed the kennel clean, and even following her back and forth to the shed for food, then remaining near while Lucy filled the water pans.

      Ever since then, Ginger was her sudden shadow. Out of gratefulness, or fear, or even both, somehow the dog had decided that Lucy was her savior, and she wasn’t going anywhere.

      Lucy even let her sleep in the house—right on Billy’s bed, snuggled against her feet.

      Ginger was a great house dog, too. Quiet, well-behaved, and somehow trained to go to the door and wait patiently when she needed to potty. Surprisingly, Lucy was enjoying the relationship. And now, faced with the possibility that she may never see Ginger again, she felt a burst of panic.

      “I mean just what I said. He sold the dogs. These hounds are worth a lot of money with all the training he’s given them, but it’s bad. Billy is so damn stubborn. He knew he was sick but yet he kept up the bad diet, heavy drinking, and refused to get in shape. His son is coming down from Tampa to transport the dogs and close everything up here until the dust settles.”

      The dust settling meaning until Billy croaks, and they divide it up like vultures, Lucy thought but didn’t say aloud.

      “And he just sells off his dogs just like that? Without saying goodbye to them?” she asked.

      Sam ran his hand through his hair. “It’s not like that with hunting dogs, Lucy. Dogs used strictly for hunting.  They won’t be affected by being transferred to a new owner.”

      “What are you saying? That they have no soul?” She wanted to kick him. Or slap him. Or something. How Taylor could have a thing for him was beyond her understanding.

      Ginger looked up at her questioningly, sensing her agitation.

      “I didn’t say that. They’ll miss Billy, I’m sure. But hunting dogs are more concerned with their work. As long as they get to train, and put their expertise to use, they’re content. Billy told me he’s been too sick to run them lately anyway. They’ll be happier with someone who will let them do their job.”

      “What about Ginger? She’s too old to work. He told me that himself,” Lucy said.

      Sam shrugged. “It’s not my decision. Billy said his son was making all the arrangements, and they’re Billy’s dogs. We have no right to interfere. Oh, and he’ll settle with you tomorrow for the house-sitting.”

      Lucy crossed her arms over her chest. “How much does she cost? I can pay for her. Ginger, come.” She didn’t tell him she was almost dead broke and already owed the man the cost of his stolen shotgun. Maybe he’d get hit with the big one before he realized it was gone.

      “Oh, and Shane wants you to call him. He needs an update on your stalker situation. You haven’t heard anything, have you?”

      Ginger trotted over and sat right at Lucy’s feet, looking up at her for the next command. Lucy squatted in front of her, putting her face to Ginger’s and rubbing her behind the ears.

      “I asked you; how much is she?” she said again, ignoring the question about her stalker as she peered up at Sam. He looked taken aback.

      “I thought you didn’t like dogs?”

      Lucy shrugged. She thought of all she and Ginger had gone through together. The duct tape, disappearing wine, and even the stolen shotgun that was probably going to clear out her banking account once and for all. And the message. In all the excitement, she’d forgotten about getting hacked.

      She decided not to tell Sam any of it—but she wasn’t leaving without Ginger.

      Lucy stood, putting her hands on her hips. “Call him and tell him he doesn’t owe me a cent for staying here this week. As long as Ginger goes with me.”
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      Taylor was not excited to see Chelsea Manzo again, and the feelings were obviously mutual. The friction between them was palpable in the small interview room. Chelsea’s dad had accompanied her, concerned for her emotional state, he’d said.

      It was hard for Taylor to feel much pity for the girl because she knew without a doubt that Chelsea had lured Jarret out there to be a tease, and probably to make her boyfriend jealous. She was just that kind of girl and it didn’t take five minutes of talking with her to realize it. The only one who didn’t know it was her clueless father sitting next to her.

      As luck would have it, her father was somewhat of a big wig, and the sheriff had told her to be careful not to ruffle his feathers.

      “Like I said, if I had known that they were going to be drinking, I would have never let Chelsea go, and I take full responsibility for that. She’s going to have some severe consequences in place for lying to me. Well, soon enough. Things are hard enough for her right now as it is.”

      Taylor nodded slowly, a tic in her jaw making her feel twitchy.

      Hard enough for her?

      Chelsea had stuck to the same story she’d given in their first meeting, before Jarret’s body was recovered. Jarret wandered off after drinking too much, and the last she saw was him slipping into the woods.

      Shane was next door, interviewing Chelsea’s boyfriend, Bruce Howard, with Bruce’s sister sitting in the hall, on deck after Chelsea. Supposedly, the other two boys were on their way. The strategy was to interview them all in quick succession so they couldn’t compare notes between. Their phones were being taken as they arrived, so they could look through the calls and messages that had already taken place between the group.

      So far, no one had declined to turn one over and no search warrant was needed.

      Jarret’s ex-girlfriend, Emerson Caldwell, wasn’t friends with any of them, and Taylor wasn’t worried about her communicating.

      “The coroner said it was a drowning, is what I heard,” Chelsea said, looking up at her dad with doe-like eyes.

      He patted her hand on the table. “It was, honey. He drank too much, and when he accidentally stumbled into the water he was too inebriated to get himself out of it.”

      “That hasn’t been confirmed,” Taylor said. “Where did you get that information?”

      Chelsea shrugged. “Just heard it.”

      “Please don’t pass along rumors or gossip during an investigation,” Taylor said, trying not to let her irritation show. “Mr. Manzo, what do you think of the other boys who were there?”

      He looked bewildered for a moment. “They're okay, I guess,” he said, hesitating. “I don’t really know the other boys well, but Chelsea and Bruce have had their ups and downs. I've warned Bruce about her fiery personality, but that’s no reason to—and he better never—lay a hand on her.”

      “Daddy! What are you saying?” Chelsea exclaimed, clearly embarrassed.

      “Why would you say that?” Taylor probed, jotting down notes.

      Mr. Manzo stumbled over his words. “I'm just protective of Chelsea. I have no reason to think Bruce would do anything like that, but I want you to know we don't tolerate violence, and my daughter is part of a good family.”

      “Is Bruce not from a good family?” Taylor asked, her eyebrows raising dramatically.

      Manzo waved his hand in the air. “No, I’m not saying that at all. For Pete’s sake, y’all are just like it is on those detective shows. Interrogating and trying to make us say things until I don’t even know what I’m saying.”

      “That’s not my intent, Mr. Manzo,” Taylor said calmly. “An innocent young man is dead, and it’s our job to find out what led to that death. This is not an interrogation, it’s an interview. Investigating a death requires interviewing witnesses, the last people who saw him, and anyone who might know anything.”

      “Yeah, I know. I’m sorry. Are we done here? I think we’re all shook up, and we really don’t have anything else to add.” He stood and held his hand out to Chelsea, assisting her out of her chair without waiting for Taylor to dismiss him.

      “We’re done for now,” Taylor said, thinking this is a man not to push too far, too early. “If you’ll wait in the lobby, I’ll see if they got what they need off Chelsea’s phone so we can give it back.”

      “I’ll come get it tomorrow,” Manzo said. “I have a meeting in an hour and need to drop Chelsea off and run.”

      “Dad, I need my phone,” she whined.

      Taylor opened the door, stepping aside to let them out. She watched Chelsea as she walked by the chair that Diane Howard sat in against the wall. They made quick eye contact, then looked away.

      “Diane Howard,” Taylor said. “Come on in and have a seat. I’ll be back in a minute.”

      The girl slowly entered the room and sat down, and Taylor closed the door. She needed a moment to collect her thoughts and a cup of coffee to fuel the next round of interviews.

      In the breakroom, Penner was pouring steaming water into a mug.

      “Tea?” Taylor asked.

      “Nope. Ramen noodles. Mid-morning snack.” He grinned.

      “Ramen noodles? How old are you, Penner?” Taylor teased as she poured herself a cup of coffee from the half empty pot.

      Penner laughed.

      He was always good to help her smile, his personality one that was like a salve in tense situations.

      “I’m so sorry to hear about the boy, Taylor. I know you had a soft spot for him,” he said somberly.

      Taylor sipped her coffee. “Yeah, it’s tough. He was a good one. It just doesn’t make sense. He wasn’t even a drinker, or one who partied. Everything that night was out of character for him. Even the people he was with. They weren’t a group he hung out with.”

      “Well, that’s probably why he was drinking, don’t you think? Maybe needed to do it because he was nervous or felt awkward. I did the same thing when I was his age. Grew up and never touched the stuff again. It’s kind of a crutch to a teenager in those situations. That, and weed.”

      She shook her head. “Still, it doesn’t feel right to me.”

      “What’s the coroner say is cause of death?”

      “He hasn’t yet. We should know tomorrow. But, on that note, I need to get in there for the next interview. Have you seen Shane come out yet? He’s interviewing the boys.”

      “Negative,” Penner said. “But two more arrived a little bit ago and they look like they’re sweating bullets in the lobby.”

      “Parents with them?”

      “Nope.”

      “Hmm. Okay,” she said, heading for the door. “See ya later, Pen.”

      He nodded and went back to his ramen.

      On the way to the interview room, Taylor’s phone rang. She pulled it from her pocket and saw it was an unknown number.

      “Hello?” she answered.

      “Is this Deputy Gray?” A woman asked.

      “It is. Who is this?”

      The woman lowered her voice to almost a whisper.

      “This is Betty Cooper. You talked to my husband, Daniel, a few days ago I think.”

      Taylor stopped walking and huddled over her phone. “Yes. Yes, I did. How can I help you, Mrs. Cooper?”

      “He told me about the meeting and how he refused to help you. He doesn’t know I’m calling, but, Deputy Gray, can I tell you something confidential?”

      “Yes, absolutely.” Taylor’s pulse raced as she waited what felt like an eternity while the woman paused. “Are you still there, Mrs. Cooper?”

      “Yes, I’m here. I feel like if Daniel found out I called you, he’d be angry at me. He teases me all the time because I love watching all those true crime shows. Dateline, 48 Hours, you know the like, don’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I do.”

      “Here goes, Deputy. I watch those shows and my heart breaks for all the victims. So many young girls and women. It’s just not fair. And I don’t know what kind of case you’re investigating, but I feel like if I can somehow help to solve even one case, or be a small part of it, I’ll go to my grave feeling like I did something good with my life. Do you understand that?”

      Taylor felt tingles go through her hands and travel up her arms.

      “Yes, I understand. But what does that mean?”

      “That means that I’ll give you Daniel’s DNA. Do you want his toothbrush or a bandage he threw away after he cut his finger last weekend?”
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      After all the interviews were done and everyone had left, Taylor and Shane sat in his office and compared notes. Shane was being unusually empathetic toward her. He knew that, to her, this was much more than just a case to solve. She also had Betty Cooper on her mind and was eager to get back up there and get Daniel’s DNA from her.

      “Hey, partner?” Shane said. “You still with me?”

      “Yeah. Sorry. Just thinking.”

      “You look exhausted.”

      “So do you,” she replied.

      They’d both been pulling long hours, following every lead they could find, then going over the evidence again and again.

      Taylor was doing her best to stay professional, but she wasn’t her usual cool and collected self, and he’d covered for her a lot around the department.

      She was irritated, too. While the kids had talked about Jarret, she got the feeling they thought they were better than him, and that he shouldn’t have even been at their get together.

      Despite how carefully they questioned them, the kids’ stories mostly matched up.

      However, Jarret’s ex-girlfriend gave them a lead they didn’t have.

      Emerson Caldwell was at home asleep when she’d received a few text messages from Jarret between the time he’d left the camp and the next morning when he’d not shown up at his house. So far, they’d kept them from Debbie, his mother.

      I hate myself.

      I want you back.

      Please answer.

      I’m going to kill myself.

      The messages led them to another thought. Could Jarret have gotten his feelings hurt and been so dejected that he was suicidal? Had he purposely gone into the water?

      “Remember Maranda Whitten and West Point Lake?” Shane said.

      “Yeah. Tragic.”

      Taylor would never forget that name. Maranda Whitten was only twenty-four years old when she took the opportunity on a family camping trip to take the kayak out and drown herself. She’d been depressed after graduating college, finding herself in debt, and things not going her way. Her kayak was found with the life jacket in it, as well as a paddle and her phone that had gone dead. When they recovered her body, an orange extension cord missing from their campsite was tied around her ankles and attached to a large rock.

      But Jarret had seemed okay, other than the hardware store incident. In no way had Taylor got any vibe from him that he was depressed.

      “I read up some a little bit ago, and did you know that it takes less than sixty seconds for an adult to drown? Usually, they take a breath and bring water into their airways, and it closes. Then they’re unconscious while the water fills their lungs. Not much time to change your mind like it is when you swallow a bottle of pills and can call for help.”

      Taylor shook her head.

      “What?” Shane asked.

      “I just don’t think he did it on purpose. No rope. No rock. How did he stay under?”

      “It happens like that, too. Mysteriously. That’s why I keep my feet on the ground.”

      His statement made Taylor remember back when they were in school and she’d asked him to go out in the canoe from the dock at her house, and he’d said no. Every time she’d asked him, now that she thought of it. She hadn’t known he was afraid of the water.

      “He did text it to his girlfriend,” Shane added.

      “Ex-girlfriend.”

      “Whatever.”

      He flipped through his notebook, then looked up.

      “Oh. Willis Hoffman has a girlfriend who wasn’t there, and I asked for her number. I interviewed her on the phone. I think he thought she was going to corroborate everything he said, but she added something.”

      “What?”

      Shane smiled like a Cheshire cat. “She heard that Jarret was in an altercation before he walked away,” Shane said, shuffling his papers until he found the note.

      “With whom?” Taylor asked.

      “Chelsea Manzo’s boyfriend, Bruce. The girl said that the rumor is that Jarret was flirting with Chelsea and Bruce caught them in the tent together and punched him in the face, and Jarret took off running.”

      Taylor narrowed her eyes. “So—Jarret supposedly went to a bonfire where Chelsea was camping with her boyfriend, and he daringly gets her into a tent and is caught by boyfriend, and he beats him up. No way. That’s not Jarret. He’d never be so stupid.”

      “Yeah, there’s a lot of rumors floating around, I’m sure. It’s high school kids. You remember high school, right?”

      She’d just been thinking about high school.

      “Sure do. Everyone thought I was a weirdo because I didn’t have time to do anything except work my jobs and taking care of my sisters. I remember one rumor was that I was working hard to pay for a sex change, that I wanted to transition.”

      Shane laughed. “You are kind of masculine,” he teased.

      “Shut up. What do you think? Any merit to that rumor?”

      “Could make sense. A fight happens. Jarret’s humiliated. He stumbles away and falls in the lake. Maybe he hit his head or was so drunk he just went to sleep in the water.”

      His phone was sitting on the table next to his legal pad and it rang.

      He hit the button and answered.

      “Weaver, this is Mayor Baldwin.”

      “Hi, Mayor. Whatcha got?” he looked at Taylor over the phone.

      Their town mayor was also their coroner.

      She leaned over the table, her chin in her hand as she listened hard.

      “Once I got him undressed, I found physical trauma to his body. Could have been caused by a beating or possibly from the impact of the water but it's pretty significant.”

      Taylor’s heart fell. Poor Jarret.

      “Okay,” Shane said. “Is that all?”

      “No,” Baldwin said. “His lungs were full of water. He was alive when he entered the lake.”

      They let that sit for a moment before the coroner spoke again.

      “I put a rush on the toxicology report, and he did have some blood alcohol content, but it was extremely low. Not enough to cause his death. There were traces of plants and vegetation on the front side of his sock on his right foot, but not on the bottom.”

      “What is that supposed to mean?” Shane asked.

      Taylor answered before Baldwin could, and the words cut her down to her soul.

      “It means he was dragged.”
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      It was Saturday and the sheriff had insisted that Taylor at least take the morning off and rest, a direct command that irritated her to no end. She told him she could rest when she was dead, but he didn’t see the humor in her reply.

      She heard the dogs outside start a commotion and she stepped away from the sink, grabbing a towel on her way out. She held the door for Diesel, hurrying him through. It was early, and Sam was coming over for breakfast soon. She still needed to get the bacon going, whip the eggs, and put the biscuits in the oven.

      “What is it, Diesel?” she asked him.

      He stood just at her feet and twitched an ear at her question.

      On her back porch, she looked toward the kennels. Cecil was in there but hadn’t yet let the dogs out. She’d come to know the many crescendos, and their chorus this time told her a visitor was about.

      The bell rang again. She winced at the sound.

      It was Jarret’s idea to hang the small bell at the main gate. After a lazy visitor had left the gate ajar, prompting an escape by three canines and an energetic chase through the neighborhood, Taylor agreed it was a good investment for not only the dogs’ well-being but also their security.

      Now people had to wait to be let in.

      Sam obviously hadn’t heard it, so Taylor stepped off the porch and went around the shrubs, seeing who had rung it.

      Two men were there—Italian, possibly—one elderly and another who looked just like him but more than a few decades younger.

      “Hello?” Taylor called out.

      “Good morning,” the younger man returned. “Is this the sanctuary farm?”

      Taylor approached them. “It is. How can I help you?”

      “I’m Antonio, and this is my father, Thomas,” he said, gesturing to the sullen-faced man. Tall, like his son, he stood erect with a proud stance, yet his face sagged with something Taylor recognized as sorrow.

      “Well, hello, Antonio and Thomas. I’m Taylor.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Thomas said, but his eyes told a different story. He looked reluctant to even be there, much less forced into trivial introductions.

      “Same here,” Taylor replied, looking down at her watch, then back again. After breakfast, she’d promised Cate she’d help with dog baths. “Is this official business?”

      “Well, he’s officially gone daft, if that’s what you mean,” the old man said, then laughed lightly at his own joke.

      “Pop—let’s keep this on track,” Antonio said, before turning his attention back to Taylor. “My father here might be interested in getting a dog.”

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place then.” She flipped the latch, opening the gate and allowing them to walk through.

      “No, I’m not interested in getting a dog. I’m interested in getting a new wife,” Thomas said.

      She couldn’t tell if they were joking or not, but, if she were to guess, she’d say the old man was serious.

      Antonio looked embarrassed. “I apologize. Please excuse his sarcasm. My mother passed away last year and Pop here is feeling a bit lonely. I thought a dog might be just what he needs.”

      Taylor felt uneasy. Being forced into adopting a pet was usually not a good thing for a dog or a new owner. That much she’d learned right away when some of their first adoptions had fallen through. They were becoming a lot more selective because of it, too. She was starting to listen to her gut when it came to passing the approval process on to Anna.

      “Are you sure your father is able to care for an animal?” she asked, hoping she wouldn’t insult the man. “A dog can be a time-consuming and lifelong commitment. They require a lot of care and attention.”

      “Oh, I’m not that far gone that I can’t feed and walk a dog,” Thomas said, coming out of his sullenness to declare his competency. “Antonio here found out that I was cruising Match.com and now he thinks I’ve gone senile, I suppose.”

      Taylor hid a smile. The old man was lonely—a good sign for a possible pet. Lonely people made some of the best matches for dogs. Especially senior citizens.

      “I don’t think you’re senile, Pop,” Antonio said. “I just don’t think it’s been long enough for you to know what you want when it comes to dating. You need to take it slow and not go talking to strangers online. Who knows who it might be exchanging personal information with you, finding out all about your life. Don’t you watch Dateline? There’s this new thing called catfishing you should get educated about.”

      “Of course—” Thomas began.

      “—Let’s go take a look at the dogs who are paper ready while they’re still in their kennels,” Taylor interrupted. She didn’t want to referee a family spat. She and Lucy had just that morning argued over the bathroom, making Taylor feel like a teenager again. She was just glad that Sam hadn’t witnessed her regression.

      “What about this little dog?” Antonio said, pointing to Abby where she sat watching quietly.

      “She’s new and still being evaluated and socialized. It will be a while before some of the dogs are ready for adoption,” Taylor said.  She led them to the building where their ready-to-be-adopted dogs were housed.

      Antonio went in first and Taylor caught a whiff of either fancy cologne or possibly the gel he’d generously used to whip his hair into a dark (and purposeful) mess of curls.

      The dogs all began a chorus of barking.

      “Sorry,” Taylor said. “They get excited when a visitor comes through. I think they know they’re being scrutinized. It’s a pick me antic they all learn.”

      When Antonio’s father passed by, she noticed his hands. They were huge and looked calloused and worn. She pegged him for a carpenter. Or maybe a gardener. Whatever he was, his son and he made for an interesting combination.

      “Hey,” Cecil said, looking up from the stool he sat on. Between his legs he held one of her favorites—a small terrier with a cute underbite—one paw on Cecil’s leg as he trimmed his nails.

      “Cecil, this is Antonio and his father, Thomas. They might be looking to adopt a dog.”

      Antonio and Thomas followed her in, causing a new uproar of barking from the dogs. Cecil stood and put the dog back into his kennel. Diesel went to it, and they touched noses through the slats, a silent greeting made.

      Cecil came over and put his hand out, shaking first Antonio’s and then Thomas’s. “Hello. I was just about to let them all out for their morning run. While we still have some control, go ahead, and take a peek and see if any of these guys speak to your heart.”

      Thomas grunted in derision.

      “Thank you,” Antonio said. “Today we just want to get an idea for what is available. Pop lives up in Athens, but someone told us your place was here, so we drove down for the day.”

      He began to look, walking slowly past the kennels on the left, then turning and doing the same to those opposite on the right.

      Taylor scrutinized him, trying to gauge what he did for a living. By the pressed look of his khakis and his button-down shirt, she guessed he managed or owned some sort of business. He looked like he’d been plucked straight off Wall Street, and he didn’t fit the vibe of the usual Georgia population.

      “You don’t want a young one,” Antonio said, “They have a lot of energy and will need more outside time than you might be able to offer.”

      “And it would outlive me, don’t you mean to say? You don’t want to be stuck with a mutt once I croak, huh?” Thomas said, as he grudgingly followed behind his son, looking through the slats at each dog, who one-by-one appeared to get livelier and jump higher when it came their time for attention.

      When he got to the one that held the copper-colored dog, Thomas stopped.

      “Why isn’t this one hopping around like a fool?” he asked. “Is it sick or something?”

      Taylor looked around him at the dog, noting she was in her usual position, lounging on her side, feet splayed out as she rested. She wasn’t as royal looking as she appeared to think she was. She had the look of a Chihuahua, but her ears and long nose were those of a Dachshund. She was a comical-looking creature, but only in a good way—one that made you want to know her better.

      Taylor laughed. “That’s Marlow. There’s nothing wrong with her, other than she’s older and a bit too fat to care about competing for attention.”

      Thomas patted his rounded belly. “Sounds like she and I have something in common. I eat too much and don’t get too excited about visitors, either. But no one comes to see me anyway, so that’s not an issue.” He looked pointedly at his son.

      “If you’re interested in adopting, there’s a process of approval to go through. And one of us would need to come and check out your home to see if it’s safe for a dog. But I could help move the process along fast, if you’d like,” Taylor said, making an almost impossible promise, moved by the old man’s circumstances.

      Marlow sat up, then made her way slowly over to them. Antonio joined them, and he peered at the information card stapled to the top of her kennel.

      “Dad, she’s a Chihuahua and Dachshund mix. Chihuahuas bark. A lot.  Your neighbors won’t like that, so you’d better look at a different one,” Antonio said.

      The little dog put her nose through the slat. Thomas touched it and she licked his finger, making him chuckle.

      “She’s not barking now,” Thomas said, pointing at Marlow. “And Dachshunds don’t bark much, right? Don’t they do a funny little howl when they got something to say?”

      “Some dog breeds get a bad rap,” Cecil said. “Whether she leans more toward the Chihuahua side or the Dachshund side, they’re just like humans in that they’ve all got different personalities. Little Marlow there is just a cool customer. Nothing rattles her chain, so you won’t hear much barking—or howling—from her. Also, if she sticks to kibble and doesn’t get human food, she’s topped out at nineteen pounds. That’s a good size for a dog.”

      “She’s really affectionate, too.” Taylor went to Marlow’s kennel and opened the gate. Then she brought the stool over that Cecil had used and offered it to the old man. That reminded her that someday, if they ever got more funding, she wanted to build some sort of parlor for prospective families to interact with canine candidates comfortably, away from the other dog’s eager eyes and their persistent barking.

      Thomas sat and patted his leg. Marlow approached, though she didn’t jump up. Her tail wagged rapidly, though, and Taylor could see—by the sudden twinkle in his eyes—that the man who had come in resistant to getting a dog was falling a little in love.

      “Marlow—I’ve always loved that name. Back in 1962 I knew a girl named Marlow and she could really cut a rug out on the dance floor.” He patted Marlow’s head, then ran his fingers across one of her velvety ears. “Are you light on your feet, Marlow?”

      In reply, the dog jumped up on Thomas, then settled down in his lap, putting her nose on her paws as though she were ready to take a nap. She looked perfectly comfortable there, and Thomas looked smitten.

      “I suppose you might be a good stand-in to keep me company on a lonely Saturday night. What do you think, Marlow?” he said. “Do you like to watch racing?”

      Antonio looked at Taylor and gave her a triumphant smile. “I guess you’d better tell me what the requirements and the adoption fee is for Marlow.”

      
        
        

      

      

      Breakfast was only a bit late, and Lucy had joined her and Sam, along with Johnny. Taylor felt only satisfaction as she dried the last dish and put it in the cupboard. Everyone was happy for Marlow’s possible adoption, though she would miss her, as the dog was one of their more unique personalities.

      Johnny babbled on about something, clueless to their conversation about the latest dog placement, before he went into the other room to play with his toy trucks.

      Taylor reminded herself that their job was to care for, rehabilitate, then facilitate finding the dogs a home, not keep them forever.

      “That man is going to treat that dog like a little princess,” Lucy said, laughing.

      “I’m so glad for her,” Sam said, the remains of his third biscuit still in his hands and on the way to his mouth.

      “Me, too,” Taylor said. “And he said he was going to stop at Tractor Supply on his way home and buy her a new bed and some treats, to get ready. I told him he might want to wait until we come for the home visit and give our final approval,” Taylor said, grinning at Sam.

      She loved it when her gut told her that a good placement had just been made. And it was clearly a good match between Thomas and Marlow. Anna said she’d work on his paperwork as soon as she got a chance, and Cate was going to do the home visit for the last part of the approval process. They were all pitching in on this one, so that Taylor could get back to the investigation into Jarret’s death.

      “I saw them out there,” Lucy said. “The old man looked nice, but his son was a little prissy, wasn’t he?”

      Taylor shook her head. “No way. He was dressed to the nines, but he wasn’t prissy at all. He had quite the forceful personality. Kind of like yours. He came in all bossy and attitude. But after it was all said and done, I could tell he just wanted his Pop to be happy and stop grieving over his wife. And I think it was love at first sight between Thomas and Marlow.”

      “I would tell you it’s just silly to expect someone to fall for a dog that fast, but I’d be lying.” She raised her eyebrows and nodded at Ginger laying at her feet. “I still can’t believe that Billy let me have her for nothing. He didn’t even make me pay for the gun that got stolen.”

      “I’m just glad the sheriff’s department thought it was teenagers, and has nothing to do with our other troubles, though I can’t imagine what that poor dog went through. Billy was thankful you were there. And you took care of his dogs for almost a week, Lucy. That’s more than nothing.”

      “It was nice being out there and having time to think,” Lucy said. “I wasn’t going to tell you about it, but then I googled to find out how much the shotgun was going to cost me to replace and saw it was worth way more than I could come up with.”

      “Well, hopefully they’ll find it in a pawn shop or something. That was Billy’s grandfather’s gun and his brother thought he was going to get it. But, anyway, Billy was glad Ginger is going to get a good life.”

      Lucy didn’t reply, and her expression turned sulky.

      “I’m outta here,” Sam said, coming over and giving Taylor a kiss on the cheek. “I have to fix a water pump today.”

      “Text me later,” Taylor said as he headed out the door.

      Once he was gone, Taylor leaned against the counter, looking at Lucy.

      “It’s so sad about Billy,” she said. She didn’t like thinking of Billy having to leave his home out in the country to go to the city. Forced to live out his years in a swanky condo, he’d be like a fish out of water. On a lighter note, though, she still found it hard to believe that her sister had opened her heart to a dog.

      That reminded her that Shane was waiting for her at the department.

      “I’ve got to run, too” she said. “What’s your plans for the rest of the day, Lucy? You want to check out the to-do list on the fridge?”

      “Yeah, I will.”

      “Well, can you go look now? So I’ll know what I don’t have to worry about today?” Taylor said. Cate and her sisters preferred that she give Lucy her marching orders, as they couldn’t put up with her sass.

      Lucy sighed, then took her time easing off the stool, then shuffled over to the refrigerator. She leaned against it, one hand on her hip as she ran her finger down the list of things that needed done. What she didn’t know was that Taylor had put together a bunch of tasks to try to keep her on the farm, and away from going to stay on her boat alone.

      “I’ll do the computer work this morning. Post the photos and answer emails. Whatever.” Lucy waved a hand dismissively.

      “Fine,” Taylor said. “Just make sure you stick to the appropriate responses and don’t get impatient with anyone.”

      Before Lucy could answer her, the kitchen erupted into a hurricane of snarls, growling, jaws snapping. The other dog backed away and retreated into the hall, but Ginger was cornered.

      “Ginger!” Lucy screamed.

      Taylor leaned in, ready to grab the back legs of the major aggressor, a shepherd mix named Rocky who had already been evaluated and had never shown a bit of discord with the other dogs, but, before she could reach it, Lucy threw her body over Ginger, protecting her from the other, bigger dog.

      “No, Lucy—” Taylor tried to warn her, but it was too late. Her sister stuck her hand out in defense against Rocky and the dog immediately bit down, retracted, then bit down again before he registered it was a human hand.

      Lucy shrieked in pain, but—Taylor had to give it to her—she didn’t budge from her protective hovering over her dog.

      Taylor grabbed Rocky’s collar but, if dogs could have expressions, his was already conveying horror that he’d done the unthinkable. He hadn’t meant to bite the hand that feeds him—or any hand for that matter.

      “Come, Rocky. Outside,” she said, keeping her voice low in order not to add to the chaos or tension.

      She dragged him out of the kitchen door, pulled a leash from the hook and snapped it on him. Then she walked him to the kennel shed, pushing him into one and latching the door.

      Anna was at the counter, her back to Taylor. But Taylor didn’t have time to talk, and she didn’t trust herself to do it without falling apart. She was still shaking, and she felt sorry for Rocky.

      It really wasn’t his fault. It was hers. She should’ve always had eyes on the dogs. Cate had told her time and again that when they brought dogs into their homes, they had to stay aware of what they were doing every minute—that it was part of the conditioning process and evaluation. Their socialization skills with other animals were important to monitor so that their placements could be done with their limitations in mind.

      She’d messed up and now Lucy was hurt because of it, and Rocky would have to go through the observation and conditioning process all over again before having a chance at adoption.

      Without another word, she turned and went back into her cottage.

      Lucy was in the kitchen, and she’d wrapped a small towel around her hand. The blood was already seeping through, but she was bending down in front of Ginger, crooning to her as she used one hand and searched for any lacerations along her fur.

      Johnny stood watching, his eyes wide at the sight of the bloody towel.

      “Mommy has ouchies,” he said.

      “It’s okay. Mommy is fine,” Taylor said, then guided him to her bedroom where she sat him on the bed and turned on a cartoon. “Stay here and I’ll be right back, okay?”

      He nodded and leaned back on her pillows, his thumb in his mouth.

      Taylor went back to the kitchen. “Ginger is good, Lucy. I need to look at your hand. Come over here,” she said.

      Lucy rose and joined her at the sink. Carefully, Taylor unwrapped the towel, then turned the water on it enough to examine it.

      “Don’t you know never to get into the fray of fighting dogs?” she said.

      “What was I supposed to do, Taylor? Let that brute kill Ginger?”

      “He wasn’t going to kill her, but if a tussle happens in the house, it’s best to pull the two dogs apart by their hind legs. Or, if you’re alone, throw a blanket over the aggressor. Never, ever reach into the fray or put yourself in the middle.” She continued holding Lucy’s hand under the water.

      “So now you tell me, genius? And you didn’t think to inform me of these tips and tricks when I first brought Ginger here?”

      Taylor let out a long sigh. She was shaking. Cate had told them the steps time and again. Lucy just didn’t listen.

      “Let’s don’t argue. I’ll get you rinsed, bandaged, and then you’re going to the doc in a box to see if you need stitches. Don’t even try to tell me you won’t go.”

      Lucy cut one of her famous looks, but Taylor ignored her. It was going to be a long afternoon, but she wasn’t surprised. Drama seemed to follow anywhere that Lucy led the way.
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      Three hours later, Lucy was ready to spit nails when Taylor drove her from the clinic back to the farm. She was right—she hadn’t needed stitches. Only a good cleaning, a butterfly bandage, and some strong antibiotics as a precaution.

      Taylor had paid, which was the only consolation to the entire waste of time. She’d also footed the bill for the prescription of pain pills, but then immediately declared that she’d dole them out as needed, as though Lucy was some sort of addict who needed watching.

      Lucy thought about the oxycodone in Billy’s bathroom and felt the heat rise up her neck.

      Cate was watching Johnny, and Ginger, but Lucy was anxious to get back to them.

      When they pulled into the driveway, she stomped into the house, greeting Ginger at the door before going to pick Johnny up from the couch and holding him close.

      He whined, wanting back down.

      Lucy opened her laptop to the office files to finish what she’d said she’d do, so she wouldn’t have to hear from Taylor that she was slacking.

      Taylor came in behind her.

      “You don’t have to do that today. Why don’t you lay down with Johnny? I know your hand hurts.”

      “I’m fine.”

      Taylor left her alone and, working clumsily with one hand, Lucy answered emails, most of them requiring nothing more than a copy and paste from a canned response sheet Anna had written up. Yes, we have dogs for adoption, and yes, you will have to pay a small adoption fee per animal to cover vaccines, spay/neuter, and microchip, etcetera, etcetera—it was a task a third grader could do, and Lucy was glad when she’d responded to the last one and could move on to something else.

      Ginger was fine and lay under Lucy’s chair. Occasionally she stood, stretched, then circled, dropping herself at Lucy’s feet again. She also let out a few sad sighs, as though she felt the pain that was inhabiting her mistress’ hand, crawling up the arm minute by aching minute.

      Lucy reached down and gave her a pat with her good hand. Ginger had the freedom to go anywhere in the house or yard, yet she chose to stay right there. That bit of devotion was something that you couldn’t put a price on. And, even if Taylor had teased Lucy about changing her views of the bonds between humans and dogs, it was worth it to know that Ginger preferred her above all others.

      She paused to hold her hand in the air for a few minutes, letting the throbbing subside before beginning again.

      Using Anna’s notes scrawled onto a small pad, she hunted and pecked with her good hand, quickly updating their website with the new dogs and details, then posting the few found dogs’ photos to the listed find-my-dog sites in case there were owners out there looking for them.

      One dog, listed as a black Chow, looked especially sad, his shiny dark eyes casting a glow from the flash. Lucy hoped his family were online looking so that he could go home.

      When she’d gotten through all the photos, she clicked onto internet explorer and logged into her own email account, feeling uneasy and nervous that Maxwell might’ve written her.

      There was nothing from Maxwell but, as she scanned through the junk mail, she saw an email from a landlord from an apartment she’d had a short time in Atlanta before meeting Maxwell. It was dated from several months back.

      She clicked it open, scanning the message.

      ‘As of the 15th of this month, you are being notified of the charges against you on the grounds of malicious property damage and failure to communicate. Neighbors alerted me to the fact that water was leaking through their ceiling from your apartment above, and after numerous unanswered calls and investigation it was found that you knowingly and maliciously left on every spigot in the dwelling, as well as scattered opened cans of sardines and other rotted debris from room to room before abandoning the property. A court hearing is set for the charges, property damages will be assessed, and failure to appear will result in a warrant for your arrest. See attached legal request, and court notices, as duplicated on the door of premises.’

      

      Lucy read down, feeling more nauseated with each line. The email was sent months before, but it was long after she’d left that property and moved into the hotel. Years ago! And malicious property damage? How did that even happen? She hadn’t left any water running, or any trash behind. She’d left the apartment clean and secure, giving the keys to the neighbor to turn in for her. And there was no doubt she would never even have something as nasty as sardines in her apartment.

      It was a set up. She knew without a doubt that Maxwell did it, yet she also knew she’d never be able to prove it. He couldn’t get her for what she’d done to him without dragging his own name through the mud, so he was going to get her on other charges—for crimes she didn’t commit.

      She felt numb. What was the use in fighting it? And what about paying for the damages that she didn’t do? With what was she supposed to pay? Her good looks? And did they now have a warrant out for her arrest? Possibly even a criminal record?

      Taylor would be livid, and Lucy didn’t blame her. Feeling worse by the second, she laid her head on the table and released a small scream of frustration.

      Ginger rose quickly and nudged her elbow.

      “Ginger,” Lucy said, looking down at her. “What are we going to do now?”

      In reply, Ginger thumped her tail on the hardwood floor, as though telling Lucy that whatever it was they should do, they’d get through it together. Lucy wished it could be that simple.

      She’d have to tell Taylor, and that was going to be quite the shit storm. If her sister was pissed off about the dog fight fiasco, just wait until Lucy really rained on her parade. Taylor was going to have to run Lucy’s records and see if there was a warrant.

      But, first, she’d put a call in to Shane. If she could get him to come over and be there to referee what was sure to be a throw down between her and Taylor, that would be all the better.
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      Lucy sat at the table across from Shane and Sam. Hours had passed since she’d found out that she was in yet another mess, but she’d held out telling Taylor until Shane could be there. As promised, he’d dropped everything and headed their way.

      Taylor had come home and listened calmly to her explain the email, at least until Lucy got to the part about a warrant for her arrest.

      Then she’d popped out of her chair like a jack-in-the-box and started pulling tomatoes, garlic, and an onion from the top wire basket hanging over the sink. Once she set them out on the bar, she went back for potatoes.

      “What are you doing, Taylor?” she asked her.

      “I’m starting the sauce for tonight’s dinner,” Taylor said. “Spanish chicken and potatoes over basmati rice. I promised Sam we’d have something new, and this is it. Once I get the sauce simmering it will be fragrant and comforting. After you eat, I’ll give you something for pain so you can sleep tonight.”

      “She likes to cook to calm herself down,” Sam answered, raising an eyebrow at Lucy across the table.

      His eyes roved over her bandaged hand and Lucy was surprised he hadn’t jumped on the lecture bandwagon about the pros and cons of inserting herself in the middle of a ruckus.

      “Yeah, I think I know my own sister,” Lucy said. It pissed her off that Sam thought he knew Taylor better than she did. “Come and sit down, Taylor. We have to figure this out. Cooking will solve nothing.”

      “For someone who doesn’t like cooking, you sure enjoy stirring the pot,” Shane said under his breath.

      Their words were ignored as Taylor went to the small pantry, rummaging around until she emerged with a bottle of olive oil. Lucy recognized the pinched look. It was the one Taylor held when she was doing all she could to keep from crying.

      She couldn’t blame her. First her situation with Maxwell, then Jarret’s death. The dog fight, and now another mess with the old apartment.

      Lucy sighed. Why did trouble seem to find her wherever she went? She didn’t mean to drag Taylor into it, either. She wished she were a hugger, but, since she wasn’t, she could only use her words. “I’m sorry, Taylor. This is not my fault this time. I swear I didn’t do that damage. Why would I?”

      “Whether you did or not, if that’s a legit notice you’ll have to appear in court.”

      It sounded like Taylor wasn’t so sure, and Lucy felt hurt.

      “But first we’ll ask for a continuance to give us more time to prepare,” Shane said. “I’d like to go talk to your neighbors. Find out if any of them saw anything.”

      “My old neighbors? That place was a revolving door and they’re probably all long gone. Even if they are still there, one was a single mom with four kids who barely ever came out. Another was a retired librarian below me who I only saw twice a month lugging his new stack of books up. The only time we talked was when he went door to door looking for his lost cat. I never ever saw him with a bag of groceries, so I think he’s some kind of cat-loving alien.”

      “It was his apartment that got flooded?” Shane asked.

      Lucy shrugged. “I guess. Now he’ll really hate me, especially if his cat got wet.”

      “What other neighbors may have seen something?” Sam said.

      “Well, there’s the couple next to me who were one minute screaming at each other and the next pounding their headboard against our shared wall. But I’ll bet no one saw a thing. Or at least that’s what they’ll say. In that neighborhood you keep your mouth shut.”

      “Well, it’s good to at least ask before you have to appear,” Sam said.

      Taylor disappeared behind the refrigerator door, coming out with a bunch of parsley leaves and a big purple vegetable of some unknown sort in one hand, and a large pack of chicken breasts in the other, which she slapped down on the counter as though trying to shock the poultry back into life. She grabbed a knife from the butcher block and picked up the onion.

      Shane stood. “I need to get back to work, but one last thing. It’s your choice, Lucy, if you show up in court or not. Your name was on the lease and the notice the landlord sent. So, if you don’t show, be prepared because then you’ll be in a worse situation. It’s best for us to do some investigating and come into court prepared to plead our case.”

      “I agree with Shane,” Taylor said. “If you’re innocent, unfortunately you’ll have to prove it. You’d better accept his help.” She stopped moving and turned around to face them. Her eyes were misty with frustrated tears.

      “Yeah, tell that to all the innocent people sitting behind bars just because they didn’t have the money to pay a real lawyer,” Lucy said.

      She met Taylor’s eyes and they both froze. They knew all too well about innocent people going to jail.

      Lucy looked at Shane. He looked too eager to jump into the fray with her. But then, what choice did she have but to accept his help?

      “Could she actually get jail time?” Taylor asked, her voice incredulous. “For something she didn’t do?”

      Shane waved his hand in the air. “Let’s not think like that. We’ll take it one step at a time, and we’ll figure it out.”

      Lucy shrugged, but her sister didn’t look convinced. More like terrified. Taylor stood there with the knife in one hand, the onion in the other. But she couldn’t hide the fear, and it reminded Lucy of Ginger huddled in her dog kennel that night, trembling as she waited for the next person to hurt her.

      “I’ll just figure this out myself,” Lucy said. “Don’t worry about me.”

      With that decided, she stood and stomped out of the kitchen in a show of outrage, pushing against the swinging door hard enough to rock the house.

      “You seem a bit overly upset about this, Taylor,” Shane said when the door settled.

      Taylor came and sat down at the table, her head in her hands for a moment before she looked up.

      “There’s more. I haven’t told Lucy yet, but Anna called me on my way over here. When she signed into our rescue software, that Lucy last touched, all the files were erased. Dog photos, adoption applications, foster reports, it’s all gone.”

      “Oh, shit,” Shane said.

      “Yeah, and it took me some steady talking to convince Anna that Lucy would never do such a thing.”

      “Why would she? What could she gain from that?”

      Taylor shrugged. “Nothing. That’s just it. Maybe a long time ago she’d sabotage something just for the fun of it, but not now. The new and improved Lucy wouldn’t do that.”

      But a teeny tiny piece of Taylor wondered if it were Lucy’s way of retaliation against the fact that their rescue and boarding business was taking the center role of their family’s life. Lucy hated change. Always had.

      But someone did it. And Lucy was the last one on that hard drive.

      Thank the heavens that Anna was such a stickler for protocol and had backed up the files a few days before. So, not all was lost, hopefully.

      “Lucy won’t take it too kindly if she thinks she’s the main suspect in the whole situation. Especially with this new stuff about the apartment she rented.”

      “Something sounds fishy about it all happening at the same time,” Shane said. “Let’s don’t start pointing fingers yet.”

      Taylor wouldn’t, but it was all so complex and confusing. Deep down, she knew that Lucy wouldn’t do any of it—but it felt so frustrating that every time she thought her sister had left her old life of turmoil behind and was settling into a new beginning, something had to come screw it all up and push her back into the dysfunction she was known for.

      And Jarret’s death. It was so senseless. So unthinkable.

      When would it be enough?

      When could her family just be settled and happy, with no drama?

      “I want to go talk to that landlord,” Taylor said. “Find out what really happened. I know Lucy used to get into all kinds of trouble, but I need to know for myself.”

      “Give me a few days,” Shane said. “I want to see what I can dig up first.”
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      Taylor thought back to something Cecil once told her. “You meet people for a reason. Either they’re a blessin’ or a lesson.” On that note, Daniel’s wife, Betty, was turning out to be quite the surprise. When Taylor got to the department to check in for the day and ready herself for another interview in Jarret’s death investigation, Betty was already in the lobby and chit-chatting with their dispatch clerk, Dottie, about the absolute perfection of Georgia peaches compared to anywhere else in the states.

      Obviously, Betty didn’t want to wait for someone to come to her.

      Taylor watched her for a minute, noticing how Betty exuded an air of timeless elegance that seemed to transcend the passing years. Her salt-and-pepper hair was carefully styled, and she had a regal presence, standing tall with grace and poise.

      Her choice of attire reflected a timeless sense of fashion, with a touch of classic elegance. She wore a simple navy-blue dress, tastefully accessorized with a strand of pearls. As she entered the conference room, she carried herself with an air of confidence, yet Taylor could still pick up on her slight nervousness.

      Thankfully it didn’t appear that she had mentioned to Dottie what she needed to talk about, and Taylor showed her quickly to the conference room and shut the door behind them. They both took a chair and Betty pulled a document from her large purse and put it on the table.

      “Before I give you this DNA, I want you to sign this,” she said.

      “What is it?” Taylor asked.

      “I made it up quickly, but it states that you swear that my husband is not a suspect in whatever case you are investigating.”

      “Mrs. Cooper, your husband came up as sharing DNA with the person whose sample we have in custody. It is as detailed as saying they are fourth cousins. I assure you that Mr. Cooper is not the target of our investigation. But, if you’d like me to sign the paper, I can do that, too.”

      Betty had a bead of sweat over her lip and she used the back of her hand to wipe it away.

      “Excuse me. That wasn’t ladylike. I’m just so nervous. Daniel would never forgive me if this somehow came back on him.”

      “Mrs. Cooper, I do have to advise you that if the sample from your husband eventually leads us to our suspect, it will probably come out how we tracked him. Let’s just hypothetically say we arrest someone after a long investigation, from Daniel’s DNA. Then they get a trial. Defense lawyers. We will have to disclose exactly how we got to that point, as well as all the evidence and how we got that. Meaning, you. Do you still want to do this?”

      Taylor held her breath, praying the woman didn’t jump up from the chair and run.

      It appeared that she was thinking about it. She hesitated way too long and Taylor had her own beads of sweat, but then Betty pulled a gallon-sized plastic bag from her purse. Inside it was a toothbrush and a few cotton ear swabs that appeared to have wax on them.

      “Let’s trade. I gave you my word that I’d do this, and I don’t go back on that,” she said, then handed it to Taylor. “If there’s a criminal out there and I can help bring them to justice, I want to do my part. Lord knows I haven’t done anything else worthwhile in my life.”

      Taylor smiled gently at her. “I’m sure that’s not true, but thank you.”

      She pulled the document to her, signed and dated it, then sent it back across the table.

      Betty folded it and tucked it into her bag. When she looked up, her eyes were pensive.

      “You know, I always wanted to be a cop. Just like you. But back in my day, it just wasn’t done. My father once confiscated my mother’s pearls until she promised him she’d never curse again. He would’ve had a stroke had I turned down going to college to be a secretary and asked for police academy.” She laughed softly. “I can just see his face now. But he got his way, and I spent my working years in jobs that I hated. I hope you love what you do, Deputy Gray.”

      “Oh, I do,” Taylor said. “I was born for this job. I have a need to take care of everyone around me, or at least that’s what my mother says.”

      Suddenly she realized she’d started thinking of Cate as her mother, and not Cate.

      “I bet she’s really proud of you,” Betty said, standing now and gathering her purse. “I’d better get back. Daniel thinks I’m having a girls’ spa day, then dinner and cocktails. I have to hit the road to make good time, so he doesn’t ask questions.”

      Taylor joined her at the door. She wanted to ask if she could contact her again if she needed any more family information, but Betty had done enough for today. No need to scare her off completely.

      “I can’t thank you enough, Mrs. Cooper.”

      “Yes, you can. Do it by solving the case,” Betty said. She leaned in and gave Taylor a warm hug, then turned and disappeared down the hall.

      Taylor went back into the room and shut the door again. She texted Sam and flagged it as urgent. She hoped he wasn’t too deep in an engine and could get away.

      DNA in hand. Please come get it and drive it to Brandon in Atlanta.

      Now she had to sneak around and log the evidence into the system before Sam arrived, and she didn’t have much time because a woman had called in and wanted to meet with her about Jarret’s case. She might be a witness to something.

      Or at least that is what Taylor was praying for. They needed a break in the case.

      Once she’d documented the evidence from Betty, Taylor went to the bullpen.

      “Good morning,” she said, and Penner looked up.

      “Morning, Sleuth.”

      He’d begun calling her that a few months ago and she thought it was funny, but it really irked Shane for some reason.

      And that’s probably why Penner kept it up.

      “What’re you working on?” she asked him, though she had a good idea what it was. There was only one part of his job that had him working that intently.

      “How does this sound for my lead Blotter?” he leaned back in his chair and began reading from his screen. “Nothing fat about our town’s Albert and good thing because he set off his own alarm when he forgot his keys to his Hock and Shop Pawn and found himself crawling through the very dog door he installed for his now doggone (or should we say long-gone?) cocker spaniel, Riff.”

      Taylor laughed. “Seriously?” Why didn’t he just go home and get the keys?”

      Penner smiled. “Don’t know. But he was already in there filling his till when Grimes and Kuno arrived to catch the intruder. Just about scared poor Albert to death.”

      “Are you really going to print that in the newspaper? Albert isn’t going to like it.”

      He nodded. “Sure am. Favorite part of my job. Wait—did you hear about the report Grimes had to go take from Mrs. Butterman?”

      “No, what?”

      “She thinks someone has been stealing her mail because her birthday was last week, and she only received half the birthday cards she usually does. Grimes told her the other half of her friends probably died within the last year. Jeez, she’s ninety-something years old.”

      “That’s mean, Penner,” Taylor said, biting her lip to keep from smiling. “You really need to get some more hobbies going.”

      He struck his chest with his fist as though he’d been stabbed. “Ouch. To the heart. Which, speaking of, I might be seeing someone.”

      That stopped Taylor in her tracks. She whirled her chair around to get a better look.

      “Tell me more.” Penner dating? Now that should be the top of the news. Not Mrs. Butterman’s birthday cards.

      “Nope,” Penner said. “Bad luck unless we’ve made it to three dates. We’re on number two and my lips are zipped.” He was so pleased with himself that they were both laughing when they turned back to their own work.

      Taylor hoped it worked out for him.

      The light on her desk phone was blinking and Taylor listened to the voicemails. There were four and all were from Debbie, Jarret’s mom, asking if they knew anything yet. In all of them it sounded like she was in tears, her voice slow and robotic as she pleaded for Taylor to call her back.

      Taylor didn’t have anything she could tell her, and she’d talked to her the night before and told her that. It was breaking her heart that Debbie was so devastated.

      She’d call her later, after the next interview.

      Right now, she had to get some things done. Sheriff was allowing her to work Jarret’s case, but, if she didn’t keep up with her other stuff, he could easily pull her and let Shane do it alone. She didn’t want that. Shane didn’t have the emotional investment in it that she did, and she wanted to make sure nothing was missed.

      Still yet, she barely had time to open her computer and complete a few admin tasks when Dottie rang her and said her next interview was there.

      “Please get a copy of their identifications and then put them in interview room one, please,” Taylor said.

      She had hoped to be able to sneak in some online investigating into Lucy’s troubles. Why was it when one thing happened it brought on a whole slew of things? There wasn’t enough time in the day to fix everything in her life that needed fixing.

      It took Taylor another fifteen minutes to finish what she was doing so that she could close her screen; then she went down the hall and slowly opened the door to the room, peeking in to make sure they were there before going all the way in.

      A woman and two preteen boys sat there. Both the boys were on their smartphones, and the woman sat there—arms crossed—and one of her legs bouncing up and down in a nervous jitter.

      “Hi, I’m Deputy Gray,” Taylor said, coming in and taking a seat across from them.

      “I’m Pam Walters and these are my sons, Zach and Jon.” Her leg went still, and she straightened in her chair.

      The boys barely looked up, but at least one of them gave a nod.

      “How can I help you, Ms. Walters?” Taylor asked.

      “I came in because we were camping right across the water from that group of kids that Jarret Clark was with the night of his death. My boys asked their dad to take them and, when he said no, they wanted to go alone to fish. They’re not old enough for that yet, much to their disappointment, but then they talked me into it. We took all their gear, including a tent, and canoed out to that little island … you know the one?”

      Taylor nodded. She knew exactly where it was. She’d taken Diesel to it numerous times to run around, and everyone around the lake referred to it as Dog Island. There was only room for one campsite, maybe two, and it didn’t need a permit.

      “Yeah, I know that one. Did you see something?”

      Pam looked unsure. “Well, not really. I mean, we heard them getting rowdy. The music and all, like teenagers do, you know? I wanted to go to sleep, but it was impossible with all that racket. Their fire was too big, too. Made me nervous. I mean, not for us, because we were on the island, but they could’ve set the whole campground on fire.”

      “Okay, so did you hear anything that you think we should know?” She hid her impatience.

      Both the boys looked up, suddenly alert.

      “Yeah, we heard something and saw something,” one of the boys said, his eyes barely visible under the hat and mop of blonde hair over his forehead.

      “Tell me,” Taylor said. She took out a pen and let it hover over her notebook. “First, which one are you?”

      “I’m Zach, the oldest. So, the group was getting loud, and, for a long time, it sounded like they were having fun. Then just when Mom was going to call them in for being a nuisance, the music turned off and it was crazy quiet.”

      The brother and Pam nodded.

      “I was thrilled, and I went into the tent and to bed,” Pam nodded.

      Zach leaned forward, excited. “Jon and I stayed up and, about forty-five minutes later, we saw the headlights of a vehicle that was parked over there. It backed up and then disappeared down the dirt road, but then the lights appeared on down the bank some.”

      “We heard car doors and then a huge splash,” Jon said.

      He was so matter of fact about it that Taylor nearly thought she’d misheard him.

      “A big splash?” she asked.

      All three of them nodded.

      “Yes, it was a huge splash,” Pam confirmed. “I wasn’t asleep yet because there were mosquitos in the tent, so I heard it, too.”

      Zach picked it up. “Then more car doors slammed, and the lights started backing out, then left. I figured it was just them throwing away trash, so they didn’t have to carry it home.”

      “Then what?” Taylor asked, her pulse racing.

      “Then nothing,” Pam said. “I really didn’t think about it again, but I saw on Facebook today that someone said the autopsy proved the Clark boy was alive when he went in the water. It jogged my memory of the headlights and the splash. I talked to the boys, and they corroborated what I thought I saw and heard, and I called it in.”

      “Don’t believe everything you read on Facebook,” Taylor said. She hated how social media spread things so fast. “Did you happen to take any photos?”

      “No, you couldn’t see anything but headlights. It was dark,” Pam said.

      “Could you make out if it was a car, truck, or what kind of vehicle?” Taylor asked.

      The boys both shook their heads.

      “Oh, but the headlights were high up, so I think it had to be a truck,” Zach said.

      “Do you think it was them? Those kids he was with?” Jon asked.

      “Could’ve been some random killer who picked Jarret up walking,” Zach said. “They tried to rob him, took his money, and dumped him in the lake.”

      “We don’t want to make any assumptions,” Taylor said. “This could be something, or, like you said, someone throwing something else into the water. But I appreciate you coming in and I’ll talk about this to the lead detective. Did Dottie get your phone numbers?”

      Pam nodded.

      Taylor showed them out, then went back to the interview room and wrote up the notes before she could forget anything. This was the hard part of any investigation, when it was all just little bits and pieces, and nothing was coming together yet.

      All they could do was keep working it and hope that something broke. Taylor couldn’t help but feel that Jarret was all around her, waiting for her to figure it all out.
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      Lucy felt the ache in her feet and her knees the most, but she had to admit she’d had a fairly good first few nights at her new job, and getting her mind off her troubles helped to lift the black cloud that threatened to consume her for the last few days. A bout of depression was on her tail and getting closer.

      However, the reprieve wasn’t for long because all day she hadn’t been able to get Taylor out of her head. Her sister was furious with her for leaving the farm, but Lucy needed some space and God knows she needed the funds. So, when she’d found the online community board and saw the ad stating waitresses were needed at a restaurant in Ellijay, she took off there and applied, and was hired on the spot.

      Advertised as casual and unpretentious, Lucy was glad to see it really was and that her flip flops, T-shirts, and jeans were all she needed to start work. When she’d seen another dog lounging under a table, she’d worked up the courage to ask the owner if Ginger could hang out there too and, when he said yes, that had made things even better.

      Her new job was an interesting one. Her fondest customer, one she hoped would return, was an elderly man who sat down in her section. When he’d finished his fish tacos, he’d drained his glass of red wine, paid the bill, then tipped her twenty dollars. In celebration of her arrival to Ellijay, he’d said.

      Lucy saw Ginger under a table lying beside the restaurant’s mascot, Chiwi. Smaller than Ginger, he was the one she’d seen that first day, a cute little butter-colored fellow. Lucy stopped to pat both on the head before cleaning her last table; loading her tray with the dishes and glasses as she thought through the last few nights at Lakeside Grill.

      There were other colorful characters, too, and the restaurant held a cool vibe with its open-air tiki feel and the dockside seating area where the customers could look out over the water as they waited. Inside, the tables were highly glossed—but old-fashioned—picnic tables making up a setting that begged one to just throw back a few beers and unwind.

      That didn’t apply to Lucy, but she was glad her section had stayed full all evening, keeping her running back and forth to the kitchen and the bar to keep her customers happy. Now her tables were empty and all she needed to do was balance her till and she’d be done.

      She couldn’t wait to get a bath and off her feet.

      “You know, this used to be nothing but a large Cherokee trading center,” someone said behind her.

      She turned to find Shane leaning against the bar, sipping from a tall beer stein, almost unrecognizable in such a different and laid-back setting.

      “What are you doing here?” she asked.

      “Your sister told me you got a job here. Moved out of your boathouse. I came to see why you’d do such a foolish thing when we still don’t know if your stalker has his sights on you.”

      He’d used the word we as though he really cared, but Lucy wasn’t convinced. Taylor and Sam were probably paying him to try to wash away all the trouble she’d caused.

      She pulled the towel from her waistband and used it to wipe an invisible streak from the table closest to the bar, giving her time to think.

      “Look, Shane,” she said, turning around to face him. “It’s like this. My sister and I are very different.”

      He laughed slightly, nodding his head. “Uh—yeah. I think I’ve noticed that.”

      Lucy hesitated. Was he implying that Taylor was nicer? Even prettier?

      “What is that supposed to mean?” she asked.

      “It means whatever you want it to. Of course, you and Taylor are different. For one thing, I noticed Taylor can be cooperative, but to get you to do something you don’t want to do is like trying to put a cat in a bag.” He took another swig of his beer.

      “You and everybody else over there at the happy house for dogs have only seen one side of Taylor. She’s not as innocent as you make her sound, believe me,” Lucy said, her irritation rising.

      “So, I get it. This is what this is all about. You’re mad at your sister.”

      “No, Shane. This,” she waved her hand around the restaurant, “is called a job. I need to make money so that I can get a new start.”

      “Really? Taylor says you don’t have any family anywhere else except a grandmother in Florida. So, tell me what it is that you want to run to? Atlanta? Perhaps it’s you that can’t cut the ties with your old boyfriend?”

      She turned away from him and went to the register stand she’d used that night. Quickly she disengaged the till and pulled it out, setting it on a nearby table. Then she ran her nightly report and, when it printed, ripped it off and sat down in front of the till.

      Ignoring Shane and his arrogant attitude, she counted the money and then balanced it against her report.

      It was off by seven dollars.

      She counted again, feeling a flush creeping up her neck. Was he still back there? Watching her?

      When the till came up short again, she plucked seven dollars from her apron pocket and added it to the drawer, then bagged up all the store money and took it to the office. The owner of the restaurant, Bobby, was on the phone and, when he saw Lucy, hung up.

      “So how do you like it?” he asked, smiling widely. “Are you catching Ellijay fever yet?”

      “I don’t know about that, but the job’s great,” Lucy said. “I like the vibe.”

      “The customers like you. You’re friendly without lingering too long in their business. Looks like you’ve done this gig enough to be pretty good at it.”

      She shrugged. He was right. She’d had more than her share of waitress jobs, but she wished she could venture into something that didn’t require hours on her feet and begging for tips. She thought of the first few weeks at the luxury hotel and how proud she’d been of the job. Until Maxwell had messed it up for her, that is.

      “Have you ever thought about modeling?” Bobby asked, scrutinizing her face.

      “I’m not the model type,” she said, picturing a Victoria’s Secret model all done up in lacy underthings. “Unless you like the combat boots and death stare sort of pinup girl?”

      He laughed.

      “I do some photography when I’m not trying to run this place. You have an interesting face. And that’s not a pickup line.” He held his palms in the air. “Let me know if you ever feel like getting some shots done. I’m always looking for someone to practice on.”

      Her chest felt heavy. Like she wanted to cry. She tried to shake it off.

      “Did you get some of that jambalaya?”

      Lucy shook her head. It had smelled heavenly, but she hadn’t had a chance to even take a break all night. She wouldn’t tell him that. Didn’t want him to think she was whining.

      “Ole Mick and Barry will be offended if you don’t partake of their specialty. You should know that in advance,” he said teasingly. “They’ll hound you until you give in.”

      “I’ll take some home with me.” And she planned on it, too. Mick and Barry were the musicians for the night, but they were also chefs, and, between tunes, they’d tended to their jambalaya like it was a pot of gold, dropping loads of sausage and fat shrimp into the buttery sauce. Judging by the customers going back for more than one serving, she believed it must have tasted as good as it smelled.

      Bobby held his hand out for the money bag, and she gave it to him. She thought of the seven dollars from her tips that would’ve been put to good use in her gas tank. Right through her fingers it went, as always.

      “See you tomorrow night?” he asked.

      “Tomorrow night. Seven o’clock.” She went out the door, letting it close behind her as she peered toward the bar.

      Damn. He’s still there.

      And he was waiting for her. When he saw her come out, he stood and came to her, holding a plastic bag.

      “Your jambalaya. Some guy handed it to me after he saw us talking. Said to give it to you. You want it?”

      Lucy grabbed it. No sense being an idiot about good food.

      “Is there some reason you are here?” she asked him, her tone a bit more biting than she’d planned.

      “We need to talk. I’ll drive you home.”

      “I drove myself,” Lucy said, then let out a low whistle. Ginger came trotting over, her tail wagging. “We can talk outside at my car.”

      He followed her out and, after she stopped and let Ginger water a small tuft of grass, she went to the car and opened the door.

      Ginger jumped in and Lucy leaned in to set the bag on the console, piquing the dog’s interest and setting her nose to wiggling curiously.

      “No, Ginger, don’t touch,” she said, then turned and straightened again, ready to finish up with Shane and get home.

      “Where are you staying?” he asked.

      “Are you trying to ask me my place or yours?” she said, raising her eyebrows. She was taunting him. Sort of. He definitely wasn’t hard on the eyes, and being in a man’s arms, even as a one-nighter, might help her feel better for a minute, but she was also pretty sure he wasn’t interested. She vaguely remembered Taylor mentioning that he might have a girlfriend. Or fiancée.

      “Is that an invitation?” Shane said, raising his eyebrows right back at her.

      “What do you want to tell me?” Lucy asked, irritated that she couldn’t faze him with her sarcasm. Maybe even a little taken aback by his question.

      “I went to Atlanta.”

      She felt her heart skip a beat.

      “You did? What happened? Did you talk to the landlord and tell him it wasn’t me? Is he going to drop the charges?”

      Shane held his hand up. “Hang on a minute. Not so fast. First, I went around and asked a few questions of your neighbors.”

      “And?”

      “No one saw anything, but the single mother with four kids actually isn’t single and she said she’s glad both of you are gone so her husband can keep his eyes to himself.” Shane grinned.

      “I don’t even know what she’s talking about. I’ve never seen a man going into her apartment,” Lucy said. “What about the weird book-guy?”

      “He didn’t want to let me in, but he stood outside his apartment and claimed he didn’t know who I was talking about. I reminded him that he knocked on your door once, looking for his cat, and he said he didn’t have a cat.”

      “Are you sure you talked to the right guy? He lives directly below my apartment. He knows exactly who I am. Did you tell him I was in the apartment over his? You must have talked to the wrong tenant.”

      “I’m sure it was him. He was a small, nerdy guy who even answered the door with a book in his hand. How many men do you know who walk around with a book?” Shane smiled, tilting his head as though he were the most charming guy in the world.

      “Well, what about the couple next door?”

      “They weren’t home. Or, at least, they didn’t answer the door. But I talked to the landlord. He said he did have a camera in the hall, and it shows the back of you as you entered the apartment a day before the lower floor began to flood.”

      “That’s not possible,” Lucy said. Her head was spinning. “Did he get a front view? If he did, he’d see it wasn’t me.”

      Shane held his hands up. “He said the camera mysteriously stopped working an hour or so after that frame. I asked him to forward the footage to me so I can fiddle with it, but it doesn’t matter now. After I talked him to death, he agreed that if you pay for the damages that the insurance doesn’t cover, he’ll drop the charges.”

      “Did he say how much I have to pay?” she asked, irritated that her plan to work things out and go home was now off track yet again.

      “It’s basically his deductible. A thousand dollars.”

      Lucy sighed. A thousand dollars might as well be a million. She was barely making enough to pay her cheap rent, put gas in her car, and buy groceries. Actually, a few cans of instant food and a bag of dog food didn’t really count as buying groceries. She eyed the bag that she’d set on her console. At least tonight she’d eat something decent.

      If she could ever get rid of Shane.

      “Did you tell Taylor?” she asked.

      “Yes, and she said you two would find a way to get the money together. But she’s really upset that you took off like you did, Lucy. Disappearing without even a conversation? Don’t you think that’s a bit juvenile? I can’t blame her for being upset.”

      “Well, I’m really upset that she’s created a perfect little world that doesn’t include me any longer,” Lucy blurted out, then was immediately sorry. She didn’t need him feeling pity for her.

      “I don’t see it that way and I don’t think she does, either,” he said. “You’ve been invited to live there. You have a job there. And both Sam and Taylor want to help you get on your feet. But, most of all, they want you to be safe.”

      Sam and Taylor. Taylor and Sam. Just when had they become one entity?

      “I can take care of myself,” Lucy said. “I always have.”

      “Where are you staying?”

      “Boyd Trailer Park. My boss is giving me a discount on the rent as long as I’m employed at his restaurant. It’s cheap and close to here, so it works for me.”

      Shane shook his head.

      “What?” Lucy asked. Did he think the discount was in return for something else? She felt herself biting the inside of her mouth. She might be desperate, but she wasn’t that far gone.

      “Let’s just say I know of that place. You can’t stay there alone,” he said. “Let’s go get your things and take you back to your sister.”

      Why did he have to remind her again? She was trying to forget about Taylor for a while. She guided herself into the car, putting the keys in the ignition before looking up at him.

      “I’m not alone. I have Ginger. And I’m not going back there to that little kingdom where Taylor is playing house and pretending like everything will be fine.”

      “Why are you so angry, Lucy?” Shane asked, changing his voice to low and slow as he leaned on the car, looking down at her. “Is it too hard to consider that your sister might truly be happy for the first time? Do you want her to be alone and miserable?”

      “Are we through here?” she asked, pulling on the door handle. She wanted to say that her sister wouldn’t be alone—that they had each other. But he’d never understand. No one did.

      He stepped back and she slammed the door; then he motioned for her to open the window.

      She opened it an inch or so. He was really starting to get on her nerves. And it bothered her that his cologne was intoxicating. She didn’t want to like anything about him. After all, he was on Taylor’s side. Not hers.

      “What?” she said.

      “One last thing. You only have a week to come up with the money and wire it to the landlord. We need to all get together and figure this out.”

      She nodded. “Yes, sir.”

      “Can I at least follow you home and make sure you get inside safely?” he asked.

      “Nope,” Lucy said. “I’ve got Ginger and I’ll be just fine. You let Taylor know that, too. Tell her not to worry about me.”

      With that she rolled up the window and put the car in reverse. Shane stepped back to avoid getting his toes run over as she backed up. Just why he got her so worked up, Lucy didn’t know. He’d gone all the way to Atlanta, and then come back and drove to Ellijay when he could’ve just called her. It was all quite a ways out of his stomping grounds and Lucy didn’t know what his intentions were, but she didn’t trust him.

      No one did something for nothing.

      She needed to tell Taylor to cut him loose. Lucy didn’t want to feel like she owed him. Somehow, she’d figure everything out on her own and get her life back on track. But, right now, she just wanted to eat, then sleep, hopefully for the next twelve hours.

      If she could stop seeing the disappointment on Shane’s face, it would help. Part of her wished she’d have gone with him, accepted his silent offer of companionship. Something about him was intriguing. Exasperating, but intriguing all the same. Unlike Sam, Shane was closed off, not letting every emotion or thought be known. She felt like he might even be a safe harbor for someone.

      Out on the main road she turned the radio knob and heard a country and western singer crooning about a lost love. The melody made her feel even sadder than she already was, so she flipped it back off, but the last words reverberated in her head. She thought of Maxwell and how he’d made fun of country music, claiming every song was about trucks, fishing, or cheating. One evening he’d told his wife he had a late meeting and had picked her up, took her to dinner, then out for a drive around some old dirt roads. She wanted to hear music, but he’d switched it off, calling it a distraction.

      He always got what he wanted.

      Except in the end. He’d wanted her, on his terms, but she’d broken that tie forever.

      She looked down at her car, noticing for once how shabby it was with the cloth upholstery and portable cup holder she’d bought at Walmart and crammed into the middle of the front seats. Ginger’s hair was in an extreme falling-out stage and could be seen stuck to the seat, console, and even the side panels on the door. The floor had somehow collected an assortment of items, flung there in hurried moments.

      Luxury wasn’t a word that came to mind when appraising the car—that was for sure. But she’d been tempted by luxury before, almost losing herself in the fantasy of becoming something she wasn’t. First with Maxwell, then in New York with Ian Banfield.

      She could acknowledge that now.

      Maxwell drove a Lincoln Navigator, and the leather was beautiful and of a creamy camel color that smelled new. And, oh, those heated seats. He didn’t appreciate what he had and, as far as Lucy could see, didn’t get any joy from the wealth he’d accumulated. It wasn’t that he didn’t keep it up. He did—not allowing food or drinks in his car and would’ve stroked out if a dog had climbed into his passenger seat. But, still, he acted as though the nice things he owned were expected, not something to be thankful for.

      Beside her, Ginger put her nose to the window and Lucy hit the button to open it a few inches.

      “Just you and me, girl,” she said, reaching over to pat the dog’s neck. “And Johnny. Once I get past this blip, we’ll all be back together. This car might be ugly, but I’d take you and him over a fancy Navigator and heated seats any day.”

      She thought of Taylor, Anna, and Jo. All the kids. Her boy. Cate and Ellis.  It was getting late, but she’d bet that they were all probably lounging around watching a movie at Anna’s place. Jo would be talking through it, tossing popcorn at Levi when he sassed her.

      Taylor would be snuggled under Sam’s arm, no doubt, and Johnny might be stretched across their laps. Anna would be whipping up something sweet.

      Brownies. Or cookies.

      A happy little pseudo family—doing what happy families did.

      And just where did that leave Lucy?

      Alone.

      Except for Ginger. She looked over at her and, between the sheen of tears, whispered a thank you.
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      Marilyn Monroe once said, “I don’t stop when I’m tired. I stop when I’m done,” and Taylor had never felt that quote so deeply. She pulled into the gate, taking note of the bundles of balloons tied to each one, colorful shades of browns and greens bumping against one another. There were vehicles parked everywhere, lined up neatly on either side of the road leading into the farm. It looked like everyone plus had showed up for the boys’ birthday party.

      She looked at her phone to check the time, sighing with relief that she wasn’t late. She still had ten minutes, but she’d bet that Anna was already fussing she hadn’t shown yet.

      It was only early afternoon, but Taylor had already had a busy day of pulling all the records from the office at Whatsadler campground to record who had camped there the night of Jarret’s death, and how to contact them. She’d spoken with three of them, but none so far had seen the same thing that Pam and her boys had seen, nor heard the splash. She still had five more numbers to call but she wasn’t hopeful.

      The biggest problem is that it had happened so late, and most campers had gone to bed by then, as well as their lake was known for big catfish that could make a big splash. Most wouldn’t even consider the sound unusual. They’d brought all the kids in again, including Jarret’s ex-girlfriend, Emerson, but nothing had changed as they told their stories once again.

      Either it was the truth, so it was easy to stick to, or they were pathological liars.

      Taylor wasn’t sure which way her opinion leaned yet.

      She pulled up to her cottage and got out.

      Sam stepped out on the porch, dressed in a baseball outfit and holding a bat. Diesel was right behind him and wore a dog baseball cap, his ears sticking through holes in the sides. He looked hilarious.

      “What are you doing?” Taylor asked, laughing but also appreciating the way the ball pants hugged his leg muscles.

      “We’ve got the batting cage duty,” he said, grinning adorably as he pulled his own hat lower over his eyes. “Diesel is going to bring the balls back in. Or something like that. Right, buddy?”

      Diesel wagged his tail furiously, happy to be a part of anything Sam was doing.

      “You’ve got to hurry up and get dressed,” Sam said. “I’ll see you down at Anna’s.”

      “Okay, but, before I forget, I’ve got late shift again tonight.”

      He frowned, but gave her a peck on the lips; then he and Diesel took off at a jog toward the main house.

      Taylor went inside. She still couldn’t believe how lucky she was that she had someone who worked hard to fit into her family, even if it meant dressing up and probably getting smacked by a few dozen stray softballs. She had no idea how a batting cage had been slipped into a western-themed kid’s party, but she wasn’t asking questions. She was just glad she hadn’t had to coordinate everything.

      She went to her bedroom and quickly got out of her uniform and into her most faded jeans and cowboy shirt, then added the accessories that Anna insisted she wear to match hers.

      After she put her gun away in her safe, and double-checked it was locked, she went to the bathroom. After dabbing her lips with red lipstick, Taylor tied the checkered bandana around her neck. It wasn’t going on her head like a girlie headband as her sister had instructed.

      Lastly, she slid on her scuffed-up cowboy boots, attached the walkie-talkie she was instructed to wear, and was back outside in less than six minutes. As though on camera, the thing blasted with Anna’s voice over it, demanding she hurry and get to the house.

      Taylor didn’t bother to answer. Anna would see her in five minutes.

      She tried to shake off her anxiety. There was so much to do that wasn’t birthday related. Evidence to pour over, calls to Brandon, research on Lucy’s scumbag hotelier, and a myriad of other things. A party was the last thing she felt like being a part of, but she’d do anything for her nephews, and they knew it.

      She’d smile, laugh, and make nice—then get back to work as soon as possible.

      There were people everywhere. Anna had decided it wasn’t just going to be a kids’ party after all. Taylor waved as she went, smiling at one Hart’s Ridge resident after another, as well as kids running everywhere, until she got to Anna’s house and went inside.

      Della Ray and Faire were there, standing over the table with Anna, and they all turned.

      “Taylor,” Anna exclaimed. “Just look at this cake.”

      The cake was a piece of art and Taylor couldn’t even imagine what it cost to have made. It was at least three layers, and the base had several shades of dark green, with the darkest color along the bottom in little dark shrubs. Tall vines of green rose up the sides of the cake, simple yellow flower buds on the top. The cake was farm-themed and boasted a small toy tractor set atop a garden, a split rail fence with trees as a boundary around the whole top.

      It was a work of art. Probably a very expensive one, at that.

      “That’s pretty nice,” Taylor said slowly, raising her eyebrows.

      “Della Ray made it as her gift to the boys,” Anna said.

      Della Ray smiled proudly. “Faire helped me. It took us a few days. We don’t have the stamina we used to, do we, Faire?”

      Faire laughed. “You do. I sure don’t. I can draw, sketch, and paint, but I’d make a mess of a cake. My artistry gene doesn’t go that far. But I was a great baker’s assistant if I do say so myself.”

      Della Ray beamed.

      “And I picked up some delicious pies from Market 50,” Faire added. “No one can beat their pies.”

      “Wow, ladies. You’ve outdone yourselves,” Taylor said. “What a nice gift.”

      “That one is just for the boys. We’ve got a sheet cake to match it for all the guests,” Della Ray said.

      Taylor looked around. “Where are the guests? What are we supposed to do next?”

      Anna laughed and pointed at the door. “They’re all out there having fun! Jo talked me into dropping the agenda and just letting the kids go where they may, do what they want, and come back in for a slice of cake when they get hungry. We’ll have our own cake and ice cream, with candles and singing, when all the guests go home.”

      That sounded like a phenomenal idea to Taylor.

      “Margaret’s here with Hayley,” Anna said. “Still breaks my heart to see Hayley without her mom. Sissy is missing so much.”

      “But Margaret seems to be aging backwards,” Della Ray said. “She’s really stepped up for that baby and she’s doing a wonderful job raising her.”

      The atmosphere was suddenly heavy, until Anna took a huge pack of wieners from the fridge and handed them to Faire. “Please make a slit in these. Della Ray, can you get the buns from the pantry? Jo and Eldon are getting ready to slap these on the grill soon over at their saloon.”

      “Oh, my, what they did with that shed is just ingenious,” Della Ray said. “The kids are loving it. Popcorn, s’mores, all kinds of goodies.”

      “Dad’s out there somewhere,” Anna said. “With a different girlfriend now.”

      “Oh, really. You met her?” Taylor asked.

      Anna nodded. Della Ray and Faire pretended to be busy pointing out a flaw on the side of the cake, but Taylor could tell they were listening. Jackson Gray’s life was always too juicy to look away from.

      “Yep. She’s nice. Reminds me of you.”

      “How so?”

      “She’s kind of quiet. Practical. If they make it, she’ll keep him on the straight and narrow, like you’ve been trying to do.”

      Taylor laughed. She was thrilled that he’d made it to the party. Levi and Teague would be, too. Her dad was trying harder to be a better grandpa and his efforts were paying off. The kids loved having him around and, from what Taylor could tell, he really was trying to stay sober.

      “Now that your father has cleaned himself up, he’s quite the charmer,” Della Ray said. “I’m proud of him.”

      Taylor was, too, but she was cautiously optimistic that he could keep it up. She wasn’t going to hold her breath on it. He’d cleaned up before. “So, what do you want me to do?” she asked Anna, ready for her marching orders.

      “I just need you to go out there and be safety. You’ve got an eye for trouble, so you’re on security. If you see any kids—or adults, I guess—squabbling, then work your magic. And I don’t mean throw the cuffs on them. I don’t want anyone leaving my party crying,” Anna said.

      The ladies laughed.

      “I can do that,” Taylor said. “But Sam said I was on batting cage duty.”

      Anna rolled her eyes to the ceiling.

      “That’s just because he can’t bear to be without you for ten minutes. I’m sure he’s fine and, don’t forget, you used to flinch when the ball would come at you. Don’t forget our short foray into being on the church softball team.”

      “I was thirteen,” Taylor said, sticking her finger at the very edge of the cake, then licking the frosting. It was quite good. “And I was shy. It wasn’t like we knew anyone. We were just there for the softball.”

      Her walkie-talkie went off and Sam’s voice came over.

      “Need ice at the ball station. Got a finger,” he said.

      Taylor grabbed the walkie talkie and pushed the button. “Yours or a kid’s finger?”

      “10-4.” He replied, not answering the question.

      “Men are idiots,” Anna said. “Here, I’ll make it up and you can just take it to him. Either way, he needs ice. I just hope it’s not a bad injury.”

      Taylor was at the booth in five minutes and saw Sam standing next to Corbin.

      “Who’s injured?” she asked.

      Corbin held up his left hand and grimaced.

      “Me. And, wouldn’t you know it, it got my playing hand. It’s Sam’s fault. He threw the ball inside.”

      “I did not,” Sam said. “That was a strike. You just can’t hit.”

      “Stop it. You sound like two little boys.” She looked at Corbin’s fingers and saw the middle finger was swelling quickly and she put the bag of ice on it. “Hold that on there and you’ll be fine. Did y’all run off all the kids?”

      “They’re at the saloon, gorging on treats,” Corbin said. “Thank goodness they’ve already come through my event and some of them were pretty good at the lasso, but they got bored.”

      “I’m going to make an executive decision and nix the fire-making activities,” Taylor said. “You just might be accident-prone, Corbin.”

      “Gee, thanks. Too hot for that, anyway,” he said.

      “Where’s Hank?” Taylor looked around but didn’t see the dog.

      “Hanging out with Levi,” Corbin replied. “Hey—on that. I think I want to go ahead and make it official.”

      Taylor raised her eyebrows, giving him a sly smile. “Oh, okay. So, you think it’s a done deal, yeah?”

      “You’re adopting Hank?” Sam asked, looking from Corbin to Taylor. “Wasn’t he the one who came to the farm looking beaten down?”

      “Hank or Corbin?” Taylor asked, and they all laughed.

      Cate walked up and joined the group. Johnny on her hip. “I’ll answer that. Yes, Hank had a rough start of his own. He's terrified of loud noises, explosions, and gunfire. He was an amazing support animal to his first handler, but he still has fears from his way back past that haunt him.”

      Taylor watched the curtain fall over Corbin's eyes. She had no doubt that he and Hank had bonded because Corbin recognized the echoes of his own trauma within the dog's emotions. Their shared scars had probably formed an unspoken bond.

      “Corbin wants to make it official,” Taylor said, catching Cate up.

      She clapped her hands, looking a little pleased with herself. “That would be great, but you’ll have to tread carefully with him, Corbin. Fireworks displays on the Fourth of July might be too overwhelming, and other loud noises. No target practice around him, for sure.”

      Corbin nodded. “I don't mind. That’s the least I could do. He’s already filled my life with so much more than I could have ever anticipated. I never realized how much I needed someone like Hank,” Corbin confessed, his voice filled with sincerity.

      “We knew he’d be perfect for you. He can eventually be your support animal,” Cate said.

      “Oh, he’s become more than just a support animal already. He's my rock, my anchor in this sea of turbulence that is supposed to be my life.”

      Taylor and Cate exchanged a knowing glance, their hearts swelling with pride at the profound impact the rescue dog had made on yet another wounded soul.  Dogs like Hank were somewhat of a miracle. A true testament to the extraordinary power of love, understanding, and the unwavering bond between humans and their canine companions. Taylor couldn’t wait to see how Hank impacted Corbin’s career and personal life as they worked together.

      “Alright, enough sappy stuff,” Sam said. “We better get back to work. Taylor, could you stick around for a minute, though? I need to talk to you.”

      “I need to get back to the watermelon spitting, too,” Cate said. “But first, I’m going after some cotton candy for me and Ellis. Want to tag along, Corbin?”

      “Hey, Cate. Where’s Lucy?”

      Cate shrugged. “Not sure. She dropped Johnny off, asked me to bring him to the party, and I haven’t heard from her all day.”

      “Hmm. That’s strange. Lucy loves parties,” Taylor said. “She promised the boys she’d be here, too.”

      “I don’t know. She was in a mood, and I wasn’t about to add to it by lecturing her.” Cate waved goodbye. She and Corbin wandered off in the direction of the saloon, and Sam bent his head close to Taylor’s. Just the proximity of his skin next to hers sent a chill up her arms.

      A good chill.

      Before they could speak, Kuno and Emily sauntered up. Kuno was dressed in a baseball uniform and Emily wore a cheerleader’s outfit. It was rare to see Kuno not in his uniform and it felt strange.

      “Hey, guys,” Taylor said. “Aren’t you two cute?”

      Emily did a little curtsy and Kuno grinned.

      “Sheriff make it?” he asked. “I want to challenge him in the watermelon-spitting.”

      “I haven’t seen him, but I’ll bet he’s here somewhere,” Taylor said.

      “Penner’s over at the saloon, gorging himself on snacks,” Kuno said.

      They all laughed.

      “Did he bring his girlfriend?” Taylor asked.

      “Nah—he’s alone,” Kuno said.

      “We’ve never met her,” Emily said. “He keeps her to himself.”

      “Smart man,” Sam said. “Wish I could do the same, but everyone wants a piece of my girl. I barely get to spend time with her.”

      “Yep,” came Taylor’s reply, not taking the bait about how much she worked. “The whole county, anyway. I’m just glad to know that Penner finally has someone. He’s a good guy.”

      “On that note,” Sam said, “you two ready to take over for a bit? I need a break. Looks like you have a few on deck.”

      Two boys had come up and were waiting politely, even as they jumped up and down in excitement.

      Kuno and Emily stepped in.

      “We got you, man,” Kuno said, then waved at the boys. “Come on in, whoever is first.”

      Sam led Taylor away and they walked arm in arm while he talked.

      “Brandon and I have been talking, and working together on the family tree thing,” he said. “Several of the fourth cousin’s relatives who submitted their DNA to research their family also added their social network. We might have a few leads, and we’ve narrowed it down to one county.”

      “What county?” Taylor fully expected him to say Hart County, or at least somewhere close.

      “Mercer County, West Virginia.”

      “West Virginia? Are you sure?”  The thought that her perpetrator could be from another state had not crossed her mind.

      “Well, no. I’m not sure, and it’s too soon to know for sure, but, since you are so tied up in the other investigation for Jarret’s case, I just want your permission to proceed.”

      Taylor instantly felt nauseous.

      “Proceed how?”

      “Do you know someone here in town named Kathie Huff?”

      “Hmm. I think so. If she’s who I think she is, she has an ornery little dog named Kaiser, and she’s married to a cowboy roping champion. But they don’t live in town. They’re on a little farm out on highway 412.”

      “Yes, that’s them. I did some googling and she popped up as somone who has a talent for genetic genealogy. Mostly to help relatives connect, but I thought I might ask her if she’d work on this with me. Or with us, if you have time, but I don’t think you do.”

      “That’s fine, Sam, but do not tell her who the case is about. She won’t know you and doesn’t need to know our connection. If she’s able to help and hits on someone, I’ll step in because, at that point, the next steps all must be done carefully. Especially if I’m going to build viable evidence that might be used in court.”

      He nodded. “I get that. I think she can help us get to something useful faster. She can do the stuff that Brandon can’t do or doesn’t have time for, either. I wish I knew more about this kind of stuff, but I’m learning, and I want to help.”

      “Aunt Taylor, you should’ve seen me on Apollo,” Bronwyn called out, running at Taylor, and throwing her arms around her waist. “I know how to ride now.”

      She saved Taylor from saying something totally out of character and mushy to Sam, to thank him for being so awesome.

      With the big squeeze from a happy girl, and a wonderful man standing beside her, and most of her family around and in good spirits, Taylor could almost forget about all the other bad stuff going on in her life and her sadness over the loss of Jarret, and admit …

      It was turning out to be a pretty good day.
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      Lucy knew she was supposed to be at the party, but she couldn’t do it. Couldn’t walk around and pretend to be happy when her life was in shambles.

      She should’ve felt it coming or at least known it was time for the cloud to catch up and descend, completely enveloping her until it was all she could do but drop Johnny off, then run back to her shitty, rented trailer and hide.

      Ginger whined and Lucy stumbled out of bed and cracked the kitchen door, then staggered back to huddle under the covers, letting the dog go outside at will and trusting she’d return after she’d relieved herself.

      She missed her boat, and no one knew why she’d fled it, but the truth was that she’d gone to the boat a few days before and found the door pried open, her clothes rustled through. She hadn’t seen anything missing but just knowing someone so easily invaded her privacy had sent a shiver through her.

      Maybe it wasn’t related to Maxwell.

      It was probably a neighbor. Some bored kid looking for liquor money. Even so, her mind went to him, and she wondered just what he was capable of, but then she banished the thought that he’d come find her now. Maxwell was too good to come crawling around a place like Boyd Trailer Park. He’d never drive his fancy car down the dusty dirt roads, much less come off his high horse enough to come inside.

      Now that Johnny was safe, Lucy honestly didn’t care what happened to her anymore. But a small prayer popped into her head, asking God to please not let anything happen to the dog. She could take almost anything. But at this point Ginger was all she had left and a loss that would be too much to bear.

      She felt a small rumble from the deepest part of her stomach, a reminder to her brain that her body hadn’t been replenished in almost two days and needed food. Instead, she rolled over, took another drink of water from the gallon jug by her bed, then covered her head with the extra pillow. The bedding was ratty, and out of style by more than a few years, but, since the small trailer came furnished, she couldn’t really complain.

      Her stomach growled again, this time painfully.

      There was a loaf of bread on the counter. The peanut butter was in the cupboard and a butter knife lay waiting in the drawer. She could have a meal in a minute or less.

      But she couldn’t get there. She was just too tired. And the guilt from that just piled on the guilt from everything else and she didn’t see when she’d be able to crawl out from under it.

      Taylor had told her before that she had a choice whether she allowed the depression to come in and steal her joy or not. But her sister didn’t understand that it wasn’t that easy. One day things could be going just fine, and the next she’d feel so hopeless that even her body refused to cooperate, becoming heavy and lethargic, unwilling to make the slightest move, no matter the prompting from her brain.

      She had money in her pocket—not much, but some—and she’d give every penny of it if she could only buy a magic pill that would make her fall into a deep, sleepless dream that would last until the cloud receded.

      Instead, she tossed and turned, her thoughts reminding her that her life was in shambles. No one loved her. Not even Taylor, who had claimed to always be there for her. She felt a weakened shiver of resentment at the image that came to mind, Sam and his golden boy looks, his quiet stance, and the way he looked at her sister.

      Lovingly. Patiently. Sometimes possessively.

      As though minute by minute, thought by thought, he was anchoring Taylor to him to a new life that would slowly push all of them out.

      And what did Lucy have to share with her son? Nothing.

      Well, except for a stupid, raggedy boat. And Ginger.

      She raised her pillow, looking down the hall.

      “Ginger,” she called out, feeling apologetic for not considering the dog something precious. She really was.

      Ginger came trotting into view, her expression happy to hear Lucy awake, probably hopeful that she would have some company.

      “C’mere, girl,” Lucy said, dropping her hand over the side of the bed.

      Ginger came and licked Lucy’s fingers, her eyes searching. Ginger didn’t reproach her, didn’t condemn her for her laziness or inability to function. She was all comfort and forgiveness. She wasn’t a cuddler either, but that worked out fine because neither was Lucy.

      But there was something in the tilt of her ears, a deep look that begged to be understood.

      Lucy sighed.

      Of course. In her own self-imposed hunger strike, she’d forgotten to feed Ginger, too.

      “I’m sorry, girl. I’m a piece of shit. I tried to tell you that, but you insisted on not listening. Don’t you wish you’d have chosen someone else now?”

      Ginger tilted her head, one ear twitching in confusion.

      Lucy sat up, rubbing her eyes. Punishing herself by not eating was fine, but it wasn’t cool for her to do the same to Ginger. She felt like a monster. She hadn’t meant to forget. She really hadn’t. She tried to think when she’d last fed her. Had it been that morning? Or was it the morning before?

      Throwing her legs over the side of the bed, she stood, moving quickly before she could change her mind. Everything started to go gray, and she reached for the wall, steadying herself. It was always like that after too much time in bed, so it didn’t alarm her, but she didn’t want to break her neck. At least not before feeding Ginger.

      “Let’s go get you some food,” she said, then stumbled out of the bedroom and down the hall, squinting at the sunlight that filtered in through the window, bringing attention to the sink full of dirty dishes.

      She looked away.

      Normally she kept a fairly neat place, but when she was fighting through the dark it was all she could do just to keep breathing. Working, eating, cleaning—that was all secondary to just staying alive as she tried to traverse the darkest thoughts, beating back the whispers that came, urging her that the world wouldn’t miss her if she was gone, that no one loved her.

      She paused for a moment, leaning on the counter until she got her breath again. “You’d miss me, wouldn’t you, Ginger?”

      Ginger tilted her head to the side, her expression serious.

      That reminded Lucy that she needed to write a will out. Never had she needed one but now she had Ginger and, if anything happened, she wanted her sister to be sure the dog would be loved. Of course, Taylor would get her. Even pissed off at her sister, she still knew that was the best place for her dog.

      “You’re hungry, aren’t you, baby?” she crooned.

      She knew that her thinking was chaotic. Nothing made sense.

      The bag of dog food was in the corner, propped against the cabinets. It looked like it weighed a hundred pounds. Maybe more.

      She saw the bread then. The sight of it prompted another rumble.

      A look at Ginger made her decision quicker and she picked up the bread and went to the cupboard. The jar of peanut butter beckoned to her from its lone place on the top shelf. There wasn’t much in the pantry to tempt her, other than one of the two cans of ravioli she’d bought. She’d already eaten one a day ago. Maybe two? Whatever. But ravioli had to be opened. Then poured into a bowl. Then put in the microwave. Stirred even.

      She didn’t have that kind of energy.

      With the peanut butter jar in one hand and bread in the other, she pulled open the drawer and got a butter knife, then went to the back door and pulled it tight, locking it. Then she crept back to the bedroom with Ginger on her heels.

      She crawled back into bed, pulling the rumpled sheets around her. Ginger jumped up beside her and sighed long and deep.

      “This is much better for you than that cheap dog food anyway,” she said, looking at Ginger’s hopeful eyes.

      Generously, she spread some peanut butter on a piece of bread and handed it over to Ginger, who wolfed it down in two bites. She wondered why there wasn’t peanut butter flavored dog food, since they all loved it so much.

      It wasn’t in the plan to eat some of it herself, but the strong scent of the peanut butter wafted up to her nose, then made tracks to her stomach, sending it into even louder groans. She felt a pang of guilt, then spread some on another piece of bread and settled back against her pillow.

      She took a bite.

      It stuck to the roof of her mouth. She worked it loose and chewed, convincing her mind that it was okay to eat just one slice. When half was gone, she handed the other half to Ginger before picking up the jug of water and tipping it back.

      She was so thirsty.

      And her mind was going too fast again, but nothing made sense.

      Maybe she should take off and leave. Not even tell Taylor where she was going, this time. Just take Ginger and hit the road, going as far as her few hundred bucks could get her. That would show Taylor.

      Or would it? Lucy shook her head, trying to dislodge the two conflicting voices that argued back and forth over her future, her dead ends, then over the state of her relationship with her sister. For a minute she couldn’t remember why she was even angry with Taylor.

      But she was. She knew that much.

      It was times like these that she thought most of her mother. Even wondered if this was how it had been for her when she was alone, behind bars. Had her thoughts crowded her head, pushed logic aside and told her repeatedly that no one loved her, that no one would miss her, that she should just bite the bullet, take the pills, or whatever the hell it was that would end her suffering the fastest?

      And what about that day? Did her mother tell them goodbye? Hold them one more time? Whisper a plea of forgiveness? Lucy wracked her brain, trying to bring her mother’s face to mind. Why the hell couldn’t she remember? Lucy had tried and tried, but that day would not come back to her.

      Anna and Taylor probably remembered. Anna with her fall from grace from the Pinterest perfect life she’d had. Anna who never felt sad about anything, always just perked back up and made lemonade with lemons.

      Jo didn’t get depressed either. At least not that Lucy knew about.

      Taylor. No way. Her big sister was too tough for depression. Too in control. Especially these days when everything was going just right for her, and she was building a life where she wouldn’t have time to be their beacon in the storm anymore.

      Suddenly Lucy had a thought. She wondered if she and Cate shared this thing—this sickness that she knew wasn’t normal, but she couldn’t help clinging to. The dark depression with the onslaught of desperate questions, elusive answers, regrets, condemnations …

      Lucy didn’t know she was crying until she felt the tears on her cheeks, then heard the rasping of the sobs coming from her own chest.

      She wanted—she needed—

      It was always the same. She didn’t know what she wanted. Or what she needed. She just felt so damn alone. Even when she wasn’t.

      The loaf of bread was forgotten between them as she reached for Ginger and pulled her in, burying her face in the scruffy neck, holding on for dear life.

      Now with her eyes closed, she saw the bottle of pills in the bottom of her bag. Visualized them as though they sat right in the palm of her hand, beckoning to her and taunting her with promises of sweet release.

      Billy’s oxycodone.

      She hadn’t done drugs in at least three years. But, God, she wanted to just forget things for a while. Why did everything have to hurt so badly?

      “No one cares, Ginger,” she whispered. “No one. No one. No one.”

      Ginger whined, a split second before a pounding began on the door.

      “Lucy! Open the door. It’s me.”

      Lucy froze, her hands still in Ginger’s hair, even though she growled and struggled to get loose. Lucy would know that voice anywhere, and, even as she straightened her shoulders in defiance, a small part of her thanked the heavens above that she had come.
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      When Taylor first started going to therapy, something her therapist said really stuck with her and helped her not to be so ashamed about her past. Adrian said that a dysfunctional family is any family with more than one person in it. Over the years, Taylor went back to that quote time and again, and it was the first thing she thought of when she arrived at the domestic dispute call.

      The night was draped in an eerie moonlit glow, casting long shadows across the front yard. The porch light added to the intensity, illuminating the figures engaged in a heated altercation. Dottie in dispatch had said the mother's voice was trembling when she’d called in to 911, seeking help with her unruly son and expressing fear of a violent confrontation between him and his father.

      She sure didn’t need this kind of call after the long day she’d had. The party was exhausting, but fun. But then Taylor had gone looking for Lucy, and what she’d found wasn’t good. Lucy was in a bad place, emotionally. It was easy to see why, considering the stress she was under, and it gutted Taylor that Lucy felt like she should carry it alone.

      Next plan was to get her to counseling, stat.

      As she pulled up the Swanson’s driveway without her lights on, she hoped her presence wouldn't escalate the already tense situation. However, it seemed that matters had worsened since the distress call. One teenage boy stood defiantly against an older man, presumably his father, who was boiling with rage, veins bulging from his neck as he bellowed at his son. The scene looked as if it could spiral out of control any moment.

      Swiftly, Taylor activated her siren, hoping to diffuse the rising tension. She turned off her car and hurriedly stepped out, determined to take control of the chaotic situation.

      “Back up right now!” Taylor's authoritative voice echoed through the night as she barreled into the midst of the group. She faced the enraged teenager, placing her hand firmly on his chest. Locking eyes with him, she repeated her command, “I said, back up.”

      Behind her, the woman attempted to do the same with her husband. The atmosphere was fraught with emotion, anger, and fear, creating an electric energy that seemed ready to explode.

      The boy bristled initially, but he gradually relaxed, dropping his hands to his sides. The tension in the air was thick, but Taylor had managed to bring a moment of relief.

      “Dad started it,” another teenage boy spoke up. “Why're you getting up on my brother?”

      Taylor turned her attention to the speaker, making sure to maintain control of the situation. “We're going to talk this out like adults,” she asserted firmly. “First, Mr. and Mrs. Swanson, I want you both to go inside.”

      “I'm not going anywhere,” the man retorted, his glare unwavering.

      “I didn't ask you,” Taylor replied, her tone unyielding. “I told you. Go.”

      With the woman's assistance, they finally retreated inside the house, leaving Taylor alone with the agitated boy.

      “What's your name?” Taylor asked, trying to establish a connection with him.

      “I'm Marc, and that's my brother, Larson. My dad locked me out, and I was just trying to get them to let me in,” he explained, his frustration evident.

      Larson chimed in, supporting his brother's account. “He was only half an hour late for a stupid 10:30 curfew. Mom wouldn't let me open the door. She stuck her head out the window and told him Dad said he isn't welcome here anymore. They can't do that. He's a minor.”

      “How old you, Marc?”

      “Seventeen.”

      “We’re both seventeen,” Larson said.

      “Twins?” Larson shook his head. “No. Six months apart. We’re adopted.”

      “Oh, okay. When were you adopted?”

      “Larson was six. I came late and I was eight. We have a sister, too. Abby is seven and was adopted from South Korea when she was four,” Marc said. “We were thirteen when she came home.”

      “Where is she?”

      “Sleeping,” Larson said. “Hopefully. But probably not, considering how loud it got.”

      In the dim moonlight, Taylor could see the anger simmering beneath Marc's composed exterior. Meanwhile, Larson remained cool and supportive, even wrapping an arm around his brother's shoulders in comfort.

      Taylor felt a sense of camaraderie between the two, reminding her of her own bond with her siblings during her childhood.

      “Tell me, do these situations happen often?” Taylor probed, trying to understand the dynamics at play.

      “Lately, yes,” Marc admitted. “He's become unbearable ever since Abby came along a few years ago. I think he hates me.”

      Larson interjected, “Abby's sweet, and we have no problem with her. But Dad is a jerk, always too demanding. Nothing Marc does is ever good enough for him.”

      Taylor empathized with their struggles. “Being a teenager is tough, and parenting teens is no cakewalk either. You're becoming young adults, but your parents still feel responsible for your safety. I know it feels strict, but it's ultimately out of concern for your well-being.”

      Marc shook his head, unconvinced. “You just don't know. He goes nuts over the smallest things.”

      “Let me see what I can do,” Taylor said. “You two stay here for a moment while I talk to your parents. Let's hope your dad is calmer now.”

      “Good luck on that,” Marc said as they parted and let her walk between them to get to the door.

      She knocked once and opened the door. Across the living room she could see into the kitchen and Mr. Swanson was leaning over the island, his hands wrapped around a glass of water.

      Kim hurried over and met Taylor in the foyer.

      “He doesn’t want to talk anymore, and I think it’s best if you leave and take Marc with you. Let Bishop get some sleep and things will be better in the morning. I have a young child upstairs and we just can’t have this happening here.”

      Taylor felt a surge of irritation. “What do you want me to do with Marc? He hasn’t committed a crime. He was only knocking on the door of his own home. Can’t we table this until tomorrow. I think he’s ready to go to bed. He’s calm now.”

      She shook her head. “No. I’m telling you; he cannot come inside tonight.”

      “I mean, did he do something I’m not aware of? I really need you to tell me what’s going on here. Is there an issue with Marc and your daughter?”

      “Oh, no, nothing like that. It’s just he and Bishop have been getting worse with each other every day. I think they need a break. Give them some breathing room.”

      “What about Larson?”

      Her face softened. “No, Larson is fine. He’s a good boy. Marc, not so much. He’s been getting bad grades, too. Bishop is just beside himself on what to do about him.”

      Taylor wasn’t sure what to do. It was too late to take Marc to social services. She couldn’t very well get him a hotel room alone.

      “So, you want me to take him to stay overnight in jail,” she said, hoping that would make the woman relent.

      Kim nodded. “Yes. That would be wonderful. Teach him he needs to be respectful.”

      Taylor was stunned. She could understand it if the boy had physically attacked his father or damaged property or made serious threats. But nobody was saying that. He had simply wanted to get in after he missed his curfew.

      “I do not agree with not allowing your son to come inside, Mrs. Swanson.”

      “He’s not coming in,” Mr. Swanson bellowed from the kitchen, his face going red again.

      “Is there a friend or family member who will take him for the night?” Taylor implored.

      Kim shrugged. “Not this late, I’m sure. We won’t have him calling any of our family.”

      “Okay, fine. I’ll figure it out, but I’m not taking him to jail,” Taylor said. She bit the side of her mouth to keep from telling them what she really thought. “Do I have your permission to drop him off at my father’s house to stay the night if he doesn’t have anywhere else to go?”

      She couldn’t very well bring a young man to her own home. She didn’t need that kind of trouble that could bring about raised eyebrows and accusations of impropriety.

      Kim looked confused but nodded anyway. “Just let us know the address, please. Then send Larson in when you go back out.”

      Taylor told them the address, then, without a cordial goodbye, turned and walked outside. Some parents never ceased to amaze her. Larson was still sitting on the stoop, but Marc was on the sidewalk, pacing.

      He stopped when he saw Taylor. “What did they say?”

      “Sorry, Marc. But your parents insist you can't come in tonight. Do you have somewhere you could stay? A friend’s house? Girlfriend?”

      “What the holy hell?” Larson said, jumping to his feet. “If Marc can’t stay here, I’m not either.”

      “No, we can’t do that,” Taylor said. “Listen guys, I get what’s going on here. Your parents are blowing things out of proportion, but let’s don’t make it worse.”

      She didn’t totally believe the words she said, and wondered if there were more about Marc that no one was saying, but she needed to get this buttoned up.

      “I’m not bothering my girlfriend this late,” Marc said. “And I don’t have any friends who can just say yeah, come over. My dad doesn’t let me have many friends, to be honest. Everyone must pass his inspection before I can spend time with them.”

      “Then I’ll have to take you with me,” she said. “But, Larson, you go on in. We need you to help smooth things over so your brother can come back tomorrow.”

      Larson nodded. “I can do that. Marc, you on board with this?”

      Marc looked uncertain, but, after considering his options, he nodded. “Okay, fine. But I'm not going to jail.”

      Taylor sighed, relieved that he agreed. She needed to get back to work and this stop was taking way too long. “I’m not taking you to jail. You haven’t committed a crime. It’s too late to call my friend Wesley at Child Services, so I’m going to take you to my father's place. Maybe some time apart will help everyone cool down and see things more clearly.”

      The brothers hugged and Larson went inside and closed the door behind him.

      Taylor felt bad that he was probably facing the lion’s den alone.

      As they drove through the dark streets, Marc was quiet but Taylor's mind raced, trying to come up with a way to help mend their fractured family dynamic. She couldn't help but feel invested in the boy’s well-being, drawing from her own experiences growing up with her siblings.

      At her father's place, Taylor told Marc to wait in the car while she went in and cleared it with her dad.

      He was sleeping and jolted awake when she crept in and knocked softly at his bedroom door, but, when she explained, he agreed and turned over to go back to sleep.

      She showed Marc to the guest room and pointed out the bathroom down the hall.

      “Get some sleep,” she said. “I’ll swing by tomorrow and pick you up to take you home.”
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        * * *

      

      Taylor was barely back in her car and behind the wheel when the radio came on and ordered her back to the station, undisclosed reason.

      Kuno was also on duty, so she called him.

      “You at the station?” she asked.

      “Yep. You on your way?”

      “Yes, but what’s going on?”

      “We’ve got one of the kids in custody who was at the campsite with Jarret. Shane told me not to talk to him and to call you. He’s eighteen so we don’t have to have a parent.”

      Taylor speeded up. “Which kid and what’s he there for?”

      “Willis Hoffman. Caught him red-handed B&E. Had the car loaded.”

      Damn. These kids in the area were getting crazy. Breaking and entering all over the place.

      “Business or home?” she asked.

      “Home. Got him for home invasion, too. Mom and two little girls, terrified when they came downstairs and found Hoffman loading their things. He had them at gunpoint for an hour before one of the kids was able to pocket dial dispatch.”

      “What family?”

      “Higgins, David’s wife,” Kuno said.

      Taylor felt gut-punched. It hadn’t been that long since David was brutally killed, along with his best friend and his father. That family was put through the wringer and still probably hadn’t recovered. Now Jenny was dealing with a home invasion?

      Taylor couldn’t wait to get her hands on the little punk.

      “I’m on my way.” She shut off her phone and put the pedal to the metal.
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      Lucy crossed her legs once, then switched and crossed them the other way. She felt nervous enough to bite through the pen she was tapping against her teeth. The receptionist raised her eyebrows at her once, and when Lucy ignored her hint to return the pen that she’d used to fill out the mound of paperwork the girl gave up.

      The ten-cent pen was helping keep Lucy in her seat and it wasn’t going anywhere. And Taylor was driving her nuts, texting like a maniac.

      “Who is it?” Lucy asked.

      “It’s Wesley from Child Services. About Marc Swanson, the kid I was telling you about on the way over here.”

      Lucy gave her a blank look.

      “He stayed at Dad’s house?” Taylor was getting impatient. “Remember?”

      “Oh. Yeah. What about him?”

      “The next morning before Dad could get him home, his mother called and reported him as a runaway. They knew where he was. They just don’t want him back.”

      “So where is he?” Lucy asked. “Foster care?”

      “Group home, according to Wesley,” Taylor said, her fingers still flying. “It’s ridiculous. They couldn’t let him stay under their roof for his last year before turning eighteen? They act like he’s dangerous. Larson told me—the good son, according to the mom—that Marc isn’t that bad. I don’t know what can be done but I wish the kid didn’t have to go to a group home. What do you think?”

      Lucy shrugged. She couldn’t concentrate on Taylor’s latest lost cause. She had only one thing on her mind.

      The gun.

      Between rampant thoughts about her disdain for mental professionals and how she was going to pay Taylor back for this little detour that was basically forced on her, the vision of Billy’s gun under her bed kept coming back.

      How had it got there?

      There was only one way it could have and that was that someone had put it there.

      She wasn’t crazy. Someone had been in her house. Her boat. Whatever, but it was her space—and that meant someone had violated her privacy.

      She should tell Taylor and Shane, but she’d already caused enough drama and made herself look crazy, which was probably why she was sitting all tensed up about to have her head examined.

      Still, she couldn’t piece it all together. Would Maxwell really go to so much trouble to track her out at Billy’s somehow, then watch her until she’d snagged the tiny trailer? She couldn’t match up the picture of the pretentious Maxwell Row with one of another—more furtive—Maxwell looking all incognito as he trailed her from town to town. The pompous Maxwell she knew would’ve waited for her to return, then probably stepped out of a closet or something and declared his presence. It wasn’t as though he feared punishment for breaking the law. He was untouchable.

      So that meant it was all a game to him.

      But how far would he go?

      He’d been mad and insulted when she’d told him she was never going to see him again, but angry enough to hurt her?

      Taylor’s voice broke in. “It’s called Miracle Dog and it’s a true story about this amazing animal named Quentin who was abandoned at a St. Louis shelter by his first family. When he wasn’t adopted, he was part of a group of dogs deemed unwanted or unadoptable that were sent to the shelter’s barbaric gas chamber.”

      “Great story, Taylor,” Lucy said sarcastically.

      “No, listen. He survived it! When they went into the gas chamber to retrieve the bodies, Quentin was sitting there, still breathing, and even wagging his tail! So, the attendant called a guy named Randy Grim who advocates for stray animals, and he begged him to take the dog. The guy came and adopted Quentin, then together they began a nationwide campaign championing no-kill shelters and shutting down gas chambers. And, anyway, after he survived his execution, Quentin has all kinds of hilarious adventures. You should read this.”

      Lucy had to admit, it was a good story. Now that she had Ginger, she couldn’t imagine anyone relinquishing their animals, and especially to a kill-shelter. It was basically giving them a death sentence. It was still hard to believe that Ginger was the same creature who huddled shyly at the end of a heavy chain. With the attention and care she’d given the dog, she was completely transformed.

      “In the foreword, Jane Goodall said Quentin was delivered to a canine extermination camp,” Taylor said, raising her eyebrows at Lucy. “She really calls it like she sees it when it comes to animals.”

      “I can’t even visualize what a gas chamber looks like,” Lucy said, feeling sick. “And I don’t want to.”

      “Well, because of Quentin and his story, St. Louis replaced the gas chamber practices with humane euthanasia. Dogs there will no longer be put through so much suffering in their last moments. Randy Grim has received all kinds of awards and acknowledgements for the work he does on behalf of stray animals,” Taylor said, then flipped to the back of the book to look through the pictures.

      It must be nice to feel a sense of accomplishment. When five more minutes passed, Lucy let out a long sigh. “I can’t believe I agreed to this,” she said, giving Taylor a glare.

      “You’ll like her. I promise. She does a lot of pro bono work with some of the teens I’ve arrested and referred to her.”

      It infuriated Lucy that Taylor looked so calm and collected. And she’d tricked her, too. She claimed they were going shopping. And, yeah, they’d hit a few of the vintage stores Taylor had mapped out, but over lunch the truth finally came out. They were in town for more than shopping. And with a few tears and guilt-filled darts aimed right for her chest, Taylor had gotten her to agree to a short meeting with the psychologist—or psychiatrist—whatever she was.

      “It’s not a matter of liking her or not,” Lucy hissed. “I know she’s going to tell me I’m screwed up because of my childhood. Then she’s going to tell me I need a year of therapy at a hundred fifty bucks a pop, a few band aids, and she’ll hand me a lollipop and tell me it will be okay.”

      “Listen,” Taylor said. “Stop being such a brat and act like the grown woman you are. Go in. Have your session. That’s it. Then I need to get back to the farm. Sam will be there, and we’ve got some things to go over before I have to be at the station for a suspect interview.”

      “Yeah, Sam needs you all right. But what about when he gets his fill and doesn’t need you anymore? You gonna be fine with that?” She knew she was treading on thin ice with Taylor, but Lucy couldn’t help herself. At least bantering back and forth was keeping her mind off what was coming.

      “Not all men are horrible, Lucy.”

      Lucy made a gagging noise. Then the door opened beside the reception area and a woman dressed in dark blue scrubs and carrying a clipboard called her name.

      “Here I go,” Lucy said, standing and taking a deep breath. She looked down at Taylor. “If they hook the electrodes too tight, just remember I was against this all along, but I bequeath to you all my worldly crap which amounts to basically nothing. Well, other than Johnny. Take care of him, Big Sis.”
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        * * *

      

      It didn’t take long. Unfortunately, Taylor was right, and Adrian wasn’t the average shrink. Before Lucy knew it, with only a few well-placed questions and comments from the sharply dressed doctor, Lucy was spilling all the beans. Sadly, she’d taken thirty years of memories and condensed them into one sad, tight package and spat them out at Adrian within twenty or thirty minutes. Her mother’s supposed death, her father’s drunken binges, foster homes, her depression spirals, and the twisted tryst with a married man.

      Johnny—the only bright light.

      The stalking.

      All of it. Or at least most of it. She hadn’t told her about New York and her time with the Banfields. And she’d not said that her stalker had upped the game and invaded her personal space. Who knew just how close she and Sam were and if doctor-client confidentiality would hold? But despite that one omission, most of it was now on the table.

      When she stopped, Lucy felt weak, and instantly regretful for not keeping a tighter lip as she’d sworn she’d do. All she could think was what the hell just happened?

      “Do you want to add anything else?” Adrian asked after a long pause.

      Lucy didn’t know. Did she want to add anything else? Hadn’t she about covered it all? Or should she tell Adrian just how much she resented the fact that Sam had basically stolen her sister from her? And Jarret, but now he was dead, and that made her feel like shit. What would Adrian say to that? She’d tell her that Jarret’s death wasn’t her fault, and, deep down, Lucy knew that. It didn’t help.

      Then would Adrian defend Sam and make Lucy feel like an ungrateful, childish bitch for not wanting her sister to be happy? And, come to think of it … was she being an ungrateful, childish bitch?

      Lucy sighed. “Just that, as you can see, my life is falling apart.”

      Adrian looked at Lucy sympathetically. “Perhaps that’s a good thing. Did you ever think of the fact that now you can reach down and pick up the pieces, and put them back together just the way you want them?”

      Lucy hesitated. How did she want them? Could her life ever be anything other than dysfunctional? She didn’t see how. She’d worn dysfunction as a cloak for as long as she could remember. So long it almost felt uncomfortable if it wasn’t there. Was it time to finally take it off and strive toward normalcy? And was normalcy really that easy to find? She doubted it.

      “I just don’t know anymore,” she finally answered. “I’m tired of it. All of it. I’ve been trying to keep it together for Johnny, but I think I’m about to fall apart again. The world is a shitty place, and it just keeps getting shittier.”

      Adrian nodded.

      Was the shrink agreeing? For some reason, Lucy doubted that the doctor had ever experienced the sort of issues that she and Taylor had dealt with all their lives. People like Adrian just didn’t get it.

      “You have a lot of anger. And that’s okay. I think some of it is pointed at those in your life who have let you down, and some of it might be pointing inward. But anger is good, and you know why?” Adrian asked.

      Lucy didn’t answer. She was afraid to open her mouth.

      “Because that gives us something to start with. And when we can finally dig down and expose everything you feel angry over, then we can start to navigate toward healing.”

      The traitorous tears gathered, and Lucy fought to keep them from spilling over. Anna was the crying one. Lucy was the stoic soldier. Soldiers didn’t cry. She focused on a tiny spot in the very peak of the ceiling. Was it a bug? Mildew?

      She kept her mind on it, dissecting it until she could get herself under control.

      Adrian reached over and dangled a tissue.

      “Crying is not a sign of weakness, Lucy. It’s a breakthrough. And if you’ll allow me, I’d like to see if I can help you. I won’t make you any flimsy promises or tell you that seeing a therapist will be a miracle in your fight against depression. But I can teach you some tools to use to get through those dark days and even to keep them at bay more often than not. What I want you to walk away with today is this message: you feel like your life is happening to you and that you have little if any choice of its direction. But, what if that’s not true?”

      Lucy realized she was shaking her head. Even without meaning to, she was already rejecting Adrian’s words.

      Adrian leaned forward. “Lucy, you do not give yourself enough credit. You are resilient. You are resourceful. You are determined. And you are not as uncaring as you want others to believe. I see compassion in there but better than that I see a badass woman. You've had a lot of crap thrown at you, yet you continue to just keep going when someone else would have given up a long time ago. And why is that? I think it’s because inside, you know you are destined for better. You have so much more life to fulfill. Please, don't think that you do not.”

      Adrian stopped talking and leaned back in her chair, crossing her arms over her chest.

      Lucy pointed her face toward the ceiling and took deep breaths. If the tears didn’t spill, it wasn’t really crying. She blinked, silently ordering them back, telling them to retreat. Would she come back and talk to Adrian again? She didn’t know, but she did know that suddenly she felt lighter, as though maybe by some random and undeserved miracle, like the one that saved Quentin from dying in the gas chamber, the tatters of her life could be salvaged and put back in place. Adrian had opened the door, probably expecting her to be dead inside.

      “I want to challenge you, Lucy,” Adrian said. “Find out who you really are, then do it on purpose.”

      Maybe Lucy’s tail wasn’t wagging but she was still breathing, damn it. She felt something foreign then. Something she hadn’t felt in a long time, if ever. Something she damn sure didn’t deserve.

      Hope. And right after it came over her, she felt the gradual realization that this was her life and she only had one. Maybe Adrian was right. Could it finally be time to fix it?
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      Taylor sat across from Hoffman, watching his face as Shane read him his rights. The kid looked like he’d had a rough night, and seeing how it was his first time sleeping in a cell that was probably true. They’d decided to let him sit after Kuno had booked him in. Give him time to do some thinking about how bad it felt to be behind bars.

      Their hope was to use this situation to their advantage for Jarret’s case.

      “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you in a court of law. You have the right to an attorney. If you cannot afford an attorney, one will be provided to you at no cost to yourself.”

      Hoffman kept his gaze on the ceiling.

      “Do you understand your rights?” Shane asked.

      “Yeah, yeah. Can I please have a Coke? Maybe some crackers? They didn’t give me nothing.”

      “It’s not a five-star hotel, Hoffman,” Taylor said. “But I guess, compared to prison, some think it is. You do look like you’ve had a hard night, so I’ll go grab you something.”

      It was her turn to play nice guy.

      And Shane had better not start without her.

      She hurried to the breakroom and threw some money into the soda machine first, grabbed the Coke, then snatched a pack of crackers from a basket on the counter. Bless Dottie for trying to make their environment a welcoming one. That would save her some time.

      Her phone beeped and she looked down and saw a message from her dad, asking about Marc. He’d liked the kid and was worried about him. It had really rattled him when the social worker was waiting for Marc at his parents’ and took him away.

      Ironically, it had never seemed to bother him when they came for her and her sisters growing up.

      Taylor couldn’t deal with that right now. She shoved her phone back in her pocket.

      In less than four minutes, she was back in her chair and passed the snacks over. She looked at Shane’s notebook and saw he hadn’t written anything down yet, so knew she hadn’t missed anything.

      “Would you like a parent with you at this time?” Shane asked Hoffman. He didn’t have to, since Willis was eighteen, but it never hurt to ask when building a case.

      “What am I being charged with?” he said, his eyes downcast.

      “Home invasion in the first degree. Burglary.”

      Hoffman looked like he was about to be sick. “It wasn’t a home invasion,” he said.

      “Let me read you this,” Shane said, and picked up a booklet, “In Georgia, Home Invasion is defined under O.C.G.A. § 16-7-5(b)-(c): and is defined as this, ‘A person commits the offense of home invasion in the first degree when, without authority and with intent to commit a forcible crime therein and while in possession of a deadly weapon or instrument which, when used offensively against a person, is likely to or actually does result in serious bodily injury, he or she enters the dwelling house of another while such dwelling house is occupied by any person with authority to be present therein.’

      “We can already prove the elements of home invasion, Hoffman,” Taylor said. She held up her hand and started counting off each finger. “Number one, you entered a private dwelling without permission or authority. Number two, at the time you entered the dwelling, you were in possession, on your person, of a weapon that can cause serious bodily injury or death.”

      “And number three,” Shane said, “The dwelling was occupied by a person with authority to be there at the time of your entrance.”

      Hoffman was shaking his head the entire time they talked, probably seeing his life crumble before him.

      “And in case you don’t know,” Taylor said. “In the state of Georgia, home invasion in the first degree has a mandatory ten-to-twenty-year imprisonment, but the judge also has discretion to sentence you to imprisonment for life if he so pleases.”

      Hoffman slammed himself forward in his chair, elbows on the table.

      “I wasn’t going to hurt anyone! It was supposed to be a simple burglary.”

      “Good thing you didn’t, either,” Taylor said, her tone like venom before she remembered she was supposed to be the nice guy. But thinking of Jenny and her kids being terrified and at gunpoint made her want to jump over the table and throttle him.

      “This is how it goes, Willis,” Shane said, calm and collected. “In layman’s terms in case you are having trouble grasping it. Because the weapon was on you when you entered the home, the prosecutor can argue that you intended to commit a crime. On the other hand, if you hadn’t had brought a gun to the party, but you picked up one that you found inside and threatened the residents with it, you would not have been able to be prosecuted for home invasion.”

      “Lucky us,” Taylor said. “Not to mention that you had your car packed to the top with electronics and jewelry from inside. Even got Jenny’s wedding ring. Shame on you. But you had to go back in that one last time, didn’t you? Didn’t have enough for your greedy hands. And one of those innocent little girls saw you and screamed. Can you imagine what you put them through? Do you even know who they are? That they haven’t yet gotten over their first tragedy?”

      He nodded, but barely imperceptibly.

      Taylor shook her head. “Wow. That makes you more of a piece of shit than I already thought you were. That’s low, Hoffman. Snake belly low.”

      “I swear, I wasn’t going to do anything. I don’t know why I didn’t just run,” Hoffman said. “I would never hurt a kid. Or their mom. I was just going to get the stuff and go.”

      “Right,” Shane said, drawing the word out slowly. “So, you sat them all down, made them huddle together, while you kept swinging the big, bad gun around. Do you feel like a real man now?”

      Hoffman had the courtesy to turn red.

      “You won’t be feeling like a real man when you get to the big house,” Taylor said, smiling across the table. “Such a young and handsome man as yourself will be the belle of the ball. They’ll pass you around so much you’ll feel like a bicycle—because everyone will get a ride.”

      That was the icing on the cake and Willis broke down, covering his face as he sobbed.

      Taylor looked at Shane, and he nodded.

      “Willis,” Taylor said, her voice calm and as kind as she could muster. “We might be able to knock it down to breaking and entering, which is just a misdemeanor.”

      He spread his fingers apart and took a deep breath.

      “How?” he asked through a ragged sob.

      “Simple,” Taylor said. “You help us, and we help you.”
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        * * *

      

      This time, Willis Hoffman was smarter, and after Taylor laid out their requirements he asked if he could talk to his father first. She and Shane waited in the next room until the man arrived, then he went in to talk to his son. Obviously, Willis forgot he was being watched and recorded, because he very clearly told his dad that there was something terrible that he needed to confess.

      Mr. Hoffman, being a much smarter man than his son, shushed him and said wait until we get a lawyer, but after that they bent heads and whispered back and forth for at least thirty minutes, Mr. Hoffman came out of the room, his face pale and stricken.

      “Okay,” he said. “He needs to get it off his chest, and he’s ready for whatever it may bring.”

      Mr. Hoffman didn’t mention the attorney again, but, just to be safe, Shane read Willis his rights again and asked if he understood.

      “I understand,” Willis said, his voice quiet and broken. “I’ve got nothing to win or lose. I’m just going to tell the truth.”

      “Okay, then, go ahead. Tell us about that night,” Shane said.

      Taylor was on the edge of her chair, and she could very easily see Jarret’s careless smile in her imagination. He was around her; she had no doubt of that. She just hoped, after tonight, he could rest in peace. And she hoped his mother could, too.

      “We were all there before Clark came up,” Willis started. “And when Chelsea admitted that she’d invited him, Bruce immediately copped an attitude. She’s always trying to make him jealous, and he takes the bait every time.”

      “Keep going,” Shane said, sounding bored with the teen drama.

      “It was several hours in, and Bruce was drunk. Hell, we all were. Especially Joey. He’d been putting back vodka.”

      “Even Jarret?” Taylor interrupted. “Was he drunk?”

      “No, not him. He only drank a couple and kept saying he needed to leave soon. The guys were giving him shit about being a baby and having to run home to his mama. Then Bruce went off to take a piss. While he was gone, stupid Chelsea sidled up to Jarret and had her hand on his thigh.”

      He paused, taking a deep breath.

      “Bruce tried to act cool about it, like he didn’t see it, but everything got tense. Then he went into his backpack to get some weed. He was going to roll one and suddenly he says his stash is missing.”

      Taylor’s stomach felt like it held a rock. Willis’ words were flowing fast, and it was like a bad movie she couldn’t stop. She knew what was coming and was helpless.

      Stay in cop mode, Taylor.

      She steeled herself for what was coming next.

      “Joey piped up and said he thought he saw Jarret messing around the backpack.”

      “Jarret told him he didn’t take it, that he didn’t even smoke the stuff, and he said he’d just leave. But when he got up, Bruce got in his face and punched him. Then Joey jumped in.”

      He stopped and looked down at the table.

      “Do you think there was any missing marijuana,” Shane asked.

      Willis shook his head. “No. Bruce just wanted an excuse to beat him up.”

      “Tell them your part, son,” Mr. Hoffman said.

      Willis took a long breath in, then let it out slowly.

      “They yelled at me to hold his arms, so I did. The girls were yelling at them to stop, and Bruce finally did, but Joey kept going and going. He was hitting the kid so hard that I could feel the blows through his body as I kept him from falling to the ground.”

      Poor Jarret. Taylor felt sick.

      “He finally passed out,” Willis said. “And I left.”

      “You left?” Shane said, doubt in his voice.

      “Yes, I did. I was disgusted with them, and I knew I’d had a part in it. I felt ashamed. I thought we were all going to be in huge trouble when Jarret woke and went to the police.”

      “But he never woke, did he?” Taylor said.

      “He didn’t. And I know what happened next. They all told me.”

      “Keep talking,” Shane said.

      Taylor was glad he’d taken complete control of the interview because it was all she could do not to lose her professionalism and break down crying, her heart shattered for Jarret.

      “They were worried that when he came to, he was going to have them arrested for assault, so they decided to dump him in the lake,” Willis said. “They dragged him into the back of Chelsea’s truck, and then drove to a secluded spot as far from their campsite as they could get without leaving the grounds. But they couldn’t get all the way to the water, so they had to drag him through the woods.”

      Taylor nodded. That matched up with the evidence found on his clothing, the vegetation as well as the drag marks on his sock.

      “Then the girls watched while the guys just dumped him in,” Willis said, shaking his head. “Poor kid didn’t have a chance. I hope he didn’t wake up, that’s all I can say.”

      And there were the headlights and splash seen and heard from the island. Taylor felt it in her gut that Hoffman was telling the truth. It all fit like a puzzle.

      “What about the text messages to Emerson, his ex-girlfriend?” Taylor asked.

      “Bruce sent them. Then he threw the phone in behind Jarret.”

      “Willis, we need to know exactly who put him in the water,” Shane said. “Be very careful with your words.”

      Shane was right. The crime was putting Jarret in the water after the beating. It was important to know exactly who dumped him because that—not the beating—was the cause of Jarret’s death.

      “They both did. Joey and Bruce. Chelsea told me that it took them both to wrangle him out of the back of the truck, drag him through the trees, and drop him in the lake. And, like I said, the girls watched, then they spent the rest of the night at camp, getting their story together. And that’s how he died. I swear it and I’ll testify to it. But I don’t want to go to jail for twenty years. Will this get my charges dropped down to misdemeanors?”

      He didn’t realize that now he might be looking at accessory to murder.

      Taylor realized she was holding her breath, and she finally let it out. Jarret was such a good person, and, with his personality, he had a big future ahead of him. Unfortunately, that was all ended because he let his guard down with people who didn’t have his best interest at heart. A sad, sad ending to a wonderful human being.

      Case closed.

      She stood, and, this time, to hell with professionalism. She let the tears flow.

      “Shane, if you can finish up here, I’ll meet you outside. Let’s go get the rest of the little murderers. I want them behind bars before the sun sets.”
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      Taylor passed the pie dish to Sam, and she picked up her fork, then set it back down again. She was tired. Exhausted down to her soul. The only thing that cheered her up was the fact that every one of the kids who was present, and a part of Jarret’s death, was in jail. They’d be bonded out by end of first business day, but their legal counsel couldn’t do anything about it right now.

      She hoped each of them was cold, hungry, and as miserable as they’d ever been in their lives. Even colder than Jarret. Submerged in the lake. Waiting for someone to find his body. She also hoped, if they had jury trials, that they wouldn’t lie their way out of the punishment they deserved. The evidence that she and Shane had pulled together with the witness family across the lake collaborating what Hoffman said about the kids pulling up in the truck and making a splash by tossing Jarret into the water would be vital to the trial, as well as the other details they’d gathered. Soon the kids would be pointing fingers at each other to save their own butts, and then more specifics would come forward.

      Around the table, everyone talked and laughed. That was another thing that she could hold onto that helped move her out of her mood a bit, finally seeing progress with them all coming together as a family, along with all their significant others, enjoying the banter at supper before she had to ruin it by interrupting to call a meeting.

      Jo and Eldon looked so cozy sitting next to each other, whispering to one another occasionally, as if sharing a secret that no one else knew. Taylor had a feeling they were getting very close and that made her happy for Jo. She obviously wasn't the only one who’d noticed because she caught Cate and Ellis stealing glances at them, too.

      Shane was there, too, and he sat beside Lucy, eating as if he'd never had such a meal in his life. Taylor had learned something new hours earlier from him, but in the rare, warm moment of family camaraderie she’d pushed it away, pretending to forget.

      Dinner was about over now, and she couldn’t procrastinate it anymore.

      “Hey, guys,” she said, her voice rising over the din. “Can I talk to the adults for a minute?”

      At her announcement, Lucy visibly tensed.

      “Levi, you and Teague take Wyn with you and go check the kennels, please,” Jo said.

      Johnny slid out of his chair like he wanted to go, and Lucy pulled him back.

      “Not you, buddy. Mama has to go with you when you’re near the dogs.” Johnny looked disappointed but he climbed back up and sat down. Lucy picked up a few plastic army men from the floor and put them on the table, and Johnny was instantly content and occupied.

      Silence fell around the table and Taylor reached down and put a reassuring hand on Diesel’s head. He sat at her feet, his body touching her legs. Always there. Always loyal. He calmed her, even more so now than when they’d first met. Their connection was on such a deep level that she swore he could read her mind and vice versa.

      “Can Sam come?” Levi asked, his eyes beseeching Sam.

      Sam looked at Taylor for confirmation.

      “I need Sam here with me for now,” Taylor said.

      “Teague, Bronwyn. You heard your Aunt Taylor. Go.” Anna said, and the kids jumped up and headed for the door.

      Levi grinned, a gleam in his eye. “Alright. Anyway, I think the new dog needs some one-on-one time. She was still acting scared when I left her earlier. I’m going to sit with her for a while.”

      “Thanks, Levi,” Jo said. “Don’t get in her kennel, though. She hasn’t been totally cleared yet for safety. Eldon and I will be out there shortly, and we’ll check her out again. Then you need to show me your homework because, if I remember right, you have a book report due on Friday.”

      “Ten four,” he said, then picked up his plate and fork and took them to the sink. He returned for his glass and napkin. When his place was cleared and he’d reminded Sam to hurry and join him, he went out the back door, nose in the air as his body language spoke volumes about being dismissed from the adult conversation.

      Teague and Bronwyn followed.

      “Shane is here because there’s another problem,” Taylor said, getting right to business.

      Lucy’s head jerked up and she stopped chewing. Her eyes went from Taylor to Shane, then settled on Taylor before they narrowed.

      “What’s going on now?”

      Shane cleared his throat. “I’ll get to the point. I still have friends who can do special favors for me, and I put the word out I was working with you, trying to get you on track. I got a call this morning that a car titled to you was found abandoned in a junkyard near your old apartment. A canine unit detected drugs within it, and a search followed. They impounded the car and have the drugs in evidence.”

      There was silence around the table. Taylor still couldn’t believe it. And cocaine? She thought cocaine was no longer a drug of choice except among aging men trying to hold on to the cool factor they’d lost long ago.

      “Wait a minute. Another car titled to me?” Lucy said. “The only other car in my name was one I got after high school, and it was stolen several years later. And I also know for damn sure it didn’t have drugs in it.”

      “It was a 2004 yellow Volkswagen,” Shane said. “Is that what your car was?”

      Lucy nodded. “Yep. And before you ask, I didn’t report it. It was nothing but junk and I was leaving town on a bus, anyway.

      “Since you were the last owner recorded, it comes back on you,” Shane said. “My contact said it was enough drugs that you might be charged with intent to sell. Right now, the report is sitting on a desk somewhere, waiting to be processed.”

      “Then what?” Lucy said.

      “You’ll have a warrant out on you,” Shane said.

      Taylor could feel the sweat pop out on her upper lip. Lucy looked like she was about to have a stroke, or pounce on someone, one or the other.

      She shook her head adamantly. “Whoever stole the car last must have owned the drugs. How can that be pinned on me all these years later?”

      Taylor held her hand up. “Calm down, Lucy. Let’s talk through this logically.”

      Lucy snorted. “Nothing is logical about this, Taylor. Can you tell me why someone would want to plant the car with drugs and then leave it near my old apartment? Or how can drugs—in a car that was stolen from me years ago—be pinned on me? Give me some logic there.”

      “We can’t prove that the car was stolen because it was never reported as such,” Shane said. “You should’ve filed a report immediately.”

      Lucy put her head in her hands. “I know. I know. But at the time I didn’t want anyone to know where I was headed, and then so much happened I sort of forgot about it. It was such junk; I didn’t think it mattered.”

      “Junk or not, now you see how it can come back to hurt you when you don’t follow protocol,” Taylor said. “There’s a reason for laws and policies and it isn’t always clear to the average citizens. Certificates of ownership must be transferred when you no longer own a vehicle—or want it. Otherwise, you remain connected to it and now you see how that’s a problem.”

      “What we don’t need is a lecture,” Lucy said, glaring at Taylor. “How can all these bad things keep happening to me? The apartment gets flooded, someone steals Billy’s gun when I’m right there, our computer is wiped clean, and now my car— that I haven’t seen in years, mind you—is found with drugs in it?”

      Everyone else stayed silent.

      Lucy stood up. “Doesn’t anyone else think this is beginning to sound like a setup?”

      When the silence got too loud, Taylor shrugged. She didn’t know what to think. The only common denominator in all of it was Lucy.

      “Lucy, we’ll work through this,” Cate said. Beside her, Ellis looked stricken.

      Taylor was embarrassed. He had probably never been involved in this level of family dysfunction.

      “Well, since all of you are looking at me like I’m some sort of criminal, let me add to the mystery. You know that gun of Billy’s that was stolen?”

      No one said anything.

      Lucy lifted her chin and got that steely look she was famous for. “I found it under my bed at the boat. And hell, no, I didn’t put it there. The last time I touched that gun was the night I lay it on top of Ginger’s doghouse. When I came back for it, it was gone. That’s the truth.”

      “We need to file a report then,” Shane said.

      Taylor felt sick. How would the gun get under Lucy’s bed, all the way from Billy’s place—in the boonies—to Hart’s Ridge—down the dock, and on a boat?

      It didn’t sound plausible.

      She locked gazes with Lucy and thought she saw a strange flicker before her sister turned her attention away. So much for their peaceful and cozy dinner—and welcome to the regular matinee of the Gray Sisters’ Shit Show.
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      Lucy walked along the bank of the lake, letting Ginger run and lap at the water. Anna was watching Johnny, though by now he was snuggled in bed with Teague, sleeping soundly. Lucy had left them all at the table and took off to drive her anger away. She’d ended up at the public boat landing, hoping to find some privacy to think.

      Obviously, she’d chosen the wrong landing. Especially for a Saturday night.

      To her left a trio of twenty-somethings sat atop a picnic table, the aroma of reefer wafting from their midst. Now that most of the families had gone home, preparing dinner, or tucking their kids into bed after a long, sun-drenched day, the nighttime crowd was coming out.

      One of the boys on the table held up a hand, acknowledging Lucy. She nodded and kept walking, keeping to herself as she followed behind Ginger. Another time and another place—when she didn’t have to be a responsible adult with a son at home—Lucy might have been just lonely enough to accept the guy’s silent invitation to share a moment of kinship with a few tokes.

      But everything was different now. She had to start thinking of Johnny first. She had Ginger, too, so that made things a little less lonely.

      Ginger jumped into the water at the boat dropoff, getting in just over her feet and looking at Lucy as if to ask if she could go further.

      “Go ahead,” Lucy said, and Ginger took off splashing.

      Lucy breathed in the night air, letting it settle way down inside her lungs as she embraced the solitude. She needed this respite from everyone and everything. It had been an awkward rest of the evening and Shane had offered to go off with her, to talk through some things, but Lucy had declined.

      Something niggled at her.

      It was the hesitancy she heard in Taylor’s voice. And the look on her face.

      Her sister was suspicious. And it felt like the doubt was pointed straight at Lucy instead of at whomever was trying to sabotage her life. She was about to tell them what she’d found that morning, too, but hadn’t gotten that far. With a second message from the Facebook stalker called Watching Lucy, she’d decided it was too much and they needed to come together and decide what to do. As a family.

      But now she knew, whatever it was she did, it would have to be alone.

      Sam had only nodded when Lucy told him she’d bring the gun and let him take care of getting it back to Billy. Then she’d turned her back on him and everyone else in the kitchen, their silence condemning her more than words ever could.

      Her skin prickled with indignation. She’d left because she’d been backed into a corner. And, like a wild animal, she wasn’t easy to deal with when trapped. She didn’t deny this, and leaving the conversation was really to save them more than herself.

      She was proud that she hadn’t let loose with a string of colorful words when her sisters had sat there, all prim and proper with mouths shut instead of standing with Lucy. Turning the other cheek had taken a lot of maturity for Lucy, and damn if she wasn’t going to give herself kudos for that, at least.

      The more she thought about it, the more she knew she was going to have to contact Maxwell. He said he was going to ruin her, and that’s exactly what was happening. Not only had she lost her sense of security, but now he was slowly taking her peace of mind.

      Yes, Maxwell was out to get her. If she’d given him the benefit of the doubt before, now it was as clear as crystal. But what really scared her was that, if Maxwell had taken that shotgun, he was probably also the one who’d come in and drank the wine while she was taking a bath. He’d been in the next room while she was naked and vulnerable.

      Then he’d followed her to a new place and entered there, too.

      Playing cat and mouse with her.

      It was simple, really. He’d lost it and was getting more brazen with every move. And the sad part was that, no matter what he did, he knew he could get away with it because of who he was with all his money and prestige. No one would ever believe her over him.

      She bent to pick up an old perfume bottle, wiping the particles of sand off it as she regarded the beauty remaining. Ironically, just like her, it was covered in dirt and a bit broken. Discarded by someone hoping to find something closer to perfect.

      Her fingers wrapped around it, protecting it from further abuse.

      But Maxwell. The evil, pretentious, twisted son of a—she took a deep breath. If she really had some balls, she would just show up in his church on a Sunday morning and enter the doors, walk up the aisle through the middle of the rows of pews, straight up to the pulpit. Point at him and tell the congregation how the beloved deacon in their midst liked to have her toes thrust into his mouth, or how he brought her his wife’s lingerie and urged her to wear it.

      She’d demand for them to make him leave her alone. Then she’d speak to all of them and point at the men sitting next to their devoted wives. She’d warn those women that the men they love were not who they pretended to be. She’d caution them of the dark secrets. The lies. The cracks in their marriages that, left untended, would become gaping chasms where everything they ever hoped or dreamed for their future and that of their children would fall into and dissolve.

      Lucy paused, looking at the clouds gathering in the sky. She could feel her pulse blasting through her body, warning her to calm down.

      Her fantasy of storming the church began to unravel. They’d probably just point the blame right back at her. Call her a temptress and a harlot, expunge her from their church and hang her out to dry. Have her arrested, even.

      Maxwell would win.

      Sometimes she thought it would be simpler to just give in and be his mistress again. Even tell him that he had a child. Let him have his way and take care of her. Of Johnny. Wasn’t that all she deserved in life anyway? Why should she expect more?

      A ring on her finger, a nice home, and an attentive husband were not milestones girls like her usually gained. It was girls like Anna—all American cheerleader types who connected with affluent families—who reached the happily ever after stage. Anna had lost her place as the trophy wife, but she’d find it again. Lucy had no doubt about that.

      She and Taylor should be satisfied if they got even close to feeling secure.

      Ginger turned and came back, probably sensing Lucy’s mounting anxiety. She stopped, looking up until Lucy bent down, touching her forehead with hers.

      “It’s okay, Ginger. I’m okay.”

      Adrian had said she was angry.

      That was an understatement. Lucy was majorly pissed off. And the bitterness was killing her. Adrian also said she could pick up the pieces and put them back together again the way she wanted them. But, until Maxwell left her alone, that was going to be impossible. And no one was going to be able to stop him.

      Except maybe Lucy.
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      Three hours into the drive, Lucy was already feeling anxiety and missing Johnny terribly. Her bag was packed in the back, her last check from Anna cashed in her pocket, and her copilot curled up in the seat beside her.

      Ginger really wasn’t any trouble, other than they could only stop at fast food and use the drive-thru, and she’d have to sneak the dog into the rest-stop bathrooms with her. She’d never leave Ginger alone in a car, no matter what the temperature, so she’d just have to find stops that weren’t too strict.

      Tallulah Falls.

      That was her destination, and the plan was to settle in, get everything prepared, then contact Maxwell and let him know she was there.

      He’d come running. He always did.

      And this time, she’d be ready for him. The tide was about to turn, and she didn’t plan on asking him to leave her alone. She would demand it. But she’d make sure to have reasons to make it enticing for him to do so.

      Lucy just hoped her car made it all the way. She’d taken it for an oil change the day before and the attendant had kicked at her tires and told her she was due for some new ones. She’d told him that would be fine after he pointed out the nearest money tree so she could make a withdrawal.

      Thankfully, she had at least enough money for gas and food for the trip. She’d have to be thrifty, but that was something she was more than used to. Her balding tires would have to wait.

      At the boat dock, she’d made a new friend and he’d loaned her a few things she needed and had looked confident that she’d bring his stuff back all in one piece. It meant a lot to Lucy that he trusted her.

      As she crossed first one bridge and then another, taking her away from Hart’s Ridge and Johnny, she felt the first pangs of guilt. She probably should’ve told Taylor she was going. But if she had, her sister would’ve either tried to stop her or would’ve insisted that she go, too. Lucy couldn’t take that chance. She needed to do this alone. Or at least with Ginger for protection.

      She probably also should’ve told Taylor that Shane had asked her out on a date. He’d texted her, and that was a shocker. Lucy hadn’t responded and, when a few hours went by, he apologized and said never mind, but to please not say anything to Taylor about it.

      Shane was a hot number. But so was Corbin.

      He’d been sending out clear messages, too. Ones filled with testosterone when they rubbed elbows at the farm. She was happy for him that he’d bonded with Hank, and that the two of them were now inseparable.

      Funny, both men had been after her sisters first, and were now interested in her. Weird. Before Johnny, she would’ve said yes to either or both. Now she had a young son to consider, and she wasn’t into short-term flings anymore. She was reformed. Or at least she hoped she was. After all the trouble men had gotten her into, starting with Maxwell and—skipping over quite a few—right into the clutches of Ian Banfield who was now, thankfully, dead.

      Men were trouble.

      It was going to be awhile before she was ready to jump back into those shark-infested waters. On the other hand, she did get lonely. She thought of Shane in his form-fitting black pants and dark sunglasses, oozing that mysterious vibe. And Corbin in his rugged jeans and boots, his smile and voice charming women around the world.

      They were both good catches. And a woman did have needs, after all.

      She jumped when—out of nowhere—a motorcycle came barreling around, passing her before swerving into the lane in front of her car. Ginger raised up, looking around, when Lucy tapped her brakes.

      “It’s okay. Just a moron on a crotch rocket asking for an early funeral.”

      Ginger went back to snoozing and Lucy stopped thinking about men and went back to thinking about Johnny and how sweet he’d looked when she’d kissed each of his ears, then his nose. He was the only man she needed in her life.

      He had no idea how perfect he was.

      She thought of Maxwell, picturing him with his children. In the early days when their relationship was new, he’d talked a lot about his kids.  He didn’t fit into the fantasy role of a dad like she’d always imagined a family to be, but his kids did seem to respect him and crave his attention.

      He’d said they were good kids, even if they were overly spoiled with every toy and video game on the market. Jeanine, Maxwell’s wife, made sure that her children received the best of everything and wanted for nothing. And that meant absolutely nothing.

      But Lucy didn’t hold anything against Jeanine, other than knowing the woman was going to make her kids into adults with a heavy sense of entitlement. Jeanine was a victim herself—collateral damage, Maxwell had called her—and Lucy wasn’t proud being the accomplice in the wrongs done against her.

      Thankfully Jeanine had other outlets besides him and the children. Her work with different charities kept her busy and, the last Lucy had heard, Jeanine was working at trying to launch her own business selling a line of beach cover-ups, soon to be featured in the hotel stores. An exclusive line, all luxury. Maxwell had complained that he really had no choice but to carry it, as though Lucy would pity him for the things he had to do for his wife.

      Traffic slowed and Lucy looked ahead, trying to discern the reason. It appeared to be a flag man in the road. Sighing, she tilted her seat back a bit. It was going to be a long day.

      The car in front of her started again and, slowly, she moved with the procession, gently guiding into the opposite lane as they passed the crew digging on the shoulder.

      Yes, Jeanine was originally a coastal girl, Maxwell had told her. That was another reason he’d chosen to keep his Tallulah Falls cabin from her. Jeanine’s thing was their condo at the beach in Savannah and she spent every spare weekend there, sometimes with the kids and Maxwell, and sometimes with a small group of women in their periodical girls’ weekends.

      Maxwell was supposed to oversee the kids when she took off on her girl trips, but the last time she’d gone he’d hired another sitter and, instead, had taken off to the cabin with Lucy. But the next weekend he and the kids had gone to the beach to meet Jeanine and finish off the summer as a family.

      Her mind went to Johnny, and she tried to imagine him toddling around on the beach, a sand bucket and shovel in hand, blending in with the rest of the Row family as they sat playing in the surf.

      No.

      Maxwell would never see Johnny. He’d not know of him, either. Not if she had anything to do with it.

      If she hadn’t been able to hand her son over to Ian and Suki, to a pampered life that they wanted to give him, then she sure as hell wouldn’t let Maxwell have him.

      Johnny was her child.

      Damn it.

      She’d said it in her head and now it would be stuck there.

      My child.

      Ginger sensed her sudden distress and looked up, staring at her through those deep brown, understanding eyes.

      “Oh, Ginger,” Lucy whispered. “What have I gone and got myself into?”

      Only Ginger knew that Lucy wasn’t the hard ass that she portrayed herself to be and wanted others to believe. Ginger knew that in the darkest of nights Lucy cried, sometimes just sad but other times lonely for some kindred soul to be a part of her life.

      “Don’t tell anyone,” she said, wiping a tear away.

      She’d done hard things before, and she could do it again. First, she had to talk to Maxwell and try to entice him; then, if she had to, blackmail him to leave her alone.

      “I can do this,” she said, straightening herself and taking a deep breath, demanding the tears to stop. She glanced at Ginger. “It must be my hormones. You know I’m not a crier.”

      Ginger made some sort of noise. Lucy could’ve sworn it was a snort of derision but, when she looked over, suddenly the dog was sleeping again, a picture of peace and tranquility.

    

  

OceanofPDF.com


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 26

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      They always said that grief is the price you pay for having loved, and Taylor couldn’t stop thinking about Jarret. Had she loved him? She didn’t know about that, but she was very fond of him and had felt a sense of responsibility for him. His loss made her feel a profound sadness.

      She used the long hose to wash down the last of the kennels, then hung it up where it could be reached for whomever had the task next. It wasn’t even her turn, but the sheriff had given her a few days off now that they’d closed the case on Jarret’s death. Debbie, Jarret’s mother, was planning a memorial in a week or two, and Taylor hoped that people showed up. She believed they would, because word had gotten around town about how he’d died, and now suddenly it was like he’d left behind a ton of friends. Everyone felt bad for him. And for Debbie.

      It would be a while before Taylor could stop feeling emotional when she thought of him. She’d already ordered a new bench and a plaque with his name to put in the yard where people met dogs they were thinking of fostering.

      Jarret would like that. He was the happiest when one of their dogs found their forever home.

      “What’s on your mind, girl?”

      Taylor looked up to find Cecil at the door, his arms crossed over his chest as he watched her. He was wearing the wet boots with alligators on them that she’d bought for him, and it made her smile.

      “Jarret,” she said, smiling sorrowfully. “And Lucy.”

      Lucy’s problems were always lurking in the back of her mind or pushing to get to the front.

      “Need a hug?” He held his arms out.

      She made quick work of meeting him in the middle of the kennels and falling into his arms. She would never turn down a hug from Cecil. It was like a balm to her soul when he put his arms around her because she could feel that he really loved her. It was in his words, and his actions, and he never let her down.

      “I never had a chance to ask you how your lunch went with your son,” she said when she finally pulled back. “I’m sorry. It’s been crazy.”

      “Don’t you worry about that. And it went just fine. I did just as you told me and went as myself. No pomp or glamour, and I just let him talk.”

      “What was he like? You haven’t seen him in so many years, were you surprised at the man he is?”

      Cecil shook his head. “Nah. Reece was a wise old man when he was still in diapers, and he hasn’t changed a bit. Other than maybe a bit more forgiving. He has a teenager now and he’s getting to see how hard it is to be a parent.”

      He winked at Taylor.

      “Cecil, I’m so happy for you. Do you think you’ll get together with him again soon?”

      “I don’t know, honey. The ball is in his court, and we’ll see how he feels after he processes everything. I did find out he’s been keeping an eye on me for a while now. He knew a lot about my life that I didn’t tell him.”

      “Did he say anything about your wife?” Taylor knew she was prying but she couldn’t help herself. She wanted Cecil to have his family back so badly.

      “Yeah, he said ole Ruby is doing just fine. Sassy and busy as ever. He said she never married again, and that surprised me.”

      Taylor didn’t even know what to say about that. Could it mean that his wife still held a candle for him? She was afraid to hope that far.

      Before she could reply, Shane came through the door and the dogs erupted into frantic barking.

      “Taylor, I need to talk to you.” He had his laptop under his arm.

      “Here? Can’t it wait? Meet me in the house and I’ll hose off my boots and be there in a few minutes.”

      “No, I want to show you this,” he said, putting the laptop on the wooden table at the door.

      “I’ll go,” Cecil said.

      “No, you can stay. This is unofficial business,” Shane said. He opened the laptop and scanned through the folders on the first screen until he found the one he wanted, then opened it and clicked.

      A circle began twirling, indicating it was loading.

      “Tell me if you know who this is,” he said, giving Taylor a quick look.

      “What is it?” She asked while they waited for it to load.

      “Remember her landlord from the apartment said the video equipment in the hallway stopped working the day the flooding started? Well, he emailed to tell me they fixed it and were able to recover the footage. Now that he saw the rest of the images from that day, he’s admitted that it wasn’t Lucy.”

      “Who was it?” Taylor said, feeling a rush of excitement. Now maybe they’d find out who it was behind all the trouble.

      “Hold on, let me get it going. I’m hoping you can tell me,” Shane said. “I went over to Lucy’s place, and she wasn’t there. One of her neighbors said she had to make a trip. I wanted to show her first, but she won’t answer her phone.”

      Taylor’s excitement faded into a lump of worry in her stomach.

      The video loaded and Shane turned the screen toward Taylor. At first, she didn’t know who it was, but then it panned in closer, and she could see the face that was partially hidden under the bill of the baseball cap. And as it clicked in her mind who it was, she also knew that Lucy was in trouble.

      Big trouble.
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      Lucy pulled her hand back and looked down at the silver key in her palm. Surprisingly, it had still been hidden on top of the cedar birdhouse hanging from a tree in the backyard. It was hung just over her head and Lucy had dragged a wicker rocking chair from the patio over to step on, only realizing how dangerous that was once she returned her feet to the ground.

      A concussion or even a broken limb so far out in the boondocks could’ve been tragic. She breathed a sigh of relief that her luck was holding. Her car had made the road trip with no problems, Ginger had only gotten car sick once, and now she’d balanced on a rocking chair without busting her head wide open.

      Kudos, Universe.

      After she’d let Ginger run around and water the yard, Lucy went to the back door, bumping her head on the wind chimes that she herself had hung there, insisting that she contribute at least something to the place. Maxwell had claimed they were a nuisance, but he’d let them stay.

      She unlocked the door and went in, carrying her overnight bag and the satchel from Bobby.

      A wave of memories hit her when she stepped through. She paused, listening, but the clock on the wall was the only sound, and it ticked methodically. It smelled like Murphy’s Oil, a clean, pleasant scent that was far from the musty scent she’d expected from the cabin.

      She noted a few changes. As she stood there looking at the large room, she saw that new rustic beams had been installed on the vaulted ceiling, as well as an antler chandelier she didn’t remember. But at least she didn’t have to see family pictures on the wall. That would’ve been just too much.

      “Come on, Ginger,” she said, bringing the bags in, then shutting the door behind the dog and bolting the lock.

      Ginger looked around; her ears perked in interest at the new surroundings. “Don’t be fooled. This place looks nice, but it’s dirty.”

      I’m dirty, she thought, but didn’t say aloud. She carried her bags to the guest room and set them on the bed. She wouldn’t stay in the master bedroom on the opposite wing. She didn’t even want to see it. If she could erase the part of her brain that stored those memories, she would. But, like a deadly disease, they clung to her, making her feel sick and repulsed.

      She sat down on the bed and put her head in her hands. How could she ever get past the things she’d done? Why was she just now seeing that all the wealth and pretty things in the world couldn’t justify that she’d almost torn a family apart? That she’d carried on with a married man who never loved her, and only wanted to own her? That she’d almost let her desperation of wanting a better life ruin the one she already had?

      Ginger padded in and jumped up on the bed, then put her nuzzle to Lucy’s hand.

      “It’s okay, girl. I’m just tired,” Lucy said, putting her arm around the dog. And she was. After all that driving, straight through, she didn’t know how she was still standing. “We’ve got a lot to get done because I don’t want to stay here any longer than necessary.”

      Though tiresome, driving the scenic route up old US-441 and through Tallulah Falls was just what Lucy needed. While most of the memories made in the area were built on layer upon layer of sneaking around and lies, the surroundings were at least peaceful.

      When Ginger got too restless, they stopped at the Tallulah Point Overlook and Lucy stared out over the expansive view for a moment before Ginger led her to the perfect shade tree for watering. Lucy knew then there wasn’t far to go, and though she felt nervous about all she had in front of her she also felt a sense of relief that, one way or the other, it would all be over soon, and she could move on with her life.

      “Maybe we’ll pull one of Taylor’s tricks and take a cross-country trek, what do you think, Ginger? Maybe you’d like to be a west coast dog? Just you, me, and the boy?”

      Ginger stared. Obviously, she wasn’t keen on Cali.

      Lucy heard a rustle outside the bedroom window and looked to see a squirrel running up the tree next to the house. For a moment she thought about her safety, or lack thereof. The house was sitting on almost nine acres of property and bordered the national forest. If she needed help, there’d be no one nearby. But Maxwell wouldn’t hurt her. Not physically, anyway. He’d try to tear her down with words, as he’d done many times, but Lucy could tolerate that.

      Still, she felt vulnerable.

      Digging through her bag, she brought out the plastic container of dog food.

      “Let’s get you taken care of first,” she said to Ginger.

      Quickly she walked through the house, switching lights on and then the television. She turned it to a news channel, craving noise to cover the unbearable silence.

      She looked around. The wood floors looked freshly cleaned, no dust bunnies sitting in the corners.  The kitchen counters gleamed, too. Had he been coming often? She wondered if he was bringing someone new. Knowing Maxwell, he’d have to find someone to show it off to—someone to intoxicate and then conquer with the trappings of his wealth.

      Poor girl, whoever she was.

      In the kitchen, Lucy opened a cabinet and took out two bowls. First, she filled one with water and set it down. Then, to the sound of Ginger’s tail thumping the tiled floor in anticipation, she filled the other with food and put it down.

      Ginger dug in, scattering a few pieces of kibble in her excitement.

      “Make as much mess as you want to. I’m not even going to pick it up,” Lucy said. “Let his maid or new mistress take care of it.”

      Lucy remembered how particular Maxwell was about everything staying meticulously clean. You couldn’t even set a glass on the table without something under it. Every single item had to be in its place, too. He’d made that clear when they’d arrived and then he’d strutted around the cabin their first night there, standing over the grill turning the thick steaks as though he were some practiced, outdoor chef.

      In reality, the only outdoorsy event he ever took part in was golf, and, even then, he preferred to travel to the state’s most prestigious courses. He thought he was good at it, but she knew he’d never be the Tiger Woods he fancied himself to be.

      But she’d let him play the game, and they’d acted like honeymooners off on a private retreat—steaks and wine by candlelight, and breakfast on the patio watching the sunrise.

      She’d made the mistake of laughing at him when he’d come out ready for their first hike in the woods. Everything he wore—from his red and black checkered cap to his shiny green camouflage pants and down to his spotless hiking boots—was brand-spanking new and screamed amateur.

      He’d turned crimson before she’d convinced him that her laugh was out of happiness that they were finally getting to be together outside instead of always hiding out in a hotel room. She’d followed him into the woods, a vision of Elmer Fudd hovering in her head.

      When they’d strayed too far, it was Lucy who had found the way back through the thick groves of trees and underbrush. Maxwell had been sweaty and whining about the mosquitos, barely acknowledging that he’d gotten them lost.

      A charade. It was all pretend. Now she just wanted to end it for good. And when it was done, she promised herself that she’d take steps toward her own healing, with a special attempt to repair her issues with her family. But first she had to drop the heavy weight of shame and the constant looking over her shoulder.

      It was time.

      With Ginger still following her, she headed back toward the bedroom to get the bag that Bobby had lent her. Once she’d sorted through and arranged everything, she needed to open her laptop, pray that the Wi-Fi password was the same, and then send an invitation to Maxwell through the creepy Facebook profile he’d set up.

      Straightening her shoulders, she took a deep breath. She could do this. She was strong. Courageous. Tenacious.

      The beaten down Lucy who’d crumbled under the tutelage of the pretentious and possessive Maxwell Row was gone, and the spunky Lucy who’d traversed and survived a tumultuous childhood in a broken foster system was back. She reminded herself that over the years she’d faced many like him, men in stuffed shirts who only cared for what was in their pocket and the accolades behind their names, and not for the human who was standing right in front of them. They went through life building their castles, stacking up accomplishments and standing behind their authority.

      Watch out, Maxwell.

      And by the time she was through, he’d regret his little game of Watching Lucy.
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      Taylor worked on her right thumbnail. It was the last one. All nine others had been bitten to the quick. What she’d gnaw on next was a mystery, but she was so nervous and afraid for Lucy that she felt she might explode with anxiety. Outside, the scenery flew by, much of it familiar but none of it bringing any nostalgia.

      “Have you tried her again? Shane said, his voice calm and collected as he guided the car around the curve.

      “Yes. She turned her phone off and obviously doesn’t plan to turn it back on. Why is she so stubborn?”

      Taylor missed having Sam with her, but she understood that he had a job, too, and she’d already caused him to be behind with repairs.

      It was simple. He’d become her rock and, without him, she felt like a boat adrift without an anchor. Her mind was full of thoughts swirling around, trying to put together the puzzle pieces of all Shane had found out. Thankfully, with his many contacts in law school and beyond, he’d carefully reconstructed how the car had found its way to Atlanta to be planted with drugs.

      First, even though Taylor and Lucy hadn’t done it, someone had reported it stolen. Then when it showed up in the system, it was towed and repaired, then deposited back in Atlanta.

      And the landlord, despite being a first-class jerk, had at least provided the footage to prove Lucy hadn’t been to her apartment before or after the flooding. So, she was officially off the hook for that one. The farm computer being hacked and erased also made sense, once Taylor thought back to the different things Lucy had confided in her when she was seeing Maxwell.

      They crossed a bridge and passed a huge billboard with a photo of three Indian braves holding rifles, their faces hesitant. Across the top it said, TURN IN YOUR ARMS, and underneath their picture it read, THE GOVERNMENT WILL TAKE CARE OF YOU.

      A mile later another billboard stated, WE’RE NOT ANTI-GUN. WE’RE PRO LIFE. An automatic rifle was propped between the words, a white flag tied around it.

      “Really breaks up the scenery, doesn’t it?” Shane said.

      “Sure does.” Taylor wondered why the controversy not only had to be playing on every television and radio channel but now had to be in their face everywhere, spoiling the beauty of nature and triggering hard feelings on a constant basis.

      Her line of thinking jogged something.

      “Wait,” she said, “You said they definitely took Billy’s gun and were in Lucy’s trailer. How did they find out where she was?”

      He glanced sideways at her before turning his attention back to the road.

      “Easy. Lucy used her debit card all the way to Ellijay, stopping for gas and food. Anyone with authority to get into a bank account could see the breadcrumbs. Maxwell’s brother is a judge. Then, remember when she posted and said she was marooned at the Happy House for Dogs?”

      Taylor nodded. She’d seen that post and it had infuriated her. Lucy’s little nicknames could cut deep.

      “Well, that was like giving someone the exact coordinates of where she was. But, even if she hadn’t done that, she also forgot to turn off locations on her social network. I warned her to be careful, but she didn’t listen. Every time she posted about where she was at or what she was doing—including when she arrived in Ellijay and then started work at Lakeside—someone was taking note until they were able to track and follow her. What they didn’t get through those avenues they got with state and federal databases.”

      “Like the car.”

      He nodded. “Like the car.”

      “What a messed-up system that anyone with connections can use it to their twisted advantage,” Taylor said, feeling sick thinking of Lucy out there with someone behind her, tracking her every move and carefully constructing a plan to ruin her. It was terrifying the lengths they’d gone to in their quest to destroy.

      “Oh, you don’t know the half of it. The legal system is one step away from running like organized crime, which is why it’s hard for me to stomach being a part of it. While there are many honest ones in there trying to combat the corruption, there are even more who are as crooked as the Chattahoochee River. And I guarantee that Maxwell’s brother has half of the good ole boy police department in his pocket. It was just a matter of time before the Ellijay hooligans contacted those in Jasper and tipped them off that Billy’s gun was in Lucy’s possession,” Shane said. “That would have been impossible to explain. Almost like the car with the drugs, but with all the other proof I think we’ve made a strong case that this is sabotage, plain and simple.”

      They were lucky in a lot of things. Taylor just hoped the luck held out.

      “You’re sure you have the right address?” she asked, not for the first time.

      He tapped at the steering wheel.

      “I’m sure. Using Maxwell’s name, I was able to pull up property records, and unless they’ve bought more property in that area that isn’t recorded this is it. I just hope that Lucy is there, or we’re back to square one in figuring out where she went.”

      “Oh, I have a gut feeling that she’s there,” Taylor said. “That’s where she’d go to reel in and confront Maxwell, which she probably wouldn’t have done if I’d shown more confidence in her innocence instead of doubting her.”

      “Did you tell her you doubted her?” Shane asked.

      “I didn’t have to. Sisters just know things. She felt it and it crushed her. Now she’s willing to put herself in danger to prove herself, then make it all stop.” Taylor paused, swallowing past the lump in her throat. Lucy thought she wasn’t a part of Taylor’s present, but she was so wrong! They were a family, and even the love of Sam couldn’t or wouldn’t change the bond they’d had since they were kids. It was unbreakable. If anything happened to her, Taylor would just—just—

      “Listen, don’t think bad thoughts, Taylor,” Shane said. “She’s only got one day ahead of us. Lucy’s a smart one and very methodical. She’ll probably want to settle in and plan her approach. I’m sure she’s still alone.”

      “At least not completely,” Taylor said, grateful that at least her sister had Ginger. A beagle wasn’t big on security, but, if faced with protecting her human, Ginger would go all Cujo on someone, Taylor just knew it. Or at least that was the shred of hope she held onto.

      They rode a few more miles without speaking. Then Shane laughed.

      “What’s so funny?” Taylor said.

      “Lucy,” he answered, chuckling again. “When I was there the other night, she was leaving when y’all had a visitor at the gate with a dog. I heard Lucy tell her to stop whining and talking to her dog like he was a baby because it wasn’t doing the dog any good and it was making everyone else’s stomach hurt to listen to it, too.”

      Taylor laughed.

      “Yep, that’d be Lucy. She tells it like it is. No sugar-coating from that one.” She took a long, deep breath.

      “What are you thinking over there?” Shane said, breaking into her train of terrible thoughts.

      “Oh, I don’t know. Just thinking about Jarret. Such a huge loss.”

      He was quiet for a moment, then he turned to her, giving her a quick look.

      “I hadn’t known him long, I understand that, but anyone with two eyes can see that the kid adored you.”

      “He was pretty good with most people,” Taylor said. “And he was close to Levi, too.”

      Before he could respond, she got that sixth sense that she rarely felt between her and Lucy anymore. But it was undeniable. They’d had the gift for as long as she could remember.

      Something was really wrong.

      “Shane,” she said softly.

      He looked over at her.

      “Can you step on it? And I don’t mean five over the limit. I’ve got a gut feeling that we need to get to Lucy now.”

      He didn’t ask about her gut feeling. Her face said it all. Instead, he sat up straighter and moved into the fast lane, then put the pedal to the metal.
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      It was a long night in the cabin with only Ginger for company. Everything was ready, and now all Lucy had to do was sit and wait. And stare at her computer to see if and when a reply came to her message. She was shocked he hadn’t responded from her message the day before, but he would come—she was sure of it, at least if he was in a position to get away from his family obligations. He’d come running like a dog after a bitch in heat, eager to possess and ready to declare that he’d won—she’d come back to him.

      Lucy wouldn’t admit it, but she’d thought she’d have a message from Taylor, too, since her phone was turned off. Now her mind teased her that Taylor was glad to be rid of her, thankful for the respite from all the chaos that Lucy constantly caused. She probably didn’t even blink an eye at Lucy’s disappearance.

      Her stomach growled. While she’d remembered to pack Ginger’s food, the only thing she had for herself was breakfast bars and bananas. And after almost twenty-four hours in the cabin, she was running low.

      She stopped pacing long enough to look at herself in the hall mirror. She’d even dressed the part, trading her Def Leppard shirt and frayed jeans for a more polished outfit like Maxwell had always insisted she wear around him. She barely recognized herself in the outfit she’d brought back with her from the Hudson Valley house.

      It looked more like Anna.

      Anna was delicate. Feminine. Soft. Men wanted to take care of her, not to control her. That’s where they differed as sisters. Lucy had always attracted the opposite sex because of her flamboyant and wild ways. Men wanted to claim they’d had her, or tamed her, which they never quite managed.

      But could she allow herself to let go of the hard exterior a little? Possibly embrace her feminine side? Was that the key to ending her loneliness? She’d had many relationships—getting a man wasn’t the problem.

      Keeping one was where she struggled.

      Anna was doing better but could use a little more toughening up. But now, looking at her own reflection, Lucy considered that maybe she could use a little softening.

      She stepped closer to the mirror.

      The wide-legged white summer pants and turquoise sleeveless shirt made her look older, more sophisticated. Or was it the strand of pearls around her neck, the drop earrings, and the neat way her hair was pulled into a low ponytail?

      For all the teasing she’d done to Anna for her more feminine and stylish attire, Lucy had to admit it felt good to look good again.

      Thinking of the New York Lucy that morning as she’d prepared, Lucy had taken time to contour her cheekbones and put on a touch of lipstick. Just a light touch of everything so that it looked natural but elegant. Like Ian had taught her.

      Tilting her head, Lucy examined her profile. If the look wasn’t one that reminded her of her outings with Maxwell so much, or the nightmare she’d gotten herself into with Ian, she might’ve even liked it. But at this moment it screamed to her that she’d never truly be the well-to-do lady looking back at her.

      Maybe it was time to reinvent herself again. But first she needed freedom.

      Her plan was to first try to win Maxwell over by acting like a lady, and then she’d negotiate with him. She’d convince him that their romance—or whatever he wanted to consider it—was fleeting and that he deserved better. His children deserved better. Maxwell loved his kids, and Lucy planned to use that knowledge to get through to him.

      If that didn’t work, she’d go to Plan B.

      Thinking of Plan B made her sick to her stomach. She’d have to succumb to him one last time. Feel his touch on her skin. Listen to his empty promises. Pretend it was what she wanted.

      Then she’d have something tangible to negotiate with. Proof.

      She swallowed back a lump of revulsion.

      Please, God. Let Plan A work.

      Lucy went to the laptop, refreshing it to see if she had any new messages.

      Nothing.

      Ginger shifted suddenly from her place at the door. Her ears perked and she put her nose in the air, sniffing before letting out a long baleful howl.

      “Ginger! Stop it! What’s the matter with you?” Lucy said, crouching down to comfort the dog. It was rare for Ginger to show much of any emotion but this time she was obviously concerned for something outside.

      Lucy stood and went to the window, moving the curtain just a bit to see the front walkway.

      There was no one there.

      She let out a long breath. Was she relieved or disappointed? She wasn’t sure. On one hand, she wanted it all to be over with, but, on the other, she dreaded seeing Maxwell’s face.

      She went back to the laptop, refreshed it again.

      Was Maxwell going to ignore her request? She couldn’t quite believe that. She knew him too well. He’d come.

      When she straightened, she heard the wind chimes on the back porch.

      She straightened, readying herself. He’d resisted answering her only because instead he’d come straight there.

      Just before she heard the key in the lock, she looked down at Ginger.

      “This is it, girl. Time to take our life back. For you and for Johnny.” She reached into her pocket and hit the button on the remote control.

      She didn’t want to lose a minute of what she might need later.

      Then the key turned, the door opened, and Lucy was faced with the biggest shock of her life. As the blood drained from her face, her mind whirled with how to act, what to say, or where to run.
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      Like a deer caught in the headlights, Lucy froze, her welcoming smile turned shocked grimace at the figure in the doorway. She should’ve known it wouldn’t be Maxwell. He’d always said that only the help entered through the back, and the master of his home always took the front door.

      What she’d have never expected was to see Jeanine, the wife of the pretentious Maxwell Row, standing there with a can of bear spray in her hand, her own smile of accomplishment pasted across her perfectly lined lips.

      “Expecting someone else?” she asked, tilting her head at Lucy, then tsk tsking before she used her foot to slam the door behind her. She looked Lucy up and down, her gaze lingering on the pearls. “Well, don’t you clean up nice? All that for me?”

      Lucy couldn’t help the sarcasm from coming. “You were a good example.”

      “I’m surprised you even know what I look like.”

      “What are you doing here?” Lucy asked. Of course, she knew exactly who it was. How many times had she stared at family photos of Maxwell and Jeanine, their kids posed between them, the perfect family positioned on white sands, or at the railing of a fancy cruise ship, or even skiing in the Alps? How many times had she asked the universe why she wasn’t born into such a life? Why had her own existence been nothing but strife? What did Maxwell’s wife have that she didn’t?

      Yes, Lucy knew every angle of Jeanine’s face, memorized from each photo.

      Jeanine slid her purse from her one shoulder—still keeping the bear spray pointed at Lucy—and let it fall to the floor, giving a short laugh. The other, fuller bag, she shifted slightly.

      “What am I doing here? For one thing, this is my house. Don’t you understand the concept of marital property? Did you think I wouldn’t see the tax write-up in April? That I wouldn’t have the brains to do a property search? And, second, you invited me. Didn’t you?”

      It took a moment to register.

      “You?” Lucy said. “You’re behind Watching Lucy?”

      Jeanine didn’t answer, but the grin that spread further across her face—the sparkling pride in her eyes—said it all.

      “I’m sorry,” Lucy said. “I—”

      “Oh, we know that,” Jeanine interrupted her. “But what are you sorry for? Invading my life while you were intent on seducing my husband? Or are you sorry for taking my children’s father away from them so many nights when they rarely see him anyway?”

      Lucy felt danger. In all the photos online, she’d never seen Jeanine anything but flawlessly stable—cool and proper. But this Jeanine, she was not the same. Upon closer look, her makeup wasn’t so perfect. She looked frazzled, her hair out of place and her makeup caked, as though put on in a hurry.

      “Yes, I am sorry for all that,” Lucy said, meaning it. Truly and really meaning it.

      Now that she had Johnny, the guilt at what she’d done with Maxwell cut through her. His kids didn’t deserve that.

      Jeanine gestured toward the couch.

      “Sit down, and then you can tell me how sorry you are about tricking Maxwell into impregnating you, just so you can finally slide me out and set yourself up in my life.”

      Lucy gasped.

      “Who told you?”

      “Nobody told me, you backwoods idiot. You think just because you don’t post photos of your son that no one else in your little dysfunctional family does? What about Anna, the doting aunt who is crazy about proving she’s just fine without her husband and likes to post every second of every cheap event she puts on for the kids? Tagging herself as ‘Auntie Anna’ in those that include the boy that looks just like his father? The boy who is the right age to be Maxwell’s son?

      Lucy felt sucker punched. The one thing she didn’t want Maxwell—or anyone in his life—to know, Jeanine already knew.

      “I said, sit down,” Jeanine bellowed, a rage boiling up in her stare.

      Ginger jumped to her feet, suddenly realizing that the woman wasn’t a friendly visitor. She moved between Lucy and Jeanine, growling. The hair on her neck stood on end.

      “No, Ginger,” Lucy said, reaching for the dog.

      “Take this mutt with you before I put out its eyes with this spray,” Jeanine said. “Don’t think I won’t do it, either. You know I don’t allow pets in my houses.”

      Her domestic statement felt surreal against the backdrop of the nightmare setting her anger was creating. Lucy knew she needed to buy some time.

      “Ginger, come,” she said, pulling her by the collar to the couch and pushing her butt down. Ginger continued to growl, unafraid of the poison the woman held.

      Lucy didn’t want to get physical with Jeanine, and she looked behind her, gauging how far the door was. But could she get Ginger to follow her out and keep her face out of the aim of the bear spray?

      She remembered the keys to her car were in the bedroom.

      “I see your wheels turning; and don’t think that bear spray is all I brought,” Jeanine said, then came to sit on the ottoman facing the couch. “Don’t make me get out the more, shall we say, lethal choice of weapon. I might not shoot you first, but I’ll take out the mangy dog.”

      Lucy felt genuine fear, and, unfortunately, she couldn’t hide it.

      “Now you’re regretting your little tryst, aren’t you?” Jeanine said through clenched teeth. “Maybe you should’ve chosen someone else’s life to ruin. He’ll never get over you. Not emotionally, anyway.”

      “What do you want?” Lucy said, keeping her voice low and nonconfrontational. She was suddenly realizing that if it was Jeanine behind the Facebook profile, and Jeanine had stalked her in front of the health clinic, then it was Jeanine behind everything else, too.

      It wasn’t Maxwell who was trying to sabotage her life. It was his wife.

      Jeanine pulled at the backpack around her shoulder, bringing it around and letting it sit between her feet. She looked up at Lucy for a moment, then unzipped it and began pulling things from it.

      She set a bottle of bleach down and then a pair of gloves.

      Lucy felt sick. Bleach and gloves were something she always saw the villain use to clean up after a dead body. “What is that for?”

      Next Jeanine pulled a bottle of medication out.

      “Cytotec,” she said, holding it up for Lucy to see.

      “You’re going to drug me?” Lucy said, incredulously. And all along it was Maxwell she thought she had to be wary of? What the hell had he married?

      “Aren’t you the smart one,” Jeanine said. “And don’t ask how I got it. You see, Maxwell isn’t the only one with contacts who can make things happen. I’ve got people right under his nose who can find a lost car, and even take possession of it and drop some goodies in it before leaving it again.”

      Her old car. Of course. That realization hit, but Lucy was still trying to digest the statement about the medication.

      “And it was simple getting your little book nerd to get me into your apartment. He’s just a lonely old man with no one to talk to, except his stupid cats. He swore to never say a word. I thought the property damage was a nice little warm up to my plan to decimate you, and hopefully put you behind bars where you’d never crop up again. But you left town too fast and that failed. And see, I was right. Here you are—in my house, trying to lure my husband back into your web.”

      Lucy felt her temper kicking in, which set off a new growl from Ginger. “I wouldn’t have ever contacted him again if not for your little mind games. And why did you have to hurt my family? Why mess with our business? I guess you have friends for that, too?”

      Jeanine looked up, raising her eyebrows at Lucy. “Now, come on, I didn’t need friends for that. Your little farm computer geeks didn’t have a very strong firewall. And I do have some skills, after all. My online store, if you haven’t noticed, is doing quite well. Tracking someone through social network or hacking a pitifully cheap firewall is baby stuff compared to what I’ve learned to do online.”

      Lucy could hear her pulse slamming through her body, but she fought to stay calm. It was Jeanine who took Billy’s gun. She’d been in the house with her! Not only at Billy’s, but then Jeanine had put the gun under Lucy’s bed at the boat. She’d walked among her things, probably touching—and judging—as she went.

      It was clear that Lucy was dealing with someone whose elevator didn’t go all the way to the top.

      “At first,” Jeanine continued. “I only wanted to make you feel the pain I felt. The misery I trudged through as I waited for Maxwell to come home from his trysts with you, waited for him to see me, to be with his family.”

      “You knew?”

      “Of course, I knew. A wife knows when her husband isn’t with her anymore, his body and soul captured by another. But I was willing to wait it out. To let him get it out of his system. Then you had to go and assault him. He had to see a doctor, you know. He had to pass his hotel employees to get there, too. His indiscretion almost got out to the public—to our friends. We would’ve been ruined.” She looked stricken for a minute. “I knew then that you needed to feel the wrath of a woman scorned. You needed to feel it so much you’d never come back for more. At least not around my family.”

      Lucy held a hand up. “If you’d let me explain some things,” she said, hoping to convince her that Maxwell was the seducer, not she. That yes, she’d done wrong but ultimately it was because of the children—and Jeanine—that Lucy had felt the guilt and shame that made her break it off.

      “No. I’m not listening to you. My plan was only to make you miserable, to follow along and see where I could do the most damage. But then you had to go and leave town. Disappear for three full years before I could find you again.”

      She gave Lucy a knowing—and creepy—smile.

      “We can do this the easy way,” she gestured to the bottle of medication. “Or we can do it the hard way.”

      Lucy gasped.

      Jeanine pulled a gun from the bag and set it on the floor between them. “If I know you like I think I’ve come to know you, then I’d bet no one else knows who your son’s father is. With you gone, no one ever will. Maxwell has enough heirs to lay claim to our fortune and he won’t be splitting it with some backwoods love child.”

      Lucy recoiled, putting more space between her and Jeanine.

      She looked at the bottle of medication. A small part of her, or of the old Lucy before Johnny came along, felt like maybe it would be the best thing. A slow slide into a place where life couldn’t hurt her anymore.

      But Jeanine was wrong.

      Taylor knew everything. If it was one thing that Lucy knew for sure, it was that Taylor would figure out what happened to her and would bring both Jeanine and Maxwell to justice. Amid it, she’d raise Johnny and probably do a damn good job at it, too.

      She pictured Johnny in Taylor’s arms.

      Taylor clapping for Johnny when he graduated high school.

      Johnny introducing his future fiancé to Taylor, treating her as his mother.

      She felt a physical pain run through her heart.

      It didn’t have to be like that, though.

      When Lucy returned her gaze to Jeanine, she’d made up her mind. She would not wilt under the threats. Something welled up in her. A protectiveness that even surpassed what she felt for Ginger. She felt strength. And courage.

      Johnny needed her.

      She would not let someone else be his mother. Taylor had stepped into that role enough in her life. This was Lucy’s turn. She couldn’t help but think of the irony. She’d fled Ian’s home to save Johnny. Right back to Georgia where now she was trying to save herself.

      Both situations trying to split up mother and her son.

      Lucy was going to have to play the biggest part of her life, and she changed her tone. “You must get yourself together, Jeanine. We can talk this out like mature adults. We’ll negotiate. I’ll do whatever you want—I’ll leave Georgia and never come back. But I won’t let you take me from my son. Even if I have to kill you to get out of here. This ends now.”
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      Taylor wasn’t sure they were ever going to find the cabin, but she could barely contain herself in the seat when they drove up the long, dirt road and caught a glimpse of blue peeking through the trees.

      “This is it! I see Lucy’s car!” She unbuckled her seatbelt, her hand on the door handle, ready to jump.

      “Whoa, Taylor. Hold on,” Shane said, putting an arm out to stop her from leaning into the door. “I can drive up there faster than you can run.”

      The sense of foreboding Taylor felt was stronger than any she’d ever felt in all her life. This time, every fiber of her being told her that Lucy was in danger. Then she saw a white Mercedes sitting partway hidden in a thick grove.

      “Someone else is here. It’s her, I know it. Hurry, Shane.”

      He stepped on the gas, sending gravel flying behind them in a cloud of dust. His face was a grim mask, as though he was witnessing something terrible in his head.

      When he threw the truck in park, they both leapt out and went running up the walkway. He got there first, jerking at the front door, then beating on it.

      Taylor was right behind him, screaming Lucy’s name.

      She heard Ginger then, a chilling howl like she’d never heard from the dog. Then through the door, it was as though Ginger had gone mad, barking and snarling. The once mellow hunting hound now looked more like a killer guard dog.

      Taylor heard Lucy scream, and her own followed, an involuntary guttural sound of anguish. Someone was hurting her sister. It physically hurt her, too, or at least she thought it did.

      The door was made of solid pine and wouldn’t budge.

      Shane stood back and kicked at it, trying to break through.

      Nothing.

      He cursed, his voice thick with frustration.

      “Shane!” Taylor screamed, her silent plea for him to do something.

      Anything.

      The screams had stopped inside but Ginger was still going, and it sounded like a fight was on, thuds and crashes heard.

      Shane leapt off the steps and raced around back, Taylor right behind him. There was a wrought iron gate, and he jumped it without hesitation or effort. She climbed over it almost as fast.

      At the back door, he tried the knob, and it didn’t turn.

      He turned to look at Taylor once, saw the terror in her eyes, then balled his fist and slammed it through the window. He reached through the broken glass and opened the door, slinging it wide, as well as a river of blood from where the glass sliced through his skin.

      They could see through the open kitchen into the living room, and Lucy stood there, bloody scratches raining down her cheeks, trying with all her might to hold a writhing, snapping Ginger back from the woman who crouched on her knees, a gun in her hands.

      “I’ll kill her,” Jeanine screamed.

      “No!” both Lucy and Taylor screamed back at the same time.

      The trio realized that Taylor and Shane were there, and all attention turned to them. Ginger hesitated for only a second, then began pulling again, her intent to protect Lucy by attacking Jeanine evident as her muscles strained.

      Lucy struggled to hold her.

      “Get out!” Jeanine screamed, her eyes bulging with rage.

      She turned the gun toward them.

      Taylor and Lucy locked eyes.

      You came, Lucy’s said. Of course, Taylor’s answered silently. You would doubt I would?

      “Let’s all calm down,” Shane said softly, putting his hands in the air and stepping in front of Taylor. Blood dripped from his fingers, falling like scarlet drops of rain on the hardwood floor.

      “Bullshit,” Jeanine said. “I’ve been calm for way too long. Standing on the sidelines while my husband chases every young tail that enters his life, jeopardizing our family and reputation at every turn. Now he’s got a bastard running around who will come knocking on our door? I’m sick of it. I’m sick of all of you!” She pointed at Lucy.

      “Your husband is an asshole,” Shane said, his voice soothing. “You are a beautiful, refined woman. The mother of his children. You deserve more respect than that.”

      Jeanine’s hand trembled, the gun shaking in the air.

      Taylor prayed she didn’t bump the trigger.

      Jeanine let out a hollow laugh. “Refined, huh? I was just like both of you girls once,” she said through her gritted teeth. “Bet you didn’t know that! Me—Jeanine Row—I came from a tiny town in Kentucky and the only notoriety I’d ever achieved before marrying Maxwell was being crowned Miss Kentucky Bluegrass. Maxwell laughed at that and forbade me to ever listen to that hillbilly music again. He took me away, groomed me, molding me into this person. And he succeeded. I gave up my family, lost my accent, and polished my manners. Changed the way I look. The way I felt. Bottling up every emotion as he dictated me to do. That’s me—hard as nails but polished like new money.”

      “Sounds like you had a solid upbringing,” Taylor said. “Country folk like us are made of strong stuff.”

      Jeanine scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. Look at me now. You made me do this.” She stopped her rant to breathe, her chest heaving. “Maxwell would drop me in a minute and take my kids, too, if he could see me now.”

      “You are a good mother, Jeanine,” Lucy said softly. “You’ve done an amazing job with them. I’ve seen it. They love you so much. And he can’t take that away. I promise you that I want nothing to do with him ever again. He will never know about my son. Mother to mother, I swear to you.”

      Taylor could see a crack begin in Jeanine. The tears started at the mention of her kids. Her lip trembled. “I had sisters, too!” she wailed. “I haven’t seen them in twenty years! They have babies, I’m sure of it, but I’ll never know.”

      “Would you really want to kill a person?” Taylor said, taking advantage of her show of weakness. “Go to prison for a mistake that wasn’t your fault? How would that pay your husband back for hurting you? He’d go on just fine without you. You’d be replaced in a month.”

      Jeanine pointed the gun back at Lucy. Her voice shook with fury. “I. Hate. You.”

      Lucy nodded in agreement. “And I hate myself for what I’ve done to you. To your children. There’s no excuse for it and I won’t try to give you one.”

      Shane stepped closer, just a foot or so. Taylor saw he was making headway with Jeanine, his sympathetic tone calming her, if just a little. “We can end this now and no one gets hurt. No one needs to know, Jeanine. But, if we don’t, it’ll be splashed all over the internet.” He pointed at the bleach. “There’s not enough of that stuff in every store to clean up the mess you’ll make of your life if you pull that trigger. Everyone will know. Your children will know. Can you live with that? Your kids thinking of you as a murderer? Your people back home in Kentucky seeing your fall from grace?”

      Ginger must’ve felt the change first. She stopped snarling, though her body still quaked under Lucy’s hand.

      “I’m sorry, Jeanine,” Lucy whispered. “From the bottom of my heart, I am so, so sorry. Please—don’t take me away from my son.”

      And Taylor could see it wasn’t empty words.

      Lucy’s regret was painted all over her face, pouring from every cell of her body. She’d carried her guilt for so long, and all alone.

      Taylor felt ashamed that she hadn’t done more to help her carry the load.

      But she could make up for it now.

      She ignored Jeanine. Ignored the gun. She stepped around Shane and went to Lucy. Slowly, as her sister sobbed, Taylor put her arms around her shoulders and rocked her back and forth, blocking her from Jeanine’s view, not thinking about what it would feel like if a bullet passed through her back. Only thinking of protecting her sister, as she’d tried to do for so many years. As she’d tried to do for all of them.

      Lucy held onto her with one arm, but she kept the other holding Ginger’s collar, straining to keep the dog next to her.

      “You’re safe, Lucy. And Johnny is safe. We’re going to get through this. I promise,” Taylor whispered.

      At their show of sisterly solidarity, Jeanine let out a ragged cry and raised the gun higher. All Taylor saw in her peripheral view was Shane flying by, just as the gun went off and Lucy screamed.
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      Taylor and Lucy walked arm in arm, following Ginger as she worked her way around the yard, hobbling but keeping a steady pace. Diesel stayed close to Ginger, his quiet attention on her as they moved together. The other dogs moved out of the way, somehow knowing that Ginger needed special treatment, that she was a hero among them.

      A month in and they were down to one hour of physical therapy a day, per the vet’s orders. And a lifetime of treats and unbridled affection. Ginger had been getting all that and more since Lucy had moved her and Johnny permanently to the farm. It was tight in Taylor’s cottage, but they were making do until they decided next steps. Surprisingly, Lucy loved the place, so Taylor was considering building herself a different home on the land. What size to build it was the big question. What did she see for herself regarding family in the future? Just her and Diesel?

      Or her, Diesel, and Sam?

      So many unanswered questions, and she knew she came with a lot of baggage. Sam might not be up for a permanent connection to the Gray family, and she wouldn’t blame him one bit if he cut and run.

      “Ginger,” Lucy called. “Come back where I can see you.”

      Her little sister was officially obsessed with the dog. They all were, to be honest. Taylor had even cooked Ginger a fat, juicy T-bone on her first night out of the veterinary hospital, garnishing the plate with some of Anna’s homemade dog biscuits. Ginger’s actions still astounded her, especially for a mellow little beagle. Like any devoted friend, the dog was ready to give her life for Lucy’s, but, thankfully, everyone had survived.

      Even Jeanine.

      Taylor couldn’t believe they’d all come out mostly unscathed—at least physically. But the emotional scars would take a long time to heal.  Mostly for Lucy, who needed to work through her own demons and learn to forgive, then love herself. She had to realize that one wasn’t the sum of her past mistakes.

      That was what Cecil once said, and Taylor believed it wholeheartedly. But it was going to take a lot more sessions with Adrian to get Lucy there.

      “You’ve done really well with Ginger,” Taylor said. It surprised her how much Lucy had taken to the dog, fully committed to Ginger’s rehabilitation.

      “Thanks. The least I can do since it was me who got her nearly killed.”

      “So do you think you want to begin vet tech classes?” Taylor said.

      “Oh, no, I’ll leave the doctoring stuff to the doctors,” she said. “But you’re the one who saved her, Taylor. If you hadn’t jumped in—when I was frantic—and staunched the bleeding to keep her from going into shock, she probably wouldn’t be here.”

      It all felt like a dream now. When Ginger jumped Jeanine, she saved the woman from killing anyone, but she also took a bullet to the front foreleg for her bravery. Taylor had never heard such a guttural cry of anguish as what came out of her sister when she thought Ginger would die.

      Taylor had no choice but to save the dog, whatever it took.

      Jeanine was instantly contrite—coming to her senses and even letting them pack Ginger into her fancy Mercedes because it was closer to the road.

      “I didn’t mean to shoot it. I just lost my mind for a minute,” she kept chanting as they wrapped Ginger in a blanket, then carried her to the car. “I’m so sorry. So sorry.”

      It seemed she was more concerned about almost killing a dog than she was about aiming for a human. Shane had immediately wrangled the gun from her and then fought to get her under control until she’d gone limp with exhaustion.

      Taylor and Shane had discussed arresting her but decided it would only exacerbate everything for Lucy and might jeopardize Johnny. While none of them excused Jeanine’s acts, or the fact that she had every intention of taking Lucy out, they felt sympathy for what she’d been driven to try to do.

      As they’d worked with Ginger, Jeanine had ranted about the series of girls Maxwell had taken under his wing after Lucy had left town. He’d really put her through a lot—much more than even Lucy had known about. He’d driven her past the point of sanity.

      The thought of having her arrested just hadn’t set right with any of them.

      Especially Lucy. She was adamant that Jeanine was as much of a victim as anyone.

      “You’re thinking about it, aren’t you?” Lucy said, stopping to turn to Taylor. “You tell me to let it go, but you have to as well.”

      Taylor sighed. “I can’t stop. I feel like I almost lost you.”

      She still couldn’t believe Lucy’s plan to stop what she thought was Maxwell sabotaging their lives, and, luckily, there was video footage of every minute of Jeanine’s attack.

      Shane took care of all the details, negotiating with Maxwell to get his wife help and to keep her away from Lucy and Taylor.

      Maxwell had higher connections than Shane and—with a few calls—he made the trouble with the car and drugs go away, then paid for all the damages to the apartment so the landlord would drop the lawsuit, too.

      How had Maxwell caved so easily? It was because he was shocked. Obviously, he’d moved on from Lucy but had no idea his wife hadn’t. With some digging, he discovered most of her so-called girls’ weekends at the beach were a cover for her to spend days stalking him, and then Lucy. He knew almost everything now. At least he thought he did.

      But not quite. They granted Jeanine one favor, but it was more to their advantage than hers. No one would tell Maxwell about Johnny.

      He’d only need to see the telling parts of the footage that Lucy had captured if he ever let his wife out of his sight again. All he knew was it was a planned attack against Lucy out of revenge for the affair.

      “Taylor?” Lucy got her attention. “It’s okay. Stop beating yourself up. What counts is you trusted your gut and you came to rescue me. If you and Shane hadn’t shown up,” she said, trailing off as Johnny came rambling around the path, a huge grin of accomplishment on his face for finding them.

      “That is what you saved, Taylor,” Lucy said. “A son’s joy at seeing his mommy.” Taylor’s thoughts instantly went to Debbie—a mother who would never see her only child again. Her beloved son.

      Taylor wished she’d have been more vigilant over Jarret. Maybe she could’ve prevented his death. She’d never forgive herself for that.

      Lucy continued. “I have a long way to go to overcome my issues. But I’m thankful to you, big sister.”

      “Thankful to me?”

      Lucy was solemn. “Yes. You, Taylor. I don’t think I’ve ever said it, but I’ve felt it and it’s high time I tell you. You’ve spent my whole life protecting me, or at least trying to. You have never given up on me, even when you should’ve. Thank you for that. Thank you for being the best big sister—and stand-in mother—that anyone could ask for. If you are okay with it, I’d like to draw up papers to make you Johnny’s godmother. Just in case.”

      Taylor was overwhelmed with a sudden rush of emotion. Lucy had never acknowledged her commitment before, and no one had ever given her the honor of being asked to be a godparent before.

      She nodded through her tears, unable to speak due to the sudden lump in her throat.

      “Jeez, Taylor. Stop the tears. I’m not planning on dying before you but just want to be a responsible adult for once and have some precautionary papers done.” She broke the serious moment when she suddenly twirled around, throwing her hands in the air, turning her face up to the warm sun and transforming to the playful little sister Taylor knew so well. “Tomorrow I’m back to working on getting Faire up and ready for the art show. Oh, and another thing. Just so you know, I’m happy here.”

      “Here? At the farm?”

      Lucy laughed. “Yes! I can’t believe I’m finally saying that to you,” she said, then let out a slight laugh. “And I’m thankful that you knew enough about me to make me stay.”

      Taylor smiled at that. No one knew Lucy like she did, and her sister was finally admitting it. She looked at her phone and saw it was almost eight o’clock. They had a call scheduled with Kathie Huff, the genealogist, at nine and Sam was meeting her there. The woman had agreed to take on the challenge, but it was going to take some teamwork. Of course, Kathie didn’t know the truth about why they were trying to track down the person attached to the DNA. But, to her credit, she hadn’t asked. Taylor had a good feeling about the woman. She was a dog lover, too, and that always boded well.

      Sam was more optimistic than Taylor that Kathie would help lead to them finding the assailant.

      “I’d better get home. I have some stuff to do before I can go to bed, and I’m worn out,” she said, avoiding telling Lucy about the call. “Wait—where did Diesel go?”

      He’d just been there, but now Ginger lay on the ground without him.

      “I don’t know. He was here a minute ago,” Lucy said, looking around. “Maybe he heard the kids and went over to Anna’s.”

      “Okay, let me go grab him. Lock up good tonight, Lucy.”

      Her shoulders felt heavy as she made her way to Anna’s house, her mind still dwelling on all the latest drama in her life. She was not only physically tired, but she was emotionally spent.

      She whistled and called out to Diesel, then thought she heard his whine on the wind. Looking around, she still didn’t see him.

      She knocked once, then walked into the house.

      Anna and the kids were around the kitchen table, playing a game of Uno, their dogs at their feet.

      “Is Diesel here?”

      Anna shook her head. “No, but I saw him run by when I was doing the dishes. He was headed toward the lake path.”

      “And you didn’t stop him?”

      “Sorry, I figured you were right behind him,” Anna said.

      “Fine. I gotta go. It’s getting dark,” Taylor said, but she let the door slam behind her to tell them what she thought about them not corralling Diesel for her or at least offering to help find him.

      On her way to the path, she saw Cate at the horse shed, brushing Apollo, the gentle horse.

      “You’re out late,” Taylor said, stopping to lean on the fence. It was unusual for her mother to not be with Ellis at this time of the day.

      “Yeah, I’ve got some things on my mind,” Cate said.

      “Everything okay?”

      Cate shook her head. “Not really. Ellis’ kids are giving him a hard time about our relationship. I overheard a conversation, but he doesn’t know it. They think he can do better than being with a woman who spent half her life in prison. I guess they think he needs to keep within their status. Me and my rap sheet don’t fit into the country club lifestyle.”

      “He doesn’t either, anymore. Right? Didn’t he leave all that behind to be alone on his boat? They have no right to dictate who he decides to spend his time with.”

      She shrugged. “I agree, but he does seem to want to please them, for the most part. Not sure what he’d do, but I’m not going to be pleading my case. I’ve done that enough in my lifetime. He either wants me and stands up to them, or he doesn’t.”

      “I’m so sorry, Cate. People can be so stupid.”

      Taylor felt so sad for her. Cate was worth a million country club trophy wives.

      “I’ll figure it out,” Cate said. “What are you doing out here?”

      “Looking for Diesel. Have you seen him?”

      “I think I did see him headed toward the lake path,” Cate said. “Want me to help you look for him?”

      “No, I’ll be fine. Talk to you later. Don’t let them get you down, Cate.”

      Taylor hurried along.

      On the path, her walk turned more into a jog. What if Diesel had wandered into the woods? Taken off after a squirrel, or—worse yet—a coyote?

      As she rounded the bend toward the pier, she noticed a soft glow of light flickering in the distance. Her eyes widened as she saw the path leading to the pier adorned with candles and flowers. Taylor couldn't help but laugh, a mix of surprise and joy washing over her. The joy at seeing the display of candles and flowers was so unlike her, yet it touched her heart in a way she never expected.

      Intrigued, she followed the trail of flickering flames until she reached the end of the pier. There, standing tall—and grinning ear to ear—was Sam, holding Diesel’s leash.

      The sight took her breath away, and her eyes immediately welled up with tears.

      “Sam … what's all this?” Taylor choked out, trying to control her emotions as she approached them.

      He immediately got down on one knee, and Taylor’s breath stuck in her throat. This couldn’t be happening. He pulled a small box from his pocket, opening it to reveal a stunning ring. The band, a delicate, vintage design, was crafted from warm, rose gold that gleamed softly in the candlelight. A brilliant, round-cut diamond sat at the center, flanked by two smaller sapphires on each side, creating a timeless and elegant look. Intricate filigree adorned the sides of the band, adding another layer of detailed beauty to the piece.

      “It’s vintage and at least a hundred years old,” Sam whispered. “Just like this ring's story, our love will endure and become more valuable with each passing year.”

      He slid it onto her finger, and Taylor couldn't help but stare in awe.

      His grin widened at her surprised expression. “Taylor Gray, I have been in love with you since the day I met you. You are the strongest, most caring, person I know, and I want to be with you for the rest of my life.”

      He continued, “You've been through so much, and I want to be your partner through all the future things that this crazy world throws at you. Will you marry me, so we can build our own family and face life's ups and downs together?”

      As Taylor gazed at the ring, she couldn't help but notice the craftsmanship and the way it seemed to hold a story of its own. Sam had chosen perfectly. It was a ring with history, one that seemed to whisper tales of love and commitment from generations past. Her heart swelled with appreciation for his thoughtfulness in choosing something so special and meaningful.

      He was right. The ring symbolized the continuation of a love that transcended time, a love that was now asking for a future together.

      With tears of happiness glistening in her eyes, Taylor’s throat was thick with emotion.

      “Taylor? Say something. Please,” Sam said, a worried look coming over him.

      “It's perfect,” she whispered.

      “But don’t you have something else to say?”

      With her heart pounding, Taylor threw her arms around him and kissed him before pulling back to look into his eyes.

      “Yes, Sam. Yes, a thousand times, yes,” she whispered, her voice choked with emotion.

      Diesel, sensing the moment, wagged his tail happily as if he knew he had a hand in all this. Suddenly, Taylor noticed his bandana had words printed on it and she laughed.

      It read Will you marry my dad?

      “I can't believe you did all this,” Taylor said, wiping away tears of joy. “I love you, Sam.”

      “I love you, too, Taylor,” Sam replied, pulling her into a tight embrace. “And I promise to do my best to help you carry some of the burdens you drag around, and I will try to make you happy every day of our lives together.”

      In that moment, on the candlelit pier surrounded by nature's beauty and her two boys, enveloped in the love they shared, Taylor knew she was exactly where she was meant to be.

      She couldn’t stop looking at the vintage ring now adorning her finger and she felt a sense of timelessness and a profound connection to the past, present, and future – to a love that could be everlasting.

      As they embraced, the world around them seemed to fade away, leaving only the two of them, plus their sweet boy who was the key to their connection, and the promise of a lifetime together.

      Taylor didn’t know how she could’ve possibly got so lucky. Sam was perfect. No drama. No bad moods. No baggage from his past. And now this was the beginning of their next chapter, one filled with adventures, challenges, and the unwavering love they had for each other.

      And as they stood under the starlit sky, Taylor couldn't help but feel that the universe itself was celebrating their love story – a story that began with a dog from the shelter and her quest to find the person he’d lost, that journey culminating to this moment of a candlelit pier and a vintage ring, and a love that would hopefully continue for eternity.

      Taylor felt a sense of peace and contentment that she’d never felt in her thus far tumultuous life. She had never been romanced. Or felt love like this. And as the stars began to twinkle above them, she knew that this moment would forever be etched in her heart as one of her life’s most precious memories.

      Suddenly, Sam’s phone vibrated from his pocket. “Oh, I’m sorry,” he said. “I won’t get that.”

      “No, go ahead. It might be important.”

      He pulled it out and looked down at the number. “Nah, it’s probably a scam.” He hit the ignore button.

      Immediately, they called back.

      “I don’t think scams call back that fast,” Taylor said. “Get it. Might be something about your dad.”

      He hit the accept button and turned it on speaker.

      “Hello?”

      “Um … hi. Is this Sam Stone?”

      It sounded like a young girl.

      “Yes.” He looked at Taylor over the phone, his eyebrows coming together in a curious V.

      “Oh, okay. This is Alice. I’m sorry to bother you, but I think you might be my dad.”

      

      The End

      

      Hello, dear reader! I hope you enjoyed this story. You can read more about the inspiration for it in my A Note From the Author in the back of the book. Are you ready for more Hart’s Ridge? I’m tightening up the tension on the next book and you’d better buckle up for the ride! You can get book SEVEN, HELLO GOODBYE, now at the following link:

      DOWNLOAD Hello Goodbye

      In a world where good people must triumph over evil, the Gray family in Hart's Ridge will stop at nothing to protect their own. In Hello Goodbye, the seventh book in the series by Kay Bratt, Deputy Taylor Gray finds herself in the middle of a case that seems cut and dry, but may be anything but that.

      

      Meanwhile, just when she thought everything would work out for her personal life, Taylor’s world is once again turned upside down, forcing her to fight for her happiness and her right to choose her own path in life.

      

      With Bratt's signature storytelling style, readers will be drawn into the world of Hart's Ridge, where secrets lurk around every corner and the bonds of family are stronger than anything else. If you love small-town mysteries with a gripping plot and well-drawn characters, you won't want to miss Hello Goodbye, the latest installment in the Hart's Ridge series.
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      Hello, readers! I hope you enjoyed Nobody Told Me, the sixth book in the Hart’s Ridge series. This true crime wrapped into the fictional town of Hart’s Ridge and its fictional characters was loosely inspired by the real-life story of Jarret Clark, who, in 2006, disappeared in much the same way as the Jarret in my story. Clark’s death was first ruled a suicide, and it took eight long years before his parents were able to see even a sliver of justice when evidence was finally found to prove that Clark was beaten, and still alive but unconscious when dumped in the water to hide the crime. Eventually, one of the suspects agreed to a plea deal of conspiracy to commit second degree murder. Ironically, the alleged main perpetrator of the beating and dumping of Jarret into the lake was never charged, as he died in a car accident two years after Jarret. He ironically drowned after his vehicle was submerged in a lake, and online sources say it was only nine inches of water that took his life.

      Some people like to hope that the last thing that young man saw, as he was scrambling for the door handle and trying to find his way out, was Jarret’s ghostly face, grinning back at him as he escorted him to the bottom of the lake.

      My deepest condolences go out to the Clark family in the loss of their son, Jarret, who was said to be a very nice and gentle young man and was never involved in any criminal activity or rebellion. Details, names, and timelines were changed in this story to accommodate the fictional story wrapped around the true case. Also, I must add that it would’ve been illegal to use the genetic data of Daniel Cooper without his consent, as I did in the story. In reality, law enforcement would have to adhere to the legal requirements essential to respect civilian’s privacy. But this is fiction! I can do what I want!

      

      Before you go, I would love to invite you to join my private Facebook group, Kay’s Krew, where you can be part of my focal group, giving ideas for story details such as names, livelihoods, etc. to this series. I’m also known to entertain with stories of my own life with the Bratt Pack and all the kerfuffles I find myself getting into. Please join my author newsletter to hear of future Hart’s Ridge books, as well as giveaways and discounts. Don’t forget to get your free book while you are there!

      Until then,

      Scatter kindness everywhere.

      Kay Bratt
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      Kay Bratt learned to lean on writing while she navigated a tumultuous childhood and then a decade of domestic abuse in adulthood. After working her way through the hard years to come out a survivor and a pursuer of peace, she finally found the courage to use her experiences throughout her novels, most recently Wish Me Home and True to Me. Her books have fueled many exciting book club discussions and have made it into the hands of more than a million readers across the world. She lives with the love of her life and a pack of rescue dogs on the banks of Lake Hartwell in Georgia, USA.

      

      For more information, visit www.kaybratt.com.
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